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Introduction

Despite the lack of a shared agreement upon one definition of learning (Phillips &
Soltis, 1998), there seems to be a common opinion among many theorists that in
order for learning to take place, a mismatch between intentions and outcome has to
occur (Argyris and Schoén 1978), a split (Jarvis, 2006), a cognitive dissonance
(Festinger, 1957) or a disequilibrium (Piaget, 1985). That is; the continual flows of
actions are broken up by an often unforeseen discontinuity: The teacher in the
classroom experiences that his way of explaining a mathematical problem does not
contribute to the students learning. The manager realizes that her way of
communicating with a subordinate leads to hostility instead of trust. The surgery
team recognizes that the patient is about to be injured due to electromagnetic-
interference.

The referred contributors are representing different schools within the field of
learning, and concepts such as recognizing, realizing, experiencing, disequilibrium,
and dissonance may carry different connotation. What the theorists seem to have in
common is the identification of gaps as instances that may trigger learning. They
take as a departing point that mismatch, break, or split in a continuous flow
represents decisive moments that provide us with opportunities for change. To be
more exact; if we realize that they provide such an opportunity, and if we choose to
inquire into the situation at hand.

As we will illustrate in this article; this is far from obvious in formal organizations. On
the one hand moments where mismatch or split occurs are common even in the most
stable forms of organization. On the other hand, the fact that they are common does
not guarantee that they are recognized or explored. Mismatch and continuity are
related, and when mismatch occurs, it does so against a background of continuity.
For example, from studying routines (Feldman, 2000) found that one of the situations
where routines change is when unintended outcomes are produced by following the
routines. Still, opportunities for learning are not synonymous with change, and we
argue therefore for a closer examination of situations where opportunities for learning
arise, but are not pursued.

In this article we concentrate on experiential learning in organizations, understood as
the acquisition of knowledge from direct first hand experience (Huber, 1991). More
specifically, we wish to contribute to the debate on the future of organizational
learning (Easterby-Smith, 1997; Vince et al., 2002; Elkjaer, 2004). We do not aim at
solving organizational learning’s problems, and we do agree with Easterby-Smith’s
conclusion that the creation of a comprehensive theory is unrealistic. Rather, we
claim that three interrelated fallacies stemming from the “first way” of the
organizational learning field (Elkjaer, 2004) may restrict our efforts to understand the
challenge of learning in organizations. We identify these as the rational fallacy, the
mismatch fallacy, and the myopic fallacy. We further argue that the impact of
institutional forces on actors in situations of mismatch and surprise has to be
accounted for if these fallacies are to be avoided. In order to understand how
institutional forces may affect organizational learning, we draw on the concept of
liminality.
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The article will be structured as follows: First; we discuss dominant organizational
learning theories’ tendency to require mismatch, split, or surprise as a prerequisite for
learning to take place, and how the “first way”(Elkjaer, 2004) of organizational
learning theory explains our inclination to avoid learning. We close our review by
identifying what we see as three fallacies of organizational learning. Second; we
introduce the concept of liminality, and discuss its strength and weaknesses as an
analytic tool. Thereafter; we return to the three fallacies we have identified, and
apply the concept of liminality in a discussion of their consequences.

The notion of mismatch and surprise in organizational learning theory

It seems to be a widespread assumption stemming from “the first way” of
organizational learning theory (Elkjaer, 2004), that a mismatch between intentions
and outcome has to take place in order for learning to come about. In a seminal
Harvard Business Review article, Chris Argyris (1977) described organizational
learning as a process of detection and correction of errors, where individuals act as
agents for the organization, and learning occurs through the actors. One year later,
Argyris together with Donald Schon published the tremendously influential
Organizational Learning: A Theory of Action Perspective (Argyris & Schén, 1978).
Influenced by American pragmatism and John Dewey’s concept of experience, where
it is “...the movement between the familiar and routine actions as well as between
established and emergent social relations that brings about learning...” (Elkjaer,
2004, p. 423), they described learning as a possible outcome of an unforeseen
situation where the actor is taken by surprise or confusion as a result of a mismatch
between expectations and outcome.

The first way of OL and particularly the works of Argyris and Schon have resulted in a
series of related schools known both as Action Science, Action Theory, Action
Design, and Action Inquiry (Argyris & Schon, 1978; Argyris, 1976; Senge, 1990;
Argyris et al., 1985; Leitch & Day, 2000; Friedman, 2001; Torbert, 1972; Torbert,
1991). A common thread is the notion of mismatch and the need for inquiry created
by the mismatch. The assumption is that in order for learning to take place, there has
to be a process of detection of errors that may lead to an inquiry into the situation at
hand.

“When the consequences of an action strategy are as the agent intends, then
there is a match between intention and outcome, and the theory-in-use of the
agent is confirmed. If the consequences are unintended, and especially if they
are counterproductive, there is a mismatch or an error” (Argyris et al., 1985, p.
85-86).

When our theories of action do not lead us to where we expected, we have a
divergence between intentions and outcomes. This disparity may require correction,
but in order for this correction to take place, the actor has to experience some sort of
interruption, surprise, frustration, discontinuity, or disturbance. This surprising
mismatch between expected and actual outcomes calls for a process of thoughtful
inquiry that may lead to a modification of the actor’'s mental images of the
organization (Argyris & Schon, 1996 p.16). A change in the individual’s theory in use
will be the ultimate proof that learning has occurred. Since the actor is an agent on
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behalf of the organization, organizational learning will not take place unless a change
in individual action theories first takes place (Honey & Mumford, 1992; Burgoyne et
al., 1994).

This view has been and still is influential. Argyris has continued his work along the
same lines, producing an impressive amount of articles, books, and seminars.
Woddell claims that “Chris Argyris has been one of the single most influential
scholars in the field of organizational development. His ideas on organizational
learning, reasoning and thinking have had a tremendous impact upon the field”
(Wooddell, 2003, p.67). When Easterby-Smith, Antonacopoulou, Simm, and Lyles
selected seven prominent contributions to organizational learning, their first pick was
Argyris and Schon (1978) and the concepts single and double-loop learning, and
espoused theory and theory-in-practice (Easterby-Smith et al., 2004).

The *first way’ of organizational learning is according to Elkjaer characterized by
learning as acquisition of knowledge as well as analytical and communicative skills,
while the ‘second way’ puts emphasis on learning as participation in communities of
practice. A ‘third way’ is sketched by Elkjaer as a synthesis of elements of the first
two added with a dash of body, emotion, intuition, and an understanding of the
relation between individuals and organization that emphasizes the role of
commitment and organizations as social worlds (Elkjaer, 2004). This indicates that
organizational learning has come a long way since the ‘first way’, but the idea of
mismatch and surprise as a prerequisite for learning nevertheless still seems to have
a strong influence. For example, when Elkjaer makes her case for the ‘third way’, she
does so by revisiting pragmatic learning theory, Dewey’s concept of experience and
inquiry, and the presumption of mismatch and surprise: “The provocative element in
experience, i.e. the element that arouses the mind and puts it to work, is facing an
uncertain or problematic situation, an unforeseen event. When habitual actions are
upset, it creates the basis for gaining new experiences and subsequent new
knowledge” (Elkjaer, 2004, p. 425). And she concludes: “In sum, the content in
pragmatic learning theory is to develop experience and become knowledgeable with
a point of departure in the meeting with the uncertain situation (Elkjaer, 2004, p. 426).

In other words, one might say that the presupposition of mismatch has survived from
the first to the third way of organizational learning.

Defensiveness and rational inquiry as a proposed response to surprise

Following dominant organizational learning theory an organization is dependent on
the individual actor’s capability of detecting and correcting errors in order to learn. If
the actor does not (1) recognize the situation as a discontinuity, (2) inquire into the
situation in “a thoughtful way”, and (3) produce “corrective responses”, there will be
no learning, whether individual or organizational.

So why do we repeatedly not recognize, nor inquire into situations of mismatch?
According to the first way of OL, it is primarily because of inhibitory loops and
defensive routines. Argyris claims that rigorous reasoning stops and defensive
reasoning takes over when problems involve potential threat or embarrassment
(Argyris, 1994). The explanation for such a behavior is psychological, according to
Argyris. We develop defensive mental models, master programs for protection, early
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in life for dealing with emotional or threatening issues. These are sets of rules that we
use to design our own actions as well as to interpret the actions of others. We
retrieve them rather unconsciously in situations when we face problems or invent
solutions. The programs can be understood as theories-in-use, theories that can be
identified from observing what we actually do. They may differ substantially from our
espoused theories, the theories we believe or claim we apply. Few of us are aware of
the inconsistency between the two.

On the contrary, most of us are consistently inconsistent in the way we act, according
to Argyris. We follow theories-in-use that seem to have the same set of governing
values, independent of culture, race, and gender: We strive to remain in unilateral
control, we aim at maximizing winning and minimizing losing, we suppress negative
feelings, and we wish to be as rational as possible. We do so because we are
programmed to apply a deeply defensive strategy in order to avoid embarrassment,
risk, vulnerability, and we do not want to appear incompetent in the face of others
and ourselves (Argyris, 1994).

Argyris and Schon hold forth that defensiveness begins with primary inhibitory loops
on the individual level (Argyris & Schon, 1996, p.89). They may lead to secondary
inhibitory loops, defined as “...the behavioral loops — causal connections between
action strategies and antilearning consequences — that are supraindividual,
pertaining to interactions of groups within organizations” (Argyris & Schoén, 1996,
p.97).

The argument is largely echoed by March’s observation; that organizations operate to
conceal, tolerate, or even stimulate, incoherence (March, 1994, p. 194). However,
while March puts emphasis on the role of the organization, the first way of
organizational learning has its lens focused on the individual. The direction for how
the development of defensive routines is from the individual to the organizational
level. The routines develop from the skilled use of unlearning strategies among
individual actors, and from there the defensiveness may become a group trait and
finally a characteristic of the organization as a whole.

On the one hand Argyris and Schén claim that we have to experience surprise and
mismatch in order for learning to take place, on the other hand they illustrate how we
develop cover up strategies and individual as well as collective blindness that hinder
learning. Their proposed way out of this dilemma is shown in Table 1.

Conditions for Error Corrective responses
Vagueness Specify

Ambiguity Clarify

Untestability Make testable
Scattered information Concert

Information withheld Reveal
Undiscussability Make discussable
Uncertainty Inquire
Inconsistency/incompatibility Resolve

Table 1. Conditions for Error and Corrective Responses (Argyris & Schon,
1996, p.91)
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Argyris and Schoén’s suggestion is to first identify the conditions for error, and then
apply suitable corrective responses. The underlying idea is that clarifying and
structuring a situation that may be experienced as confusing or contradictory will
reduce barriers to learning. Itis a highly rational procedure: Through structured and
focused elimination of uncertainty one may remove “cover ups” and improve the
possibility for learning to take place.

A preliminary conclusion: Three fallacies of organizational learning

As we have attempted to illustrate; the dominant organizational learning theory’s
notion of mismatch and surprise takes as a departing point a split, discontinuity, or
surprise that creates a situation that needs to be inquired into for learning to take
place. Failing to learn is then typically explained as a consequence of micro to macro
expansion of defensive routines. In order to overcome the defensiveness, highly
rational action steps are proposed (Argyris & Schon, 1996).

We maintain that reducing learning to a rational inquiry into a surprising situation
created by a mismatch may restrict organizations capacity to learn. Our review has
led us to the following conclusions:

» [t underrates the role emotions have on actors in liminal situations. The first
way of OL asks us to be aware of our feelings in communicative situations
and encourages us to make them explicit (Argyris, 1977), but the often
subtle effect emotions have on individual behavior in liminal situations as a
result of institutional forces and what is already learned in an organization,
is overlooked. We call this the rational fallacy.

» The likelihood that learning also can take place under continuity, as well as
how this learning may occur; is not sufficiently explored. One
conseqguence of restricting learning to mismatch is that learning becomes
associated with deviation and failing, and as such, learning possibilities in
ongoing daily work may not be taken notice of. We call this the mismatch
fallacy.

= |tis myopic. Focus tends to be on the individual, and defensiveness is
primarily explained as a micro to macro process expanding from individual
to organization level. This can be clearly seen in the work by Argyris and
Schon. We call this the myopic fallacy.

It often takes a novel lens to become aware of new aspects embedded in well
established organizational phenomena. We will thus introduce the concept of
liminality as an analytic device to help us understand organizational situations of
mismatch and continuity that may call for learning. After that; we will return to the
three fallacies we have identified and we will discuss them in the light of liminality.

Liminality as an analytic device

Liminality is a concept that stems from the Latin word limen, meaning “threshold”. It
was taken into use by the ethnographer Arnold van Gennep (Van Gennep, 1960) in
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his Rites of Passage, originally published in 1909. Building on Van Gennep; Victor
Turner later revitalized the concept in his interpretive and symbolic anthropological
analyses. Turner says:

“This term, literally "being-on-a-threshold,” means a state or process which is
betwixt-and between the normal, day-today cultural and social states and
processes of getting and spending, preserving law and order, and registering
structural status” (1979, p.465).

Turner frames liminality as a state where “anything might, even should, happen” (p.
465). He continues to describe liminality as situations that can be full of potency and
potentiality, experiment and play, where ideas, words, metaphors and symbols may
be brought into play. Turner does not confine liminality to the rites of passage that
we might associate with studies of artforms, tribes, and rituals in distant cultures:

“Scientific hypotheses and experiments and philosophical speculation are also
forms of play, though their rules and controls are more rigorous and their
relation to mundane "indicative" reality more pointed than those of genres
which proliferate in fantasy. One might say, without too much exaggeration,
that liminal phenomena are at the level of culture what variability is at the level
of nature” (p.465).

In spite of Turner’s attempt to export liminality as a general analytic concept, it has
been most frequently used in ethnographical and anthropological studies of rites and
rituals (McNamara et al., 2002; McCadden, 1997), ecstasy and extreme states of
mind (Waskul, 2005; Dayal, 2001), and other threshold situations (Pierce, 2007,
Terrill, 2006; Sharpe, 2005; Miles, 2006). Liminality has also been used to analyze
the significance of time (Anderson, 2005; Wallace, 2006) and space (Cunha &
Cabral-Cardoso, 2006; Starr-Glass & Schwartzbaum, 2003; Buckingham et al.,
2006).

Lately we have seen the concept increasingly applied also outside the realm of
traditional ethnography and anthropology, for example in the study of ethics (Ganim,
2007; Bargiela-Chiappini, 2007; thaus-Reid, 2006) and development (Deflem, 1991;
Clegg et al., 2006). One reason for the interest may be that liminal situations present
possibilities for innovation. Drawing inspiration from Schutz, Weick works from the
idea that reality is presented as streams of experience to actors, which they
sometimes act upon by applying intuition and improvisation (Weick, 1979). Parts of
Weick’s work are directed towards what he calls ‘confusing events’, which occur as a
result of tangled processes that appear equivocal to actors. It is the condition of
equivocality in particular that allows for alternative courses of action and alternative
interpretations to be made of what is happening. Weick’s point is that under normal
conditions in organizations, confusing events may constitute occasions for
innovation. Innovation is typically possible when actors can reflect and experiment
with different possible courses of action. We find an illustration in Clegg et al. (2006).
They studied how staff involved in pedagogic innovations are presented with
challenges that take them outside their habitual fields of expertise and disciplinary
identities and into liminal situations (Clegg et al., 2006). Following the same line,
Meyer and Land put forward that learning involves the occupation of a liminal,
unstable space in which the learner may swing between old and emergent
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understandings towards mastery (Meyer & Land, 2005). Also, Bryans and Smith have
argued that since radical shifts are taking place in management theory;
corresponding shifts should occur in the theory of training and development. More
precisely a turn towards a dialectical relationship between actors and their
organizations is called for, characterized by openness, uncertainty, complexity,
relationships, reflection, reframing and restoration (Bryans & Smith, 2000).

When taken into organizations, the heritage from folklore and ethnography has often
colored the studies and influenced the selection of units of analysis. For example,
Moore analyzed Walt Disney World as a pilgrimage centre in the form of a “giant
limen ritual threshold” with play, myth, rites of passage and ritualistic behavior
(Moore, 1980). Sturdy et al. focused on the ritualistic role of business dinners and
back-stage management consultancy, and suggested that liminality as organizational
space can be both comfortable, structured, and strategic or tactical (Sturdy et al.,
2006). Czarniawska and Mazza took on management consulting as ritualistic
activities in liminal space (Czarniawska & Mazza, 2003). Powley and Cameron used
liminality to illustrate how organizations may heal through rituals after major traumas
(Powley & Cameron, 2005), and Trice and Beyer studied organizational culture as
rites and ritualistic behavior (Trice & Beyer, 1984).

However; there are also examples of organizational analysis that transgress or
expand liminality’s ethnographic heritage: For instance; Garsten regarded temporary
employees as ‘liminal threshold people’, and applied liminality as an analytic device
to examine how learning occurs at the limits of organizations, such as in teams and
networks across traditional borders (Garsten, 1999). Tempest and Starkey, building
on Garsten, extended the use of liminality to discuss learning in relation to flexibility
and individualized work in organizations (Tempest & Starkey, 2004). And Cunha and
Cabral-Cardoso discussed dilemmas of legality and illegality in a liminal view (Cunha
& Cabral-Cardoso, 2006).

The exploratory power of liminality

As an analytic tool, liminality’s strength appears to be as a lens to focus on social
situations where actors find themselves in between different states of being and
levels of awareness. The central part is "being-on-a-threshold," in a state or process
betwixt-and between the normal and the unknown or unusual (Turner, 1979, p.465).
This state, process or context may be understood as a form of space (Anderson,
2005; Buckingham et al., 2006; Cunha & Cabral-Cardoso, 2006; Starr-Glass &
Schwartzbaum, 2003) where provocation as a result of transgression of the reigning
order may occur (Lugones, 2006). Since pregiven logics and procedures in
bureaucratic organizations often generate rather than solve local problems when
applied in liminal situations (Dressman, 1997), some authors have argued for the
need to learn playfully and creatively in lack of prescriptions that work (Clegg et al.,
2006; Starr-Glass & Schwartzbaum, 2003). Playfulness allows us, as March argues,
to go beyond rationality and purpose, and such “foolish” behavior may open for new
solutions (March, 1976). But formal work organizations are attempts to
institutionalize standardized sets of responses to problems where rule following is
imperative (Orlikowski, 1996; Hatch, 1999; March & Simon, 1958; Tsoukas & Chia,
2002), and liminal behavior may consequently be perceived as exasperating,
infuriating, irritating, annoying, distracting, and even threatening.
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We choose to define organizational liminal space as an uncertain and undefined
situation, process or phenomenon characterized by borders, thresholds and in-
betweeness. By doing so, we have a concept to help us analyze how recognition of
mismatch as well as inquiry into surprising situations may be confined, sanctioned, or
even subjected to self censorship. While liminal behavior and artforms (e.g., foolish
behavior, role play, improvisation) is expected and welcomed in certain liminal
contexts often described by anthropologists and ethnographers (carnival, rites of
passage, etc.), they are often challenging the existing order and provoking the
established hegemony in formal organizational settings, thus often become
problematic. Instead of leading to new knowledge, the result may be non-learning.

A liminal view on organizational learning fallacies

In the following sections we will return to the three fallacies of organizational learning
that we previously identified; the rational fallacy, the mismatch fallacy, and the
myopic fallacy, and we will discuss their consequences in the light of liminality.

The rational fallacy: Ignoring emotional responses to surprise in organizations

It seems like emotions become particularly important in liminal situations. This is
shown in the illustrious lowa card game experiment (Damasio, 1994, p. 212-222): In
front of you are four decks of cards. Two of them are blue and two are red. Each
card in those decks either wins you a sum of money, or costs you some money. You
are asked to turn cards from any of the two decks, in order to maximize your
winnings. The scientists have, however, not told you that the red decks are a
minefield. You may win, but when you loose on the red cards you loose substantially.
The only way of winning is by taking cards from the blue decks. Then you win small
sums steadily, and at the same time you risk small penalties. What the experiment
showed was essentially that the gamblers figured the game out before they realized
it. They also began making adjustments in their gambling strategy before they were
consciously aware of their adjustments (Damasio, 1994; Gladwell, 2005). When the
neuroscientists measured the activity of the sweat glands below the skin in the palm
of the gamblers’ hands, they found that the players started generating stress
responses to the red decks by the tenth card. Even more impressive; the scientists
proved that the gamblers changed their behavior as well, in the sense that they
started favoring the blue cards. But it took forty more cards before they were able to
say that they had a hunch about what was wrong with the decks 2.

Experiments like this have paved the way for what has been known as the somatic
marker hypothesis (Bechara & Damasio, 2005; Dalgleish, 2004; Damasio et al.,
1996). Emotions set the soma against which observation is rationally interpreted.
Following the somatic marker hypothesis; prior experiences from comparable
contexts may have induced positive or negative emotions that lead to automatic
reactions to mismatch and surprise. Since an emotion has two dimensions; direction
and intensity, emotions may strongly influence on whether you choose to get closer

2 There have been presented other ways of interpreting the lowa card game experiment, see for example Maia
and McClelland (Maia & McClelland, 2004)
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or further away from a liminal situation, and on how strongly and immediate you
should react. Emotions thus aid our decision making process and help us sort
between different possibilities. They provide a structuring and directing element to
support our decision making. Emotions direct attention, and help us avoid or
approach situations and things. The combined directionality and emotionality confers
a ‘vector character’ upon emotions

The lowa gambling experiment was a laboratory study. That is; the participants were
met with expectations different from what would have been the case if they were
actors in a formal organization. They knew this was an experiment and that failing
was expected and allowed. We suspect that emotions will play a more subtle but also
more important role in formal organizational contexts. When individuals find
themselves in liminal spaces, understood as uncertain and undefined situations,
processes or phenomena characterized by borders, thresholds and in-betweeness;
we anticipate that these situations will often be recognized as negative deviances
from the organization’s standard operating mode. As such, a negative emotional
response will be triggered that may lead the person to ignore or conceal the
deviance. This is a form of learned ignorance or self censorship that is preferred to
being sanctioned from authorities. Consequently, we expect that actors in formal
organizations in most cases will associate discontinuity with negative emotions, and
thus ignore or conceal liminal spaces. Also, we anticipate that reacting to the
unforeseen and uncertain with liminal behavior such as playing, improvising, and
fooling around, may trigger negative responses where they would have been
received with applause in less formal contexts such as family gatherings, parties,
carnival, and rites of passage.

We hold forth that the explanation is institutional rather than psychological: Modern
organizations are based on the idea that bundles of standardized sets of responses
solve problems (March & Simon, 1958) and processes of institutionalization and
creation of standardized routines form the basis of organizational continuity
(Levinthal, 1991). Consequently; organizational actors have learned that routines are
important, and that compliance to routines, plans and procedures secure continuity.
A deviation from status quo in the form of surprise or mismatch may thus trigger
negative emotional responses such as fear and anxiety, resulting in a possible
neglect of the divergence, or avoidance of the recommended inquiry into the situation
at hand. Institutionalization has emotional effects on individuals and how they make
sense of their reality. 'The elimination of emotion and feeling from the human picture
entails an impoverishment of the subsequent organization of experience', Damasio
states (2003, p.159) (Damasio, 2003, p.159). The result may be non-learning
because of the absence of direction and intensity of emotions, both of which are
indispensible for learning to occur..

The mismatch fallacy: Ignoring learning under continuity

It is obviously possible to be surprised by continuity. If you expected a change, and
that change did not take place, it follows from canonized organizational learning
theory that this may be a starting point for a learning process. If mismatch between
expectations and outcome is a prerequisite for learning, then one may also learn from
continuity that comes as a surprise.

10
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However; it should also be possible to learn from continuity, even though you are not
surprised by it: It requires that you recognize it as a continuous phenomenon in front
of you, and (1) reflect upon why you are not surprised, or (2) inquire into what may
cause the permanence. Let’s imagine a meeting at work that follows the same
pattern as this type of meeting always tends to. You realize that what you experience
Is a repetition of what you use to see in these meetings. And it comes as no surprise
to you. There is no mismatch at all. So; can you — and should you — learn from this
situation? We think so. Continuity is a starting place for learning, just as well as
discontinuity is.

One consequence of limiting learning to situations created by mismatch is that
learning becomes associated with discontinuity and failure, and as such, learning
possibilities in ongoing daily work may not be taken notice of. This may be utterly
dangerous, as shown by Wicks in his study of the 1992 explosion at Westray Mines
(Wicks, 2001). Individual perceptions of the inherent risks in work practices had
become clouded. A mindset of invulnerability had developed as a result of regulative
aspects of the institutional environment backed by powerful sanctions, norms and
rules stemming from social obligations, and cognitive elements creating constitutive
rules that were obeyed because they formed the basis of individuals' social identities
as coal miners and as men. The workers’ behavior was a function of how they
interpreted the environment, and these processes had established a collective taken-
for granted understanding and attitude that created a reinforcing set of institutional
expectations. A harmful mindset had institutionalized. As Wicks points out; in an
industry like underground mining, reinforcing sets of institutional expectations can
have catastrophic consequences; in many organizations, however, their negative
consequences can easily go unnoticed, but still be harmful.

What Wick describes in his analysis of the mining disaster finds a parallel in Weick
and Sutcliffe description of mindlessness (Weick & Sutcliffe, 2001). We can observe
mindlessness in situations where early signs of danger, changes in context, and
outdated diagnoses of problems are unnoticed. Instead people tend to act on
automatic pilot, following recipes, and imposing old categories to classify what they
see, and thus mislabeling new with old contexts. At the same time, people feel like
they understand what's going on, even if they don’t. Weick and Sutcliff portray an
organizational pathology where we favor the familiar and mature at the expense of
novelty and innovation (Ahuja & Lampert, 2001). Mindfulness, conversely, is a
preoccupation with updating, according to Weick and Sutcliff, growing in an
understanding that knowledge and ignorance grow together. Mindlessness on the
other hand leads to ignorance towards mismatch and surprise. It is fueled by “silent”
institutional forces: As an example of a silent contributor to mindlessness, Weick and
Sutcliffe point to the zeal for planning. Plans act the same way as expectations, they
hold forth. “Disconfirming evidence is avoided, and plans lure you into overlooking a
buildup of the unexpected quite as handily as do other expectations” (Weick &
Sutcliffe, 2001, p. 43). Brunsson claims that non-learning organizations have
developed a proficiency in ignoring. Not only do they ignore problems, they also
ignore their own attitudes to these problems and the possible solutions. Brunsson’s
explanation is institutional: Distribution of responsibility through procedures support
and reinforce the non-learning behavior (Brunsson, 1998).

In order to better understand the challenges of organizational learning, we hold forth

11



Irgens and Hernes OLKC 2008.doc

that there is a need to (1) recognize how learning takes place under continuity, and
(2) understand the liminality inhibited in mismatch situations. The first will require that
we transgress the propensity to delimit learning to mismatch situations and surprise.
The latter will require an understanding of how individuals in mismatch situations may
find themselves “betwixt-and between” the normal and the different (Turner, 1979),
and as such, “caught” in a state where local needs and canonized practice collide.

The myopic fallacy: Ignoring the formative context

The first way of organizational learning clearly has a bias towards individual learning,
as illustrated in the works of Argyris. As an example; defensiveness is explained as
a process escalating from the individual to supra-individual levels, finally establishing
organizational defensive routines. The defensiveness is explained psychologically:
We are programmed to apply a deeply defensive strategy in order to avoid
embarrassment, risk, vulnerability, and we do not want to appear incompetent in the
face of others and ourselves (Argyris, 1994).

We do not claim that defensiveness does not have psychological explanations. We
rather maintain that focusing on the individual or group level of analysis may lead to
myopia (March, 1991; Levinthal & March, 1993). The consequence is that both
explanans and explanandum become restricted to what we see most clearly in
nearsight. It is a propinquity trap, according to Ahuja and Lampert, where we end up
favoring exploring what is already familiar to us — we look for solutions near to
existing solutions (Ahuja & Lampert, 2001).

A series of studies illustrate how forces that may fall outside our immediate nearsight
may constitute local action: Brunsson’s study of the public sector in Sweden
elucidates how institutional pressure may lead to hypocrisy as a strategy to survive
when conflicting demands arise (Brunsson, 1993). Kets de Vries and Miller
demonstrate how some organizations develop pathological tendencies and deserve
psychiatric diagnosis in their attempts to master conflicting demands (Kets de Vries &
Miller, 1984). Meyer and Rowan describe how conformity towards institutional rules
and forms of working may come in contrast to criteria of effectiveness in the
organization, and in some cases ends up in “ceremonial conformity” (Meyer &
Rowan, 1977). Brown and Duguid illustrate how the “non-canonical” knowledge of
the reps at Rank Xerox was driven out of sight due to heavy celebration of the official
“canonized” knowledge and practices voiced by management (Brown & Duguid,
1991).

We maintain that limiting the level of analysis to the micro level in all these cases will
lead to a restricted understanding of organizational learning. Also, it will conceal the
dysfunctional effects of myopia in practice. As an example of the latter; improvisation
has become increasingly celebrated as a hallmark of good practice (Schon, 1983;
Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Barrett, 1998; Hatch, 1999; van der Bij et al., 2003). The
problem is that improvisation is myopic, with a “...local intelligence that is short
sighted”, according to Karl Weick (Weick, 1993, p.373). It is based on an action-
oriented sensitivity for local conditions, but not necessarily for the needs of the
organization as a whole. The solutions which are found locally may create problems
in other parts of the organization. Thus, what seems to be successful on-the-spot
learning in a local mismatch situation may in a peripheral view be recognized as a
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threat to the quality and effectiveness of the organization, and can endanger people’s
lives because safety routines are ignored and rules are bent.

The myopic fallacy leads to a disregard of the formative context. For example, in the
celebration of improvisation, we tend to forget that a formal work organization is very
different from a jazz orchestra. The formative context, understood as the set of pre-
existing institutional arrangements, cognitive frames and imageries that individuals
regularly enact (Ciborra & Lanzara, 1994), has a very different influence upon the
actors in a bureaucratic organization than it has in more informal contexts. If
organizational learning is to transgress its myopic heritage, it has to recognize the
institutional forces that exercise power upon the actor. That is not to say that one
should submit to a structural view of organization, but rather look for relational
explanations that avoid the macro-to-micro or micro-to-macro dichotomy. As
Hodgson (2007) points out, individuals are in-between upward and downward
causation. They possess the ability to change institutions, but they are also formed
by the institutions. Through reconstitutive downward causation institutions structure,
constrain and enable individual behaviors. The institutions have the power to mould
dispositions, to constrain and change aspirations, and to act upon individual habits of
thought and action. This does not imply that institutions directly, entirely or uniformly
determine individual aspirations, but that these processes may have significant
downward effects on individuals (Hodgson, 2007).

Conclusion

Organizations become institutions through processes of standardization and
routinization that lay the basis for the formation of continuity in an organization's
behavior (Levinthal, 1991). Routines are supraindividual; when people leave
organizations, action routines persevere and offer a structure which provides
continuity (Weick, 1991; Weick & Gilfillan, 1971). Since continuity essentially is the
very essence of organizational survival (Srivastva, 1983), liminality, as something
“different” and “abnormal”, becomes problematic in organizations. Even though
liminal spaces should be seen as opportunities for learning and innovation, we
suggest that the association of learning with mismatch, mismatch with discontinuity,
discontinuity with failure, and failure with negative emotions, may lead actors to avoid
or ignore liminal spaces and as such contribute to an unlearning organization.

The very nature of bureaucratic organizations produces liminal spaces; mismatch
situations and thresholds between learning and non-learning (Cunha & Cabral-
Cardoso, 2006). At the same time organizations also make people feel guilty if they
recognize liminality, and if they react to threshold situations with liminal behavior. The
heavy weight on rules and procedures in bureaucratic organizations force their
members into liminality, but they also drive individuals to ignore or avoid liminal
situations because of these situations’ low degree of legitimacy. Breaking out of the
dilemmas through liminal behavior such as play, foolishness, or improvisation, tend to
be sanctioned, confined, or subjected to self censorship. It is a double blind situation
(Bateson et al., 1956) produced by institutional forces.

13



Irgens and Hernes OLKC 2008.doc

In liminal organizational spaces individuals try to make sense of the confusing
situation based on what they have previously learned is legal and legitimate and what
is not. If engaged in deviance, managers tend to feel guilty (Veiga et al., 2004) and
may find themselves caught in a vicious circle of caution, blame, lack of reflection
and unproductive communication (Vince & Saleem, 2004). Cunha and Cabral-
Cardoso claim that guilt is normal, since deviation, even when morally correct, still is
a deviation. If the liminal situation is not overcome and the perceived formal order
regained, justification may be a strategy in order to reduce the cognitive dissonance
(Cunha & Cabral-Cardoso, 2006, p. 217). The individual may do what s/he can to
reduce deviance and regain continuity, or s/he may interpret the situation so that the
mismatch is reduced to a perceived “acceptable level” that does not require
corrective action. The individual might have learned how to handle a liminal situation,
‘betwixt-and between the normal‘ (Turner, 1982), but in either case, organizational
learning is hindered.

In this article we have identified three fallacies. They are summarized in Table 2.

Fallacies: The Rational Fallacy The Mismatch The Myopic Fallacy
Fallacy
Blindness: Ignores how institutional | Ignores learning Ignores the
pressure shapes under continuity formative context
emotional responses

Table 2: Three Fallacies in Organizational Learning

According to Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary?, one explanation of fallacy is
‘that which misleads the eye or the mind’. A fallacy may lead your attention away
from what is important. That does not imply that what you see is wrong, it might just
be a part of a larger picture. What you do not see may be just as important as what
you see. We claim that three interrelated aspects have fallen outside the headlight of
dominant organizational learning theory: First, we call for increased attention to the
emotional effect institutional forces have on individuals in liminal situations. In order
to do so, one needs to avoid what we have called the rational fallacy. Second; we
would like to see more focus on learning under continuity. Thus, one should stay
clear of what we have coined the mismatch fallacy. Third and finally, we point to the
need for analyzing the effect of the formative context and the reconstitutive
downward causation. One should accordingly keep away from the myopic fallacy.

Several scholars associated with what Elkjaer’'s second and third way of
organizational learning have proposed alternatives to Argyris and Schon’s rational
approach. Easterby-Smith, for example, makes a case for multi-disciplinary
approaches (Easterby-Smith, 1997). Blackler and McDonald argue for understanding
the role of power in situations where the needs of the here-and-now overshadow
normal routines and authority hierarchies (Blackler & McDonald, 2000). Vince
explores the paradoxes and politics of organizational learning and points to the need

3 Webster's Revised Unabridged Dictionary. Retrieved April 08, 2008, from Dictionary.com website:
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/fallacy
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for understanding the role of emotions in organizational learning (Vince & Matrtin,
1993; Vince, 2001), while Elkjaer calls for a “third way” where intuition, emotions and
commitment are allowed to play a more significant role (Elkjaer, 2004). We do
acknowledge these and many other novel contributions to the organizational learning
field. However, we maintain that there still is a need for developing the organizational
in organizational learning. We would like to see more studies that break out of the
the field’s myopic tendencies, studies that analyze individual emotional responses in
the light of institutional pressure, as well as studies that do not take mismatch as a
prerequisite for learning. Mismatch and surprise are utterly important in
organizational learning, but routines and continuity are the very core of the idea of
the bureaucratic organization, and represent opportunities for learning both when
they are changed and when they are not.
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