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Preface

This book has grown from our earlier inquiry into the theories of action which individuals bring to their interactions with one another. In
Theory in Practice, we described the theories-in-use which guide our
interpersonal behavior, create the behavioral worlds in which we live,
and influence both our long-term effectiveness and our capacity for
learning. Originally, we had planned in a chapter of that book to
apply the theory of action perspective to the problem of organizational capacity for learning. But we could not write that chapter; it
called for a conceptual bridge which. we had not yet built-a bridge
between the world of interpersonal behavior and the world of the
organization. The effort we had projected for a few months has become a four-year enterprise; what began as a chapter has become a
book.
In the present work, we argue that organizations are not collections of individuals which can be understood solely in terms of the
social psychology of group behavior. Neither are they understandable
only as structures of authority and information-flow, or as instruments for the achievement of social purposes, or as systems for communication and control, or as cultures, or as theaters for the play of
conflicts of interest. Social psychologists, sociologists, management
theorists, systems analysts, anthropologists, and political scientists
have examined organizational phenomena, each inquirer using the
perspective current in his discipline. Each perspective offers a unique
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and interesting view of organizational action and of the ways in which
organizations may be said to learn. In the Appendix, we have
described these perspectives and the approaches to organizational
learning which may be derived from them. But no single perspective
gives a workable basis either for diagnosing the impediments to organizational learning or for designing interventions which would
increase organizational capacity for learning.
An intervention-oriented perspective on organizational learning
depends upon a synthesis of other perspectives. It is necessary, we
believe, to show how organizations, which· act only through the
agency of individuals, cannot be reduced to collections of individuals.
It is necessary to explain how organizations themselves are theories of
action-theories of action which are maintained and transformed by
individuals who occupy roles within organizational structures and live
in the behavioral worlds draped over those structures. It is necessary
to show how the behavioral world may constrain or facilitate the joint
inquiry through which error in organizational theory of action may be
detected and corrected.
We believe that a preoccupation with a normative theory of intervention provides the best starting point for a theory of organizational
learning. Such a theory, we hope, will be of use both to practitioners
and to scholars-of greatest use, perhaps, to the small band of
scholar-practitioners on whom the future of research into organizational learning most depends.
In the early stages of our work, we have profited from seminars
held at M.I.T.'s Division for Study and Research in Education,
especially from discussions with Sir Geoffrey Vickers, Tom Bums,
and Martin Rein. Clay Alderfer, Lee ·Bolman, Bernard Cullen, Steve
Ehrmann, Richard Hackman, Elliot Jaques, William Ronco, Roger
Simmonds, and John VanMaanen have all read our manuscript and
we are grateful to them for their criticisms, as we are to Scott Cook for
help in preparing the Appendix.
Cambridge, Mass.
October 1977

C. A.
D.A.S.
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Introduction

Several years ago the top management of a multibillion dollar
corporation decided that Product X was a failure and should be disbanded. The losses involved exceeded one hundred million dollars. At
least five people knew that Product X was a failure six years before the
decision was taken to stop producing it. Three of those people were
plant managers who lived daily with the production problems. The
other two were marketing officials who realized that the manufacturing problems were not solvable without expenditures that would raise
the price of the product to the point where it would no longer be
competitive in the market.
There are several reasons why this information did not get to the
top sooner. At first, the subordinates believed that with exceptionally
hard work they might turn the errors into successes. But the more they
struggled, the more they realized the massiveness of the original error.
The next task was to communicate the bad news upward so that it
would be heard. They knew that in their company bad news would
not be well received at the upper levels if it was not accompanied with
suggestions for positive action. They also knew that the top management was enthusiastically describing Product X as a new leader in its
field. Therefore, they spent much time composing memos that would
communicate the realities without shocking top management.
Middle management read the memos and found them too open
and forthright. Since they had done the production and marketing
1
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studies that resulted in the decision to produce X, the memos from the
lower-level management questioned the validity of their analysis.
They wanted time to "really check" these gloomy predictions and, if
they were accurate, to design alternative corrective strategies. If the
pessimistic information was to be sent upward, middle management
wanted it accompanied with optimistic action alternatives. Hence
further delay.
Once middle management was convinced that the gloomy predictions were valid, they began to release some of the bad news to the
top-but in carefully measured doses. They managed the releases
carefully to make certain they were "covered" if top management
became upset. The tactic they used was to cut the memos drastically
and summarize the findings. They argued that the cuts were necessary
because top management was always complaining about receiving
long memos; indeed, some top executives had let it be known that
good memos were memos of one page or less. The result was that top
management received fragmented information underplaying the intensity of the problem (not the problem itself) and overplaying the degree
to which middle management and the "techies" were in control of the
problem.
Top management therefore continued to speak glowingly about
the product, partially to assure that it would get the financial backing
it needed from within the company. Lower-level management became
confused and eventually depressed because they could not understand
this continued top management support, nor why studies were
ordered to evaluate the production and marketing difficulties that
they had already identified. Their reaction was to reduce the frequency of their memos and the intensity of their alarm, while simultaneously turning over the responsibility for dealing with the problem
to the middle-management people. When local plant managers, in
turn, were asked by their foremen and employees what was happening, the only response they gave was that the company was studying
the situation and continuing its support. This information bewildered
the foremen and led them to reduce their concern.
We should like to use this case to explain a view of organizational
learning, but first we must define a few concepts. Organizational
learning involves the detection and correction of error. When the
error detected and corrected permits the organization to carry on its
present policies or achieve its present objectives, then that error-detec-

