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The fifth discipline: looking ahead 

 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to determine how ideas of Peter Senge, especially those 

regarding individual learning and development of individual learning disciplines, could 

stimulate individual and organizational transcendence in terms of developing behavioral variety 

that could create sustainable communities.  

Design/methodology/approach: In this paper, a critical review of previous contributions 

regarding the work by Peter Senge has been provided.  

Findings: True implementation of the learning organization philosophy calls for an individual 

and collective change and awakening based on the ideas of purposefulness consistent with the 

human nature.  

Research limitations/implications Conclusions and models provided in the paper call for 

further empirical testing and validation. 

Practical implications Suggestions for practitioners have been provided on how to implement 

learning organization ideas in their personal life as well as in organizations.  

Originality/value: On the basis of critical analysis of the previous contributions, learning 

organization ideas by Peter Senge have been considered through the prism of the Law of 

requisite variety.  

Keywords: learning organization, individual learning, transcendence, spirituality, Peter 

Senge. 

 

Introduction 

 

Implications of the Law of Requisite Variety seem to be evident everywhere. According to Ross 

Ashby, only variety can absorb variety meaning that a complex system can be under control if 

its control-system (management) can dispose of a variety that is equal to the variety of the 

system that is controlled (Schwaninger, 2000). In other words, the organization’s management 

should come up with variety in terms of structures, systems, processes but also behavior that 

could match the variety the organization faces. However, when the rate of change in the external 

environment is so great, organizations struggle to design appropriate responses in terms of 

organizational behavior and strategies. In this journal, we question how the ideas pertaining to 

learning organization/organizational learning philosophy could be of assistance in this regard. 

The seminal work by Peter Senge – The Fifth Discipline (1990) again serves as the foundation 

for such deliberations.  

 

In this issue, Hong (2020) examines Senge’s books to identify which ideas and perspectives 

still have value.  Mak et al. (2020) continue to examine the spiritual dimension in Senge’s ideas 

especially from the perspective of harmony. This brings us to the question of all questions: what 

is an organization? Is it a community of people or is it a system of rules and regulations? This 

question has been addressed by Robinson (2020). Finally, to further examine the foundation of 

Senge’s (1990) conceptualization of the learning organization, Kaiser and Peschl (2020) 



address the concept of transcendence, especially personal transcendence in organizational 

development, which could also be transcendental. On a more practical side, Schneper (2020) 

examines how Senge’s ideas of the learning organization can be useful in the development of 

liberal arts colleges followed by Goh (2020) who describes his own research journey into the 

learning organization field and how it has impacted his academic career.  

 

This issue ends with the review of the book The Rainmaker Effect: Contradictions of the 

Learning Organization by Rupčić (2020c) in which implementation of many modern 

management ideas, learning organization included, is questioned. Even though so many ideas 

are implemented wrongly or not at all, the dance of change could eventually bring the rain of 

some good learning, change and progress.  

 

Senge’s books: ideas and perspectives  

 

By reviewing Senge’s books, Hong (2020) identifies ideas and perspectives that have helped 

change and transform modern management and are still valuable today. These ideas are 

interwoven and intertwined among themselves but also when considering the individual, team 

and organizational perspective. Senge (1990) is probably best known for his learning disciplines 

which he has compiled from different sources to make a coherent whole that is directed at the 

individual level but which contribute to transforming an organization into a learning 

organization. For instance, every individual improves their sense of well-being by determining 

their life purpose, which can be achieved by identifying one’s unique talents and perfecting 

them by engaging in personal mastery. Learning and excellence are often achieved in 

collaboration with others or in teamwork in which committed individuals practicing personal 

mastery discuss their perspectives and learn how to think together by reaching a shared vision. 

In the process, by implementing systems thinking, various avenues of action are examined and 

discussed revealing individual and collective underlying assumptions or mental models which 

are then revised and changed if necessary.  

 

By supporting his ideas with numerous practical examples, Senge’s books are valuable for 

practitioners looking for ways to implement them. After all, it is important to note that Senge 

is/was primarily a practitioners looking for better and more fulfilling ways to accomplish things 

and create a sense of meaning and purpose. Realizing that it might be somewhat difficult to 

“teach an old dog new tricks” or instill the learning disciplines in employees that have had years 

of experience behaving a certain way, Senge co-wrote the book Schools that learn (Senge et 

al., 2000) in which he showed dedication to transform the education system, especially by 

emphasizing the importance of systems thinking. The human aspect of organizational life was 

again emphasized in the book that he co-authored with Drucker titled Leading in the Time of 

Change (Drucker and Senge, 2001) in which they put emphasis on trust and motivation which 

could sustain learning and redesign of mental models necessary for effective problem-solving 

and innovations.  

 

His personal and organizational quest for meaning, identity and purpose led Senge to explore 

levels of consciousness in Presence: Exploring Profound Change in People, Organizations and 

Society (Senge et al., 2004, 2012) in which he again advocated the importance of systems 

thinking due to the fact that we are all connected in some way and our lives depend upon each 

other. Instead of emphasizing fast thinking and fast living we should just be and “become the 

place for the presencing of the whole as it might be” (Senge et al., 2012, p. 10). In this fast-

paced world, just being is very difficult to achieve and is often considered lazy and 

unproductive. However, the truth is just the opposite. That is why Senge et al. (2012) suggested 



the “Theory of the U” according to which we should slow down and engage in sensing or just 

observing by which we could “become one with the world”. By sensing an individual goes 

deeper to the bottom of the U to presencing, in which we “retreat and reflect” and “allow inner 

knowing to emerge”, after which an individual climbs the U and “acts swiftly with a natural 

flow” in realizing (Senge et al., 2012, pp. 87-88). 

 

Delving deep into one’s soul necessarily results in the enhanced feeling of empathy toward all 

living beings. That is why in The Necessary Revolution Senge et al. (2008) emphasizeed the 

importance of creating a sustainable economy and society that is not linear but circular, 

renewable and sustainable. In that way, Senge et al. (2008) suggest how to deal with the so-

called “wicked problems” of today or problems that are complex with a lot of interdependent 

variables whose relations are unclear, difficult to recognize or contradictory (Rupčić, 2020a).  

 

Practitioners should try to get to know themselves first by engaging in meditative practices and 

then retreat and reflect their life and the life of their organizations. It is then that they should 

allow the inner wisdom to emerge and act in the way that feels natural and in the flow. In that 

way, spirituality becomes a way of being and a way of changing the world for the better of all 

of us. Practitioners should also keep in mind that practice of meditation and spirituality could 

not be used for “fake reasons” or for exploiting individuals for someone else’s gain. Increases 

in spirituality increase resistance for meaningless and manipulative work. However, the change 

it calls for could be profound and immensely rewarding. The popular phrase “we must work 

together” and “we must act before it is too late” will continue to be empty of substance until 

every individual takes a deep dive within to come up with ideas we truly could not continue to 

live without. 

 

Spirituality in Senge’s disciplines 

 

Mak et al. (2020) further examine the spiritual dimension in Senge’s ideas from the perspective 

of harmony. However, the spiritual dimension is not at all mystical. It refers to the need to 

become human again or more in touch with our own being and true nature. In other words, 

failure to reconnect with one’s own being prevents true understanding of Senge’s ideas and, of 

course, their implementation. In this regard, Mak et al. (2020) consider the Chinese spiritual 

ideal of harmony (He - 和) as a traditional Chinese cultural value and how it can enable the 

process of transformation toward a learning organization. Harmony can be identified on three 

levels: person-within oneself, person-to-others, and person-to-nature (Mak et al., 2020). It is 

clear that by implementing harmony, the process of “becoming human” results in personal and 

then collective development through maturation.  

 

Collective growth and development must have the foundation in the individual maturation. That 

is why, for an individual, the discipline of personal mastery is the most important. It is clear 

that organizations can thrive on individual excellence. However, personal mastery is much 

deeper that mere learning things necessary to complete a certain task. If taken in its true form, 

it must entail a more comprehensive personal development, which includes spirituality. In its 

essence, spirituality means that an individual is in the pursuit of understanding him/herself and 

the nature of the world one is in. By learning about the self, an individual discovers preferences, 

inclinations and talents, which development enables an individual to get into the flow when 

time seems to stop and work is rewarding and not tiring. By employing talents, an individual 

approaches life as a creative, unfolding experience always ready to surprise and provide new 

ground for growth.  

 



By growing spiritually and developing personal mastery, an individual learns to see the world 

more clearly. In general, thinking process (in which we create various scenarios that usually 

have no true bearing) slows down enabling a greater clarity of perception. That means that some 

previously held assumptions are abandoned and new, more open and flexible mental models 

are adopted to the point when all ideas of the ego are relinquished and what is left are true 

human values that serve as a compass in any further behavior. Mature and coherent individuals 

are more likely to create coherent bonds with other coherent individuals as creating bonds is a 

universal feature of life in any form. Spiritually mature individuals are driven by human values 

and not individual, short-term interests knowing that acting in that way could produce the 

greatest amount of good for the greatest amount of people, themselves included.  

 

In that process, dialogue becomes a natural way of interaction in which well-meaning 

individuals share their ideas and perspectives freely and openly, knowing that they would be 

received with care and respect by others. In creating a shared vision, it is always possible that 

some individuals might not agree but that is then taken as a signal that some other direction, 

more beneficial for them, should be pursued, even somewhere else. However, the process of 

designing a shared vision is very valuable for any individual as everyone can learn something 

new, which can help open up new perspectives. Team dialogue is hence always a team learning 

process which can greatly contribute to group cohesiveness in that not only ideas, but also fears 

and doubts are openly expressed and discussed.  

 

The process of individual and organizational discovery and re-discovery, when done by 

considering universal human values, is, without exception, done by considering the big picture 

or, in other words, by employing the discipline of systems thinking. In that process, and by 

sensing and presencing, inner knowledge can emerge enabling the individual and the collective 

to be in the natural flow in which the path to goal realization, just like other natural phenomena, 

also follows the path of least resistance. Systems thinking could be related to the value of 

harmony as a “dynamic, generative process, which seeks to balance and reconcile differences 

and conflicts through creativity and mutual transformation” (Li, 2014, p. 1).  

 

Practitioners might be surprised and inspired by the practice of the Chinese company Alibaba 

and its manager Jack Ma. Mak et al. (2020) describe how harmony is achieved there on three 

levels: within a person, among people and in their relationship with and to nature. Inner 

harmony is achieved through self-cultivation and self-perfection (Lee and Tsui 2017). If an 

individual would like to achieve personal balance and harmony, they should take good care 

which food they choose, how they engage with their physical bodies and which habits they 

nourish. Those that result in negative emotions such as anger, worry and fear should be avoided 

and replaced by more positive sentiments. Self-perfection refers to the development of one’s 

character and practice of activities with honesty, integrity and justice. Even if one is faced with 

different sentiments and situations, one should seek to maintain righteousness and integrity and 

act in moderation. In addition, one should keep in mind that only values matter so attachment 

to any kind of changing manifestations, material of behavioral in terms of rules, should be 

avoided.   

 

As described by Mak et al. (2020), well-being of employees in Alibaba is maintained by 

promoting positive thinking (even by education of happiness) and ensuring that everyone is 

approached open-heartedly and humbly. Organizational culture is based on righteousness and 

transparency. Employees are encouraged to help others learn and accept help by others. Western 

practitioners might find it surprising that employees at Alibaba are taught not to copy any 

“success formulas”, which is dominant in the Western business practice, but to be present, 



observe without judgement and act appropriately based on insights regarding a specific 

situation. In that way, employees are encouraged to act creatively, innovate and create their 

own success formulas that are also based on the principles of harmony. If business is 

approached in this way, it is not surprising that the goal of Alibaba is not to act ruthlessly and 

defeat rivals to make more money, but to find their own path to create value and contribute to 

society, which naturally results in good business performance. Competition is considered 

heathy and welcome as it shows possible avenues for further refinements and development. 

Practitioners might be especially surprised by Ma’s views in that he thinks that the rival’s 

greatest strength is also their greatest weakness, which could manifest if dominance is shown 

with avarice and self-centeredness.  

 

Harmony among people is a logical extension of inner harmony and should be achieved by 

exercising openness, kindness and benevolence to others, which could result in mutual 

satisfaction. In Alibaba (Mak et al., 2020), employees are instructed that customers should 

come first and all users are expected to benefit in some way. Teams come second and serve as 

a place of dialogue but also singing and playing games. Alibaba is also determined to help other 

businesses even when it means no immediate gain. The philosophy is that in that way Alibaba 

builds goodwill based on gratitude and appreciation that would be returned in some shape or 

form in the future. Male energy is usually known to be achievement driven. That is why in 

Alibaba, the forces of yin (female) and yang (male) are continuously balanced, especially by 

encouraging female input which is often based on greater level of patience and perseverance 

regarding the positive outlook and well-being. It is very logical that, in this environment where 

employees and their feelings matter, emphasis on evaluations against KPIs, which is popular in 

the West, would be counter-productive. Instead, managers are encouraged to look for 

opportunities for mentoring and developing employees.  

 

Every individual and every group is placed in a certain physical environment or nature. That is 

why, to maintain inner and interpersonal harmony, harmony should be practiced toward the 

nature by practicing presence and gratitude. Nature should be considered a source of well-being 

and not a resource that should be exploited as much as possible. If it is used to ensure existential 

needs, care must be taken to replenish and renew resources of nature to ensure sustainability 

and satisfaction of future needs. Jack Ma is also very active in promoting solidarity with nature 

and the need to restore natural resources which, just like parts and resources in the human body, 

can never be adequately substituted.  

 

What really is an organization? 

 

In his piece, Robinson (2020) tackles the problem of the nature of the organization. He starts 

by remembering the ideas by Harari (2014) who stated that there is no such thing as an 

organization. It should be understood as a collection of cognitive constructs of the reality which 

are shared by a group, stimulating them to think and behave in certain ways. This concept is 

very similar to the idea of mental models, as suggested by Senge (1990). For an organization to 

exist and to thrive, individuals should share ideas regarding its operations and support them by 

believing in their validity. However, many practitioners would argue that organizations could 

exist and thrive even if their members do not believe in those principles and values as long as 

they behave in the desired manner and execute tasks as told. Many organizations and companies 

are managed on the mechanistic principles of command and control by designing elements of 

structural variety (Schwaninger, 2000) such as systems, processes, procedures and rules which 

should be followed. Many practitioners would agree that human behavior is also often modeled 

in a certain (desired) way, for example when addressing superiors, customers, the media etc.  



 

On the other hand, there are views of more flexible and organic organizations which are based 

on a certain value system and which thrive on the basis of developing behavioral variety 

(Schwaninger, 2000) starting from empowered individuals to autonomous divisions or strategic 

business units and subsidiaries. On the extreme of such views are the views of the authors such 

as Senge of a humanistic organization (Senge, 1990, p. 3) 

 

[. . .] where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they 

truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, 

where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually 

learning how to learn together.  

 

The question could be raised: is an organization a mechanistic system that should be regulated 

and managed or a community of people which should be managed and led? In other words, 

what is more important – systems and processes or employees and their learning? The answer 

to this question has many ramifications. The key is: are organizations money-making machines 

for their owners or are they communities in which individuals fulfill their life purposes and help 

the society in its development and sustainability.  

 

In this regard, Robinson (2020) evokes the dilemma of key constituents of natural and social 

systems. Natural systems are governed by the laws of physics in which energy is the key concept 

while social systems are seemingly based and managed on power and power structures. Some 

arguments for the company as a money-making machine stem from the fact that many believe 

that people start a business with the purpose to make money, which has later been addressed by 

the agency theory. However, if we look more closely and to the past, people started to act 

entrepreneurially to solve some problems for themselves and/or for other people and make lives 

easier and more enjoyable. In that process, individuals employ certain resources, spent time 

working and use their skills which they improve by further learning. For that reason, individuals 

are entitled to a compensation from those that benefit from their solutions. Division of labor 

based on skills and knowledge led to significant advancements in productivity and efficiency. 

Even the most repetitive work is not executed completely automatically; individuals are often 

asked to look for improvements and optimizations, which is reflected in the learning curve.  

 

Every work involving people is different because people are different; they possess different 

character traits which could be a source of chaos and confusion but also the source of 

magnificent innovations and discoveries. Today, people spend the majority of their life at work. 

That is why it could not be expected that people mechanically execute their tasks for decades 

and still maintain the same level of productivity or increase it. People need some sense of 

meaning and purpose. They need to be inspired and energized to learn and contribute to their 

organizations in an entrepreneurial way, no matter how limited. People are an extension of 

nature and a part of it. That is why the fundamental component of nature – energy should be 

mirrored in social systems which should be energized to reach new levels of creativity and 

innovation. In that way, energy is the key component of social systems as it is of natural 

systems.  

 

For that reason, even though every individual plays different roles in organizations and the 

society, they should primarily be regarded as people and not “human resources”, “personnel” 

or “staff”, whose behavior should be regulated and performance assessed according to criteria 

often designed by those that are not directly involved in the work processes being estimated. 

Equally, leadership should not be transactional but transformational by which all constituents 



are continuously being developed: the leader, the followers and the system, often in ways that 

could never have been predicted or predicted in full. Wicked problems (Rupčić, 2020a), one of 

them being COVID-19, show us that we should go back to the basics. In management, that 

could mean Taylor’s ideas (Taylor, 1911) of harmony and not discord, cooperation and not 

individualism and development of everyone to their greatest efficiency and prosperity. Maybe 

it’s time we stick to these principles and not twist them to achieve some short-term gain at the 

expense of others.  

 

Learning organizations – organizations of transcendence 

 

Careful readers of Senge’s work must have noticed that Senge (1990) also speaks of metanoia. 

The word “metanoia” means the movement or shift of the mind which results from repentance 

or spiritual transformation. In essence, metanoia refers to transcendence of the mind or better 

yet of the ego and the personality. Senge (1990) suggests that an organization becomes a 

learning organization when it reaches the state of metanoia in which its members begin to grasp 

a deeper meaning of learning which involves “a fundamental shift or movement of mind” 

(Senge, 1999, p. 14). However, this state implies that both individuals and an organization, as 

a collective of individuals, reach the state of self-transcendence.  

 

For practitioners this notion could be difficult to grasp. So, let us go in the opposite direction 

and understand the daily functioning of an average individual and the organization. Individual 

behavior is usually reactive in that the reactions are based on the individual’s experience as a 

combination of the individual’s upbringing, education and social integration. In that way, once 

these elements are identified and understood, individual behavior becomes highly predictable. 

In essence, in their behavior, individuals are driven by their past experiences which stimulate 

them to react in the same way as previously, leading to the same or similar outcome confirming 

their initial assumptions. An individual is thus caught in the loop of stimuli-reaction with little 

likelihood of significant change in life experiences.  

 

Organizations are also often “predictable machines”, especially if led by the same people or 

people trained in the same way, which could be described with the persistence phenomenon or 

continuance of activities even though superior options exist. Some organizations are known for 

their NIH (not-invented-here) behavior by which existing processes, standards, procedures, 

rules and routines are maintained for a long time (usually until a crisis hits) with a very strong 

bias against other or external ideas and behaviors. One might think that organizational change 

is difficult because it is difficult to raise the collective motivation for change and reach a strong 

sense of consensus regarding the direction of change, but the opposite could be true. Individuals 

on all levels are by default resistant to change leading to difficulties in implementing 

organizational change.  

 

Let us now address the change process. If we speak of managing change, we usually speak of 

the desire to implement some specific changes such as new systems, routines etc. and we need 

organizational members to accept them and act accordingly. However, when speaking of 

learning organizations and metanoia, we should go one step back and ask – where do the ideas 

of change come from? Some could claim that the initiative to make changes comes from the 

environment. However, that would mean that we merely replicate what someone else is doing 

to keep track. That is not what learning organizations are about. They strive toward true 

innovation and change that would be unique in their environment and bring a fresh perspective 

to existing problems.  

 



To reach this stage, we should approach change differently. What’s more, we should approach 

life differently. We should become a clear slate on which presence could write a new story of 

life, unique to everything else already in existence. In other words, we have to become open 

and receptive to presence and its fruits and consider our journey as unfolding and always 

becoming on a new level. Truly, a learning organization is an organization that is always 

unfolding and becoming on a new level of existence.  

 

This process can be initiated with an intention but then one should renounce the desire to define 

details and let the process and presence lead the way and reveal its gifts. In other words, we 

willingly and enthusiastically leap into the unknown with full faith that we would reach benefits 

beyond our comprehension and expectations whatever the end outcome might be. We enter the 

field of consciousness or pure potentiality and let manifestations unfold and emerge as a new 

reality. Stimulants for action could be some internal and/or external triggers or simply the 

passage of time, which shapes our perception of those triggers prompting us to take some action. 

In that way, we can transcend our initial beliefs, assumptions and ideas and enrich and enliven 

our state of being. 

 

In this issue, Kaiser and Peschl (2020) especially address the issue of transcendence. 

Practitioners might find it interesting to be reminded of the ideas of some great thinkers. For 

instance, Kaiser and Peschl (2020) remind us of Maslow’s ideas of the need for self-

actualization as the highest need an individual could have. However, Maslow noticed that self-

actualized people still could behave badly, which prompted him to look for ways to resolve this 

dilemma. Koltko-Rivera (2006) revealed that, near the end of his life, Maslow determined that 

the level of self-transcendence enables an individual to go beyond the self and put their needs 

aside and relate to the external world (nature and the universe included). It is then that an 

individual could approach everything and everyone in a respectful, humble and constructive 

manner.  

 

Kaiser and Peschl (2020) also remind us of the ideas by Viktor Frankl who first proposed the 

concept of self-transcendence stating that an individual is always directed to something outside 

in the pursuit of self-actualization through self-transcendence. Self-transcendence entails self-

detachment or detachment of personal assumptions and views which are usually imposed by 

others and their past experiences. In that process, an individual could discover the true nature 

of one’s self and one’s meaning and purpose in life. This brings us to the concept of personal 

mastery as a discipline nourished by individuals in learning organizations by which individuals 

improve not only their knowledge and skills but also are in the pursuit of their own meaning 

and purpose in life. In such organizations, the discovery of meaning is also a collective process 

done by virtue of dialogue and team learning in which both the individuals and the collective 

can transcend their boundaries in the process of becoming authentic. In this regard, we should 

remember the idea of creative tension by Senge (1990) as the spark that drives both individual 

and the collective to reach higher levels of existence and authenticity.  

 

The question remains how organizations could enable individual and organizational 

transcendence. The key is to create room for individual freedom and authenticity. That is not 

an easy task. Companies compete on the basis of efficiency and productivity and allowing 

freedom to everyone could create a chaotic atmosphere. However, there is a place to start and 

that is the selection process in which tendencies to learn and reach personal mastery could be 

examined and such individuals hired. Then, even though an organization should have some 

structure to enable decision-making on various time horizons, communities of people as spaces 

of trust and respect should be created whenever possible to enable joint problem solving, 



dialogue and creation and sharing of tacit knowledge. Time and place for individual 

contemplations and work for those who seek it should also be ensured.  

 

We have to understand that self-actualization and self-transcendence do not occur in vacuum. 

We need the presence of others and different circumstances to be able to determine what 

resonates with us and contributes to our authenticity and what does not. However, it is our 

responsibility to nourish the attitude of openness and respect for everyone and everything and 

be free of judgement and criticism to grow and transcend our initial beliefs but also our 

conditions and limitations. We should accept everything and expect nothing. We should only 

filter our preferences though our own consciousness and let everything else evolve from there. 

Let us then be surprised by life and its magic! 

 

Learning organization ideas in liberal arts colleges 

 

In this issue, Schneper (2020) examines how Senge’s vision of the learning organization can be 

useful for liberal arts colleges to respond to the changes and challenges they face. Despite the 

fact that liberal arts colleges play an important role in the U.S. higher education system, their 

problems are not frequently discussed, especially not from the learning organization 

perspective. However, they face many organizational and environmental challenges that 

threaten their survival, especially because they are criticized for failing to provide specialization 

for specific careers. It seems that learning organization’s philosophy is complementary to 

liberal art colleges and their perspectives. Let us remember that, according to Senge (1990, p. 

3), learning organizations are organizations: 

 

[. . .] where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly 

desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where 

collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see 

the whole (reality) together. 

The mission of liberal arts colleges is to help develop students into critical, creative and 

freethinkers and knowledgeable citizens that could be respected for their wide range of 

knowledge and skills such as communication and problem-solving skills. As Robbins (2014) 

put it, they aim to “develop the whole student for personal growth, economic productivity, and 

responsible citizenship”. Some liberal arts colleges have added programs in various applied 

fields such as in engineering, public policy and business administration which still reflect liberal 

arts ideas. Students are trained to become well-rounded people capable of not only acceptance 

of others and their diversity, but also of enjoying relationships with others. Such students could 

then especially thrive within the learning organization environment.  

Liberal arts colleges and their students face significant environmental challenges. That is why 

these organizations have to continuously learn and adapt to challenging conditions and teach 

their students to do the same. Faculty-student interaction in this regard is especially valuable 

and could yield benefits in terms of joint entrepreneurial endeavors and partnerships. In that 

way, learning in action could occur followed by interpersonal communication and feedback that 

could result in new perspectives and avenues for future cooperation and development. Due to 

their smaller size, liberal arts colleges are a great place for dialogue in which the group thinks 

collectively by learning to approach every idea without judgement but with curiosity and 

attention. That is a great process in which every individual and the collective could observe 

their own thinking process and use these insights to challenge and change their mental models.  



Five learning disciplines are very useful in this context. For instance, shared vision is key in 

mustering resources and efforts to generate the reality the organization desires. Shared vision is 

built on certain values. That is why liberal arts colleges should determine which values are key 

and “nonnegotiable” and which could be changed for the purpose of better alignment to present 

and future circumstances. Communication with external stakeholders (especially with partners 

and the community) is very important in that process. Commitment to educational excellence 

is probably the most important value every college should not stray from. That value and 

principle should be the basis of all partnerships colleges make with external partners when 

offering conventional but also more tailored programs to suit their specific needs.  

Systems thinking is the underlying discipline which helps determine shared vision. It has 

recently been known in the liberal arts community as the “new liberal art” (Carlson, 2017). 

Application of the systems thinking discipline has the potential to promote transparency and 

trust as well as communication with all stakeholders. It could also promote the joint culture of 

continuous learning and improve the organizational and individual capability of alignment to 

present circumstances.  

This points to the importance of the personal mastery discipline which should be nourished both 

internally, among staff, but also externally, especially in the process of teaching. In that way, 

students could realize that that they could find their life purpose by discovering and developing 

their talents. As is often the case, talents could be discovered in the interaction with others, 

especially be engaging in team problem-solving tasks in which team learning occurs. 

Competitive advantages are today achieved by enabling talents to work together synergistically. 

Due to their size and the fact that their organization is often less formal, liberal arts colleges can 

especially thrive on joint problem-solving and team learning with internal and external 

stakeholders. When developed in this way and if supported by strong literacy skills both among 

staff and in teaching, these colleges and their students should not fear their future.  

Personal story of learning organization ides and academic career 

In his paper, Goh (2020) shared his fascination with the learning organization field which for 

him has been going on for over 30 years. As many, he read Senge’s Fifth Discipline by asking 

questions about evidence of his ideas or, better yet, validity of his learning organization 

construct. He found Senge’s discussion convoluted and confusing. However, he was intrigued 

and decided to take this path to advance his stagnated academic career, especially regarding 

research. As he was still engaged in consulting and had access to many companies, he and his 

colleague decided to try to validate their conceptual model and research instrument on learning 

organizations. Their goal was to bridge the gap between Senge’s ideas that sounded utopian to 

many with the practitioners’ concerns on how to implement them to improve their competitive 

position and performance results. Practitioners might take a look at numerous papers of this 

author to assist them when implementing learning organization ideas in their organizations.  

 

Change is happening or is it? 

 

This volume was mostly dedicated to Senge’s work and legacy that spans three decades. 

Senge’s book inspired substantial academic research. However, his books were very practice-

oriented so practitioners could have studied his ideas and implemented them in their 

organizations. It is quite reasonable to pose the question: what was the outcome of such efforts? 

Any idea or theory would be implemented if it is considered useful in terms that it brings some 

benefits. The same goes for learning organization. Both academics and practitioners wanted to 



test the usefulness of learning organization ideas with regard to some desired outcome such as 

improvements in competitive advantages, innovation, productivity, efficiency, effectiveness 

and ultimately profitability (Rupčić, 2020b). Scholars have been measuring their constructs 

(often with simple questions) and examining their relations with financial performance. Their 

results mostly pointed to a positive relationship (Rupčić, 2020b).  

 

It is, therefore, not surprising that, in his book The Rainmaker Effect: Contradictions of the 

Learning Organization, Kühl (2019) points to the fact that learning and change are often 

initiated due to competitive reasons in terms of improving market position/client satisfaction 

etc. Employees are often given incentives to achieve new milestones and awarded bonuses 

when the goals are accomplished. Learning and change are hence often achieved in the 

competitive and not in the collaborative culture that is based on mutual trust and support. 

However, that enables change to occur faster, often by taking ethical shortcuts. Kühl (2019, p. 

125) points to the fact that many companies claim they were successful because of effective 

learning and change while, in fact, their supposed success was based on illegal manipulation of 

balance sheets. Driven by feelings of complacency and gloating, successful change projects 

lead to stagnation or the state of permanence until another crisis hits so that new learning and 

change could occur. However, if the collaborative learning culture is implemented, none of this 

would occur and the organization and its members would remain in the state of healthy curiosity 

and humbleness, which could stimulate further learning and innovations.  

 

Another issue when implementing learning organization ideas is that they are often confused 

for quality management issues. Elkjaer (2001) pointed to that problem in his case study. More 

specifically, total quality management is considered important for the development of work 

processes in terms of their technical aspects, while LO ideas are related to managing people, 

especially their training needs. In that way, contrary to learning organization philosophy, 

quality standards are maintained no matter what, leaving little room for collective inquiry and 

risk taking for the fear of getting in trouble. Practitioners should also keep in mind that 

procedures and routines are often maintained without critical analysis, which results in the fact 

that organizations fall victim to their own successful learning that happened in the past.  

 

By reading Kühl’s arguments, one can’t help but wonder if modern management ideas have 

any merit. Kühl criticizes many approaches and techniques such as clear goals, employee 

participation in decision-making, learning etc. but determines that they do have an effect, 

though sometimes unexpected: just like the rainmaker, they help bring about change and 

transformation simply by keeping organizations and individuals moving. So, even if the 

learning organization principles are not implemented correctly, “just do anything” policy could 

be a possible way forward for many organizations so that the rain of learning and innovations 

would eventually fall and the actions of the learning dance would somehow have something to 

do with it (Kühl, 2019, p. 143).  
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