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ABSTRACT

This study examines the relationships between individual, team and organizational learning of
1103 workers from a Thai manufacturing organization. Individual learning was conceptualized in
terms of individuals’ learning strategies and motivation to learn. Team learning consisted of
internal team learning and external team learning. Organizational learning was believed to be
underpinned by commitment to learning, shared vision and open mindedness. These three levels of
learning were inter-related. Thus, individuals who are interested in self development are more
likely to contribute positively to teamwork and the benefits from the team learning could flow to
the organizational level. The theoretical and practical implications are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

(Baldwin, Danielson and Wiggenhorn, 1997; Easterby-Smith, 1990; Edmondson, 1999; Ellerman, 1999;

Lam, 2003). The fast pace of transformation in the business environment is believed to be responsible for
compelling many organizations to learn how to improve their competitiveness (Argyris, 1991; Ellinger, Ellinger, Yang
and Howton, 2002; Schein, 1996). A number of strategies to encourage organizational learning have been proposed
(Goh and Richards, 1997; Mikkelsen and Gronhaug, 1999). For example, effective knowledge management appears
to be progressively and widely recognized as an important antecedent of organizational learning (Collinson, 1999;
Lam, 2000; Tsai, 2001). Organizational learning is, thus, seen to be a viable survival strategy for organizations
operating in the 21% century.

@ ome scholars and practitioners have long been fascinated by the concept of organizational learning

Researchers studying the epistemology of organizational learning have approached this topic from various
perspectives. For instance, a stream of research adopts a prescriptive stance of organizational learning (Perrone, 2003;
Senge, 1990, 1992, 1994; Senge, Kleiner, Roberts, Ross and Smith, 1994), focusing on what an organization should
do to become a learning organization. Another stream of research seeks to understand how an organization learns
(Hendry, 1996; Hult, Nichols, Giunipero and Hurley, 2000; Schulz, 2001). Besides the two streams, Easterby-Smith
(1997) has identified six areas of study where the concept of organizational learning could be drawn. These include
the areas of psychology and organization development, management science, sociology and organizational theory,
strategy, production management, and cultural anthropology. Hence, the field of organizational learning is vast and
varied.

In spite of the prolific literature on organizational learning, numerous authors with different perspectives
have hinted at the roles of individual and team learning in underpinning organizational learning (Argyris, 1991; Chan,
2001; Kapp, 1999; Senge, 1992; Thompson and Zondlo, 1995). Individual learning and team learning are said to have
positive effects on organizational learning, as individuals and teams bring their knowledge and experiences to other
sections of the organization for organizational improvements (Bierly and Hamaldinen, 1995; Edmondson, 1996;
Hayes and Allison, 1998; Kim, 1993). For example, when individuals gather to assess a problem or an issue,
individuals share and exchange their knowledge, ideas and experiences (collectively termed individual learning for
this study) with others in a team. Team learning is believed to have occurred when the knowledge sharing results in
an expansion of team members’ knowledge base and overall effectiveness in dealing with future problems (Barker and
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Neailey, 1999; Senge, 1992). When there is an opportunity for the newfound knowledge to be transferred to other
parts of the organization and to be assimilated by organizational members, organizational learning is believed to have
occurred (Brown and Duguid, 1998; Dodgson, 1993; Edmondson, 2002). This could be done through cross-functional
team learning or inter-departmental learning. Given the importance of learning at these three levels, the limited
empirical studies that systematically examine individual, team and organizational learning is unanticipated (Chan,
2003; Chan, Lim and Keasberry, 2003). Moreover, there is a noticeable dearth of reported research evidence on
organizational learning in Asian organizations (Chan, 2001; Luo and Peng, 1999; Phan and Peridis, 2000).
Consequently, an evaluation of learning at the individual, team and organizational levels in an Asian organization
would help advance the understanding of organizational learning phenomenon.

The purpose of this study was to investigate three relationships: (1) the relationship between individual
learning and team learning, (2) the relationship between individual learning and organizational learning, and (3) the
relationship between team learning and organizational learning.

LITERATURE REVIEW

A review of the literature reveals two major perspectives of organizational learning i.e. the behavioral and
cognitive perspectives (Yeo, 2002). The divergent views and approaches have raised much confusion, criticisms and,
at the same time, provide ample research opportunities in the area of organizational learning. A brief summary of the
focuses of both approaches is presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Behavioral And Cognitive Perspectives Of Organizational Learning

Behavioral Perspective Of Organizational Learning

Source Descriptions Of Findings

Argyris  (1995), Limerick, Passfield and Cunnington | Permanent change in behavior.
(1994), London and Smither (1999) and Weiss (1990)

Manz and Sims (1981) Attention, retention, motor reproduction and motivation are
needed for effective learning.
Porras and Hargis (1982) Behavioral change is negatively affected by stress, role ambiguity,

role overload and role conflict.
High self-regard, regard for others, self-actualization, control and
competence could facilitate behavioral change.

Cognitive Perspective Of Organizational Learning

Source Descriptions & Key Findings
Fiol and Lyles (1985) Change does not mean that learning has occurred
Levitt and March (1988) Beware of superstitious learning (interpreting certain results as

successful outcomes of the learning process when there is little
association), success learning (what works in the past will work in
the future) and competency traps (refusal to adopt superior
technology despite the availability).

Learning is often studied at the individual, team and organizational levels. Since individuals are the basic
unit of an organization, there is a belief that an organization is capable of learning when individual members learn.
This perspective uses organizational learning metaphorically in the sense that when individuals learn an organization
would learn as well (Locke and Jain, 1995). Others have chosen to examine learning at the team level. As individuals
bring and share their knowledge, skills and experiences to other individuals in a team (Avery, 2000; Coghlan, 2001;
Delbridge, Lowe and Oliver, 2000), it is possible for individual and team learning to occur. Yet, there is a noticeable
lack of empirical study of the relationships between individual, team and organizational learning. This is surprising,
as there exists the individual learning scale (Ames and Archer, 1988; Sujan, Weitz and Kumar, 1994), team learning
scale (Edmondson, 1996), and various organizational learning scales (Goh and Richards, 1997; Lord and Ranft, 2000;
Sinkula, Baker and Noordewier, 1997). Hence, the main aim of this study is to examine the interactions of learning at
the various levels. The model of learning is depicted in Figure 1 and the rationale for examining these relationships
are summarized in Table 2.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model Of Learning
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Figure 2: Conceptual Model With Results
Internal Team 127 f:l Commitmentto | .29
Learning R Learning <
.09
Individual 115" Shared Vision 327
Learning i <
41
External Team -
Learning ' » Open Mindedness | 23"
3™ \ <

Methods
Procedure And Sample

Respondents were drawn from a Thai DVD manufacturing organization. This particular organization makes
significant contributions to different industries in the Asia Pacific region, such as entertainment, multimedia, storage,
training and digital media marketing (just to name a few) because of the DVD’s immense storage capacity and
versatility compared to floppy disks, videos, CDs and VCDs. The second author administered the questionnaires after
consulting with the company’s directors. One thousand one hundred and three people took part in this study, which
constituted 100 percent of the workforce. This perfect response rate is attributed to the use of personal network and
initiative from the organization’s echelons in using this study as part of quality control. In return for participation,
feedback is provided to the organization.
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Table 2: Summary Of Pertinent Literature Relating To The Relationships Between Individual,
Team And Organizational Learning

Study

Key ldeas

Implications for Current
Study

Rationale

Avery (2000), Coghlan
(2001) and Delbridge, Lowe
and Oliver (2000)

Individuals bring and share
knowledge with others in a
team.

Bain (1998), Bierly and
Hé&maldinen (1995), and
Brown and Duguid (1998)

Organizations are able to
learn only if teams in
organizations learn
collectively through the
experience and knowledge
sharing among individuals.

Hypothesis 1a: Individual
learning is positively associated
with internal team learning.
Hypothesis 1b: Individual
learning is positively associated
with external team learning.

Lack of empirical study of
the relationship between
individual and team
learning, especially in
developing countries.

Hayes and Allinson (1998),
Lundberg (1995), Marsick
and Neaman (1996), Popper
and Lipshitz (1998), Richter
(1998), Senge (1992),
Simon (1999) and Watkins
(1996)

Individual learning can
transpire to the
organizational level.

Dar-el, Ayas and Gilad
(1995), Malter and Dickson
(2001), Seely and Duong
(2001)

Organizational learning and
related benefits are
considered outcomes of a
properly managed
individual learning process.

Hypothesis 2a: Individual
learning is positively associated
with commitment to learning.
Hypothesis 2b: Individual
learning is positively associated
with shared vision.

Hypothesis 2c¢: Individual
learning is positively associated
with open mindedness.

There is a paucity of
empirical research that
examines the relationship
between individual and
organizational learning.
Richter (1998) argues that
such an examination is
needed to advance the
organizational learning
theory.

Gupta and Govindarajan
(1994) and Senge (1992)

An organization could learn
when teams share insights
and knowledge across the
business.

Hypothesis 3a: Internal team
learning is positively associated
with commitment to learning.
Hypothesis 3b: Internal team
learning is positively associated
with shared vision.

Hypothesis 3c: External team
learning is positively associated
with open mindedness.
Hypothesis 4a: External team
learning is positively associated
with commitment to learning.
Hypothesis 4b: External team
learning is positively associated
with shared vision.

Hypothesis 4c: External team
learning is positively associated
with open mindedness.

There has been very little
empirical research that
explores the links between
team and organizational
learning (Chan et al.,
2003)

The results for the hypothesized relationships are also shown in the conceptual model, which is presented in

The demographic profiles of the respondents were as follows. A majority of the participants were female
(89.8%). In terms of managerial level, 3.8% were at senior management level, 21.2% were at the middle management
level, and 75.0% were at the front line level. As for educational attainment, 84.5% had secondary schooling, 10.2%
had either a college certificate or diploma, and 5.3% held a university degree.
organizational tenure was 5.3 years and their average experience in the industry was 5.7 years.

Measures

The respondents’ average

Individual learning was measured using a nine-item scale adapted from Sujan et al. (1994). The original
individual learning instrument was developed by Ames and Archer (1988), which was used to assess students’

learning strategies and motivation processes.
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instrument relevant for assessing salespeople’s individual learning behavior. Hence, for the purpose of our study, all
nine items were further refined to make the instrument relevant for individuals in various occupational groups.
Respondents are required to indicate how they learnt as individuals. Examples of the items used include “An
important part of being a good employee/manager is continually improving your sales skills,” “It is important for me
to learn from each experience I have” and “I put in a great deal of effort sometimes in order to learn something new.”
For this and all subsequent scales, response options ranged from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (Strongly agree).

Team learning was measured using the instrument developed by Edmondson (1996). This instrument
consists of two parts, internal team learning (six items) and external team learning (five items). Edmondson (1996)
defined internal team learning as “the extent to which team members engage in behaviors to monitor performance
against goals, obtain new information, test assumptions, and create new possibilities” (p. 164) and external team
learning as “an assessment by several of the team’s customers and/or managers about the extent to which team
engages in behaviors such as seeking new information or asking those who receive or use its work for feedback.”

Organizational learning was assessed using the learning orientation scale, which was designed by Baker and
Sinkula (1999). Three constructs (commitment to learning, shared vision and open mindedness) are believed to be
values espoused by organizations that learn (Baker and Sinkula, 1999; Senge, 1992). Each construct consists of six
items. For illustration purpose, two items from commitment to learning include “The basic values of this business
unit include learning as key to improvement” and “The sense around here is that employee learning is an investment,
not an expense.” Next, two items from shared vision include “All employees are committed to the goals of this
business unit” and “Employees view themselves as partners in charting the direction of the business unit.” Finally,
items from open mindedness include “Our business unit places a high value on open mindedness” and “Managers
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encourage employees to ‘think outside the box’.
Analysis

Three statistical approaches were employed to analyze the data. First, descriptive statistics was used to
report the demographic data. Second, reliability analysis was applied to test the internal consistency of the scales.
Third, general linear modeling was utilized to examine the hypotheses. These three analyses were performed with the
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS Version 11).

RESULTS

The reliability estimates for the three scales used in this study were assessed using Cronbach alpha
coefficient (Cronbach, 1951). This statistical method is usually used to assess the internal consistencies of an
instrument’s scales. According to Nunnally (1978), items in a scale are retained when the item-to-total correlation is
at least 0.35, there are at least three items in a scale, and a coefficient alpha value in the order of .70 is obtained. Yet,
Guildford (1965, p.31) has argued “An alpha of 0.70 to 0.98 is considered quite reliable, while values as low as 0.35
have been found acceptable when used with other measures.”

By applying Nunnally’s (1978) criteria, several items had to be removed. For instance, one item pertaining
to individual learning (There are not a lot of new things to learn in my job) was removed because the item-to-total
correlation was less than .35. Apparently, previous studies (e.g. Chan, 2003; Chan et al., 2003) that utilized the
individual learning survey had reported an improvement in reliability estimates after the negatively phrased item was
removed. While two items from internal team learning had to be removed, one item was removed from external team
learning. In order to improve the reliability estimates of the organizational learning scales, one item was removed
from commitment to learning, another item was removed from shared vision and two items were removed from open
mindedness. The retained and removed items are reported in Appendix I. General improvements in the Cronbach
alphas were observed as a result of removing a few items from the scales. The final reliability estimates are reported
with the correlation coefficients and descriptive statistics in Table 3.
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Table 3: Descriptive Statistics And Correlation Coefficients

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Individual learning 5.04 0.79 0.76

2. Internal team learning 4.67 0.96 0.52 0.69

3. External team learning 471 1.03 0.47 0.64 0.73

4. Commitment to learning 4.73 1.01 0.48 0.49 0.59 0.75

5. Shared vision 4.97 0.99 0.48 0.46 0.56 0.63 0.79

6. Open mindedness 4.35 1.01 0.42 0.46 0.52 0.57 0.53 0.62

Notes: n =1103; Cronbach alphas are reported in italics; all correlations are significant at p<0.0001

Table 4 presents the results of GLM testing three hypothesized relationships. Hypothesis 1 predicts a
positive relationship between individual learning and team learning. Results of GLM indicate individual learning is
positively related to internal and external team learning. Hypothesis 2 posits a positive relationship between
individual learning and organizational learning. The results of GLM show individual learning is positively related to
the organizational learning facets of commitment to learning, shared vision and open mindedness. Hypothesis 3
predicts a positive relationship between team learning and organizational learning. Internal team learning as well as
external team learning are positively associated with commitment to learning, shared vision and open mindedness (the
three facets of organizational learning). Hence, all three hypotheses are supported.

Table 4: Results Of General Linear Modeling

Hypotheses 1a And 1b Hypotheses 23, 2b, 2c, 3a, 3b, 3c, 4a, 4b And 4c

Independent Internal Team External Commitment Shared Vision Open

Variables Learning Team To Learning Mindedness

Learning

Individual 637 617 2977 327 237
learning (.03) (.04) (.04) (.04) (.04)
Internal team 127 09 157
learning (.03) (.03) (.04)
External team A1 377 347
learning (.03) (.03) (.03)

Notes: The values in parentheses are standard errors of the betas; “p<0.01; “"p<0.001

DISCUSSION

The findings in this study provide support for the widely accepted anecdotal claims that learning occurs and
interacts at the individual, team and organizational levels. The primary purpose of this study was to empirically
examine the relationships between these three levels of learning. Specifically, the results of this study suggest the
relevance of individual learning in fostering team learning and organizational learning. This finding implies three
classified types of individuals are more likely to contribute positively to the learning of other team members and the
organization at large. They are those (1) who are continuously improving their work skills, (2) who are motivated to
learn job-relevant skills, and (3) who are willing to invest in self-improvement. In addition, the results offer support
for the hypothesized relationship between team learning and organizational learning. An inference from this finding is
there is a need to improve team learning capabilities. These include learning within teams as well as cross-functional
team learning to encourage learning at the organizational level. The results of this study might challenge
administrators of the Thai DVD manufacturing organization to explore ways to improve learning within and across
teams. Thus, the empirical evidence in this study has provided an extension to current anecdotal evidence on the
linkages between individual, team and organizational learning.
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The study also extends the literature by examining the internal consistencies of three scales used in assessing
individual, team and organizational learning. In particular, the internal consistencies of the individual learning
instrument (Sujan et al., 1994), team learning survey (Edmondson, 1996) and learning orientation scale (Baker and
Sinkula, 1999) were examined. A general observation made was the removal of negatively worded items resulted in
improvements of Cronbach alpha values for the scales. Although negatively worded items are used usually in
conjunction with positively worded items to identify potential response bias, Herche and Engelland (1996) suggest
negatively worded items could result in a degradation of a scale’s uni-dimensionality, which appears to be the case in
the current study. While it is beyond the scope of this study to examine the underlying reasons for the adverse effects
of negatively worded items, DeVellis (1991) predicts the potential for confusion as a result of completing a lengthy
questionnaire may be the culprit. Yet, an important contribution made in the current study is an examination of the
efficacy of three scales used in assessing learning capabilities at different levels in an organization. The findings
reported in this study provide some assurance to future researchers who might choose these three scales to study the
effects of personal learning, antecedents or outcomes of team learning, and effects of organizational learning on
certain outcomes. Future researchers, who are going to utilize the individual learning instrument, team learning
survey and learning orientation scale, are encouraged to phrase the items positively.

In addition to the theoretical contributions, this study has a humber of practical implications. For instance,
managers who are interested in developing a learning organization may wish to consider how to tap people’s
commitment and capacity to learn at various levels. Yet, individuals are known to have unique learning preferences
(Sadler-Smith, Allinson and Hayes, 2000), which is likely to pose a challenge to trainers and human resource
practitioners. According to Schmidt and Ford (2003), trainers could either ignore the individual differences while
applying different techniques to stimulate individual learning, use customized learning programs, or change the
thought or behavior of the individuals prior to training. There are other factors that may help to explain an
individual’s learning behavior. Practitioners could draw from the educational and organizational psychology literature
for a rich source of information about learning. For instance, a person’s previously acquired knowledge may affect
the selection and interpretation of future knowledge (Pintrich, Marx and Boyle, 1993). Another factor involves a
person’s self-efficacy, where the consideration of oneself as a learner is believed to be important in the acquisition of
skills (Maurer, Wrenn, Pierce, Tross and Collins, 2003). Furthermore, perception of the environment, and not
necessarily the context, has an important bearing on the use of learning processes (Gnyawali and Stewart, 2003). In
this regard, the priority is on the creation of an environment that is conducive to learning. Some practical examples of
creating a learning environment include empowering individuals to encourage the learning process (Leach, Wall and
Jackson, 2003), creating a climate of egalitarianism and trust so people are more approachable and view mistakes as
an opportunity to learn (Goh and Richards, 1997; Edmondson, 1999), and encouraging and rewarding the sharing of
critical knowledge among individuals (Chan, 2001; Huber, 1991). Overall, the current study has several important
practical implications for those in charge of managing learning in the manufacturing organization, and perhaps similar
businesses in the region.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Extensions to the current study are encouraged. A useful extension of this study would be to consider how
individual, team and organizational learning influence relevant organizational outcomes over time. More specifically,
conducting a longitudinal study that examines the dynamics between these three levels of learning over a period is,
arguably, helpful to better understand the generalizability of this model. Additionally, future researchers might like to
consider the effects of any intervention strategy to improve learning capabilities. Another relevant extension would be
to assess the effects of learning on employees’ quality of work life. Future studies could also test financial
performance and market performance as outcomes of organizational learning. Furthermore, there is a fascinating
opportunity to delve into the characteristics and capabilities of a learning organization. Opportunities also exist for
researchers who are interested in testing the efficacy of the Learning Orientation Scale (Baker and Sinkula, 1999) as
well as other scales that are developed by Goh and Richards (1997) and Lord and Ranft (2000) in other organizational
environments. Evidently, there are tremendous opportunities for further empirical research work in the area of
organizational learning.
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Despite shedding some light on the dynamics of learning at the individual, team and organizational levels,
the findings of the study have certain limitations. Given the cross-sectional nature of the design, causality among the
three variables cannot be drawn. Another limitation is its exclusive focus on a particular DVD manufacturer in
Thailand. Other DVD manufacturing organizations in Thailand might have different managerial practices, ethos and
structures, which could affect the learning of individuals and teams. Interpretation of the results of this study should
not be extended to other DVD manufacturers from other countries. Finally, as discussed earlier, there are multiple
conceptualizations of organizational learning, and the current study has adopted the scales conceived by Baker and
Sinkula (1999).

CONCLUSION

Overall, the evidence from this study is supportive of the contention that individual, team and organizational
learning are inter-related. In particular, when individuals work together, they might share ideas, knowledge,
experiences and opinions with other members within a team or with other individuals in an organization. Similarly,
the flow of knowledge from one team to another is also imperative. This logic is tested empirically in the current
study and the results have important theoretical and practical implications. The knowledge obtained from this study
has only begun to identify some issues whose answers might illuminate researchers and practitioners. Arguably,
further rigorous examination of the inter-relationships between individual, team and organizational learning in various
settings is imperative for the organizational learning theory to be developed.
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APPENDIX |

INDIVIDUAL LEARNING
1 There are not a lot of new things to learn in my job. X
2 An important part of becoming a good employee/employer is to continually improve work skills. v
3 Making a tough decision is very satisfying. v
4 It is important for me to learn from each of my job experiences. v
5 I spend a great deal of time learning new work approaches. v
6 I am always learning something new in my work. v
7 Making mistakes is just part of the learning process. v
8 Learning how to be a better employee/manager is of fundamental importance to me. v
9 Sometimes | put a great deal of effort into learning something new. v
TEAM LEARNING
Intra-team learning
10 | In our team, people discuss ways to prevent and learn from mistakes.
11 | We regularly take time to figure out ways to improve our work processes.
12 | Problems and errors in our team are never communicated to the appropriate people so that corrective action can be

taken. X
13 | My team handles differences of opinions privately or off-line, rather than publicly. X
14 | In my team, someone always makes sure that we stop to reflect on our work process. v
15 | People in my team often speak up to test assumptions about issues under discussion. v
Inter-team learning
16 | My team frequently coordinates with other teams to meet organizational objectives. v
17 | My team keeps others in the organization informed about what we plan and accomplish. v
18 | Team members go out and get all the relevant work information they possible can from others — such as customers, v

or other parts of the organization.
19 | We invite people from outside the team to present information or have discussions with us. v
20 | We don’t have time to communicate information about our team’s work to others who are not in the team. X
ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING
Commitment to learning
21 | Managers basically agree that our business unit’s ability to learn is the key to our competitive advantage. v
22 | The basic values of this business unit include learning as key to improvement. v
23 | The sense around here is that employee learning is an investment, not an expense. v
24 | Learning in my organization is seen as a key commodity necessary to guarantee organizational survival. v
25 | Our culture is one that does not make employee learning a top priority. X
26 | The collective wisdom in this enterprise is that once we quit learning, we endanger our future. v
Shared vision
27 | There is a well-expressed concept of who we are and where we are going as a business unit. v
28 | There is a total agreement on our business unit vision across all levels, functions, and division. v
29 | All employees are committed to the goals of this business unit. v
30 | Employees view themselves as partners in charting the direction of the business unit. v
31 | Top leadership believes in sharing its vision for the business unit with the lower levels. v
32 | We do not have a well-defined vision for the entire business unit. X
Open mindedness
33 | We are not afraid to reflect critically on the shared assumptions we have about the way we do business. v
34 | Managers in this business unit do not want their “view of the world” to be questioned. X
35 | Our business unit places a high value on open mindedness. v
36 | Managers encourage employees to “think outside the box.” v
37 | Anemphasis on constant innovation is not a part of our corporate culture. X
38 | Original ideas are highly valued in this organization. v

v = Included; X = Removed.
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