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The aim of this thesis is to develop a coherent theory of organisational learning, which can generate practical means of assisting organisational learning. The thesis develops and applies this theory to one class of organisations known as non-government organisations (NGOs), and more specifically to those NGOs who receive funds from high income countries but who work for the benefit of the poor in low income countries. Of central concern are the processes whereby these NGOs learn from the rural and urban poor with whom they work.

The basis of the theory of organisational learning used in this thesis is modern evolutionary theory, and more particularly, evolutionary epistemology. It is argued that this theory provides a means of both representing and assisting organisational learning. Firstly, it provides a simple definition of learning that can be operationalised at multiple scales of analysis: that of individuals, organisations, and populations of organisations. Differences in the forms of organisational learning that do take place can be represented using a number of observable attributes of learning which are derived from an interpretation of evolutionary theory. The same evolutionary theory can also provide useful explanations of processes thus defined and represented. Secondly, an analysis of organisational learning using these observable attributes and background theory also suggests two ways in which organisational learning can be assisted. One is the use of specific methods within NGOs: a type of participatory monitoring. The second is the use of particular interventions by their donors: demands for particular types of information which are indicative of how and where the NGO is learning  

In addition to these practical implications, it is argued that a specific concern with organisational learning can be related to a wider problematic which should be of concern to Development Studies: one that is described as the management of diversity". Individual theories, organisations, and larger social structures may not survive in the face of diversity and change. In surviving they may constrain and / or enable other agents, with feedback effects into the scale and forms of diversity possible. The management of diversity can be analysed descriptively and prescriptively, at multiple scales of aggregation.
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autopoiesis
autonomous self-creating systems (See Maturana and Varela, 1980)
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Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh
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Australian Freedom from Hunger Campaign
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Bangladesh Health and Population Consortium
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Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee

CAA

Community Aid Abroad

CCDB

Christian Commission for Development in Bangladesh

CDSC

Conference of Directors of Special Courses
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Canadian International Development Agency

CIIR
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Development Assistance Committee (of the OECD)

DFID

Department for International Development

(Used only in reference to post mid-1997 events and documents)

DIA

Dutch Inter-church Aid

dol

group (Bangla)

EZE

Evangelische Zentralsetlle fur Entwicklungshilfe (English unknown)
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UK Govt Stationary Office
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Human and Organizational Potential Enhancement program, of CCDB

ICCO

Interkerkelijke Organisatie voor Ontwikkelingssamenwerking

(Inter-Church Organisation for Development Cooperation)
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Institute for Development Studies

IIED

International Institute for Environment and Development

INGO

International NGO

IPP

Indicative Program Proposal

JFS

Joint Funding Scheme, run by DFID

LISA

Local Initiative Support Action program, of CCDB

MRDP

Multi-sectoral Rural Development Program, of CCDB

NGO

Non-Government Organisation

NGOAB
NGO Affairs Bureau, Bangladesh

ODA

Overseas Development Administration (Now DFID)

OECD

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

PCM

Project Co-ordination Meeting

PMS

Participatory Monitoring Systems

PO

Project Office (refers mainly to PPRDP)

PPP

People’s Participatory Planning

PPRDP
People’s Participatory Rural Development Program

PRA

Participatory Rural Appraisal

PRF

People’s Representative Forum

RTM

Round Table Meeting

samiti

association or society (Bangla)

RDRS

Rangpur-Dinajpur Rural Service

reference people
intended beneficiary (CCDB term)

Glossary (cont.)


SRF

Samiti Representatives Forum

SSCI

Social Science Citation Index

RRMP

Rural Roads Maintenance Program

TBA

Traditional Birth Attendants

thana

Bangladesh government unit of local government administration, smaller than a

district and larger than a village

UNDP

United Nations Development Programme

upazilla
Equivalent to thana, but an older term

USP

unique selling proposition

VSR

variation-selection-retention (the evolutionary algorithm)

WCC

World Council of Churches
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CHAPTER ONE.  INTRODUCTION
"In my own thinking they have never been separate.  Motivation for the purer theory came almost exclusively from preoccupation (and fascination with) ‘applied’ problems; and the clarification of theoretical ideas was absolutely dependent on an identification of live examples" 


(Schelling, T.O., 1980:vi)

1.1 Objective and Argument
The aim of this thesis is to develop a coherent theory of organisational learning, which can generate practical means of assisting organisational learning.  The thesis develops and applies this theory to one class of organisations known as non-government organisations (NGOs), and more specifically to those NGOs who receive funds from high income countries but who work for the benefit of the poor in low income countries.  Of central concern are the processes whereby these NGOs learn from the rural and urban poor with whom they work.

The basis of the theory of organisational learning used in this thesis is modern evolutionary theory, and more particularly, evolutionary epistemology.  It is argued that this theory provides a means of both representing and assisting organisational learning.  Firstly, it provides a simple definition of learning that can be operationalised at multiple levels of analysis: that of individuals, organisations, and populations of organisations.  Differences in the forms of organisational learning that do take place can be represented using a number of observable attributes of learning which are derived from an interpretation of evolutionary theory.  The same evolutionary theory can also provide useful explanations of processes thus defined and represented.  Secondly, an analysis of organisational learning using these observable attributes and background theory also suggests two ways in which organisational learning can be assisted.  One is the use of specific methods within NGOs: a type of participatory monitoring.  The second is the use of particular interventions by their donors: demands for particular types of information which are indicative of how and where the NGO is learning.  

In addition to these practical implications, it is argued that a specific concern with organisational learning can be related to a wider problematic which should be of concern to Development Studies: one that is described as “the management of diversity”.  Theories, organisations and larger social structures must all manage diversity.  They must sustain a degree of order and coherence, while being responsive to important differences in their environment.  In managing to do so they may constrain or enable others, affecting the scale of diversity possible thereafter.  The management of diversity can be analysed descriptively in retrospect, and prescriptively in anticipation, at multiple levels of aggregation.

The thesis has four sections.  The first section of three chapters is theoretical.  Chapter Two argues why the subject of organisational learning is relevant to Development Studies.  In Chapter Three evolutionary theory is introduced as a means of addressing a general problematic in Development Studies as well as the specific one of understanding organisational learning.  In Chapter Four the implications of this basic theory are elaborated through an analysis of the existing literature on organisational learning. 

The second section, made up of Chapter Five, provides a bridge between theory and application.  It is argued that NGOs have particular inherent problems and that their global growth and proliferation makes the study of organisational learning in NGOs especially relevant. 

The third section is more empirical.  Chapter Six analyses the NGO sector in Bangladesh in 1992 in terms of the learning taking place at what is called the population level, that of relationships between organisations.  Chapter Seven develops a representation of organisational learning within one particular NGO within that population, the Christian Commission for Development in Bangladesh (CCDB).  Chapter Eight describes a specific intervention within one CCDB programme, which is designed to assisting organisational learning.  All three chapters are informed by the theory developed in Chapters Three and Four.

The final section, made up of Chapter Nine, returns to a wider perspective.  The core of the developed theory is summarised and the implications for practice by NGOs and their donors are reviewed.  It is argued that the theory does provide a means of both representing and assisting organisational learning in NGOs in a way that has not previously been developed within Development Studies.

1.2 The Fieldwork
Bangladesh was chosen as the site for fieldwork because of the large scale of the NGO sector and its accessibility by outside researchers.  Chapters Six, Seven and Eight are based on fieldwork carried out in Bangladesh between 1992 and 1995.  The fieldwork involved a series of six visits, which varied from one week to three months in duration.  The first phase took place between January and March 1992 and focused on structured interviews with the chief executive officers (CEOs) of 32 of the largest NGOs.  Chapter Five is based on an analysis of the results of that survey.  The 1992 visit also led to the selection of CCDB as the case study NGO. 

Chapters Six and Seven are based on the second phase of fieldwork which focused specifically on CCDB and was carried out through a series of visits between 1993 and 1995.  This consisted of three stages: an initial exploratory visit in early 1993, a series of three visits in 1994 focusing on the development of a participatory monitoring system and a final visit in March 1995 when a brief evaluation of that system was carried out.  Following this work contact has also been made with two of the donor NGOs who have been funding CCDB over the last ten years and consultancy work has been carried out with two other NGOs in Bangladesh (Proshika and ActionAid).  Some use has also been made of experiences of aid organisations in Somalia, where I worked for six years prior to the beginning of this thesis. 

The thesis was written in between periods of consultancy work, from 1995 to early 1998.  The model that was developed became more specific, and was more evident in practice, as the fieldwork progressed.  Initial applications of the developing model were revised and the results of earlier fieldwork were reinterpreted.  In the fieldwork for the population level analysis in Chapter Six the initial focus was on individual NGO projects as units of variation, selection, and retention, as seen within the evolutionary framework.  This subsequently changed to a focus on differences in key actor’s interpretations of the NGO population as the units of selection, and also to a focus on change in the more macro-level structural features of the sector.  Within the CCDB case study an early and consistent concern was the nature of staff members’ awareness of events at the field level.  This was subsequently complimented by greater attention to the nature of organisational structure as the past result of, and current framework for, that process.  Being the final concern in the fieldwork process, the model implemented in the participatory monitoring system has changed the least.  However, what has since developed is a small family of related methods for use with individuals and groups.

The main thrust of the thesis argument will be summarised below, chapter by chapter.

1.3 An Overview of the Chapters
Chapter Two.  Development Theory and Organisations: Managing Diversity
Development Studies is an inter-disciplinary field of study.  As such there are inherent difficulties in defining it as a coherent field.  One source of commonality is the fact that the subject of development as addressed by Development Studies is often in practice the study of aided development.  Even when interpreted in the widest sense Development Studies theories and organisations are deeply enmeshed.  Almost all theories are developed and sustained within specific organisational contexts and their effects are mediated by those contexts.  Understanding how organisations learn is relevant to the analysis and development of development theories.

The future funding for development aid is under threat on a global scale.  Evidence of the positive impact of aid is weak.  In these conditions the organisations dependent on those funds must either re-invent the rationale for aid, provide better evidence of its effectiveness, or improve its effectiveness.  It will be argued that the international aid sector is in effect facing a crisis of representation.  The same term has been used to describe failures of past theoretical frameworks within Development Studies and the social sciences more generally.  A common feature of both development organisations and theoretical frameworks is a failure to manage diversity, to develop a single coherent and widely acceptable account that gives adequate recognition of the diversity that exists in their environments.  Such a comparison is valid because organisations are a form of theory.  They are collectively constructed interpretations of the world, which change over time.

It will be argued that the management of diversity is potentially a unifying problematic for Development Studies.  It requires description but also implies some prescription.  It contains both enabling and constraining dimensions.  It is one that can be investigated at multiple levels of analysis: nation states, organisations and individuals.  It is also appropriate to the analysis of organisational learning.

Chapter Three.  Individual and Organisational Learning: An Evolutionary Perspective 
The most famous and widely accepted theory of diversity is Darwin’s (1859) Origin of Species.  Darwin was able to provide a non-theistic and non-teleological explanation of its origins.  Intrinsic to that explanation is a theory of change over time, on a scale much larger than that covered by development theory or theories of organisational learning.  In its core form evolutionary theory has now survived for almost 140 years.  Nevertheless, evolutionary theory contains some diversity and is evolving over time, along with its subject matter.  Evolutionary processes are no longer seen as solely biological, but capable of being substantiated in a variety of media, including computer software.  Evolution is now seen much more in terms of a process involving information, and as “essentially a learning process” (Jantsch, 1987:7).  In this context, and in this thesis, learning is defined in the most elemental sense as the selective retention of information.
It will be argued that evolutionary theory is of value for two reasons.  Firstly, it provides a sophisticated means of understanding diversity.  On the one hand it explains the origins of diversity in a way that requires both freedom and constraint.  Neither is sufficient on its own.  This is visible in the evolutionary algorithm that is at the heart of evolutionary theory: the repeated iteration of variation, selection and retention.  Complementing this is the fact that the management of that diversity is crucial to the survival of the individual entities concerned.  By selectively attending to and structuring information about that complex world entities learn to survive.  Their survival in turn affects the level of diversity in the system as a whole.  Survival is a minimalist definition of learning, which is enabling, not simply banal.  Within that which survives new variants and embellishments can emerge, and in turn be selectively retained.  The emergence of multiple levels of structure becomes possible.

The second reason for valuing evolutionary theory is that it has generated a number of constructs about learning, which can be operationalised at both an individual and organisational level.  This is possible because these learning processes are homologous.  Entities with common origins share some common structural features (Jantsch, 1987).  Processes of variation, selection and retention can be identified at both individual and organisational levels.  Because learning is costly (in the form of wasted variants) its use is typically limited.  As a result, the frequency and direction of learning can be identified.  Within individuals and organisations it is possible to identify different levels of learning, which enable information to be managed on a progressively larger scale.  Different forms of multi-level structures, described as hierarchies and heterarchies, embody different degrees of openness to new learning, and the nature of learning that has been achieved to date.

Chapter Four. Contending Perspective on Organisational Learning
In Chapter Four the basic theory developed in Chapter Three will be elaborated through an analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the emerging body of social science literature concerned with organisational learning.  The most well known application-oriented theories (Senge, 1990; Argyris, 1992) make substantial use of the concept of levels of learning but have not developed it further.  Their analyses focus on new learning in the face of change, but ignores the important question of how organisations can also manage to retain past knowledge.

Within the less market driven analyses there has been a stream of literature reviews but a limited sense of accumulating theory.  Most importantly, there is little agreement on implications for intervention, apart from the need for openness to error (variation) and second-order (assumptions level) learning.  The most integrative work has been by March (1991,1994), a widely recognised organisation theorist.  His emphasis on the ambivalence of learning (and thus difficulties of prescribing action) stems from an evolutionary analysis.  Although he is able to identify parameters of the learning process that can be varied what remains underdeveloped in his work is the significance of structure as a means of managing diversity on a large scale.  Other related theories of evolutionary economics and autopoiesis address structural issues, but in static and dichotomous terms.  A more appropriate solution based on a continuum of structures, from teams to hierarchy, will be proposed.

The Development Studies literature on organisational learning is smaller, more variable in its use of terminology, and has produced few review papers.  The main strength of the widely read analyses of development projects by Korten and Rondinelli has been the recognition of the weakness of existing “blueprint” approaches and the need for an alternative “learning process” approach.  However, their views of that process have either been unjustifiably normative (Korten, 1980) or lacking in usable detail (Rondinelli, 1983).  Where there have been attempts to borrow models from outside the social sciences these have not generated practical implications for improving organisational learning (Uphoff, 1992). 

Within the field of evaluation, especially in social development projects implemented by NGOs, there has been a continuing but unresolved discussion of how to identify and represent what is of value i.e. to learn (Marsden and Oakley, 1990, 1994).  Confusion exists over how evaluations should be socially constructed, and how to manage (qualitative) information whose meaning is highly variable.  These issues of structure and process will be addressed in Chapter Seven and Eight.  More recently, the documented experiences of attempts by two international NGOs to encourage organisational learning have highlighted not only the importance of appropriate use of structure, but also the significance of information demands by other parties.  The latter is also recognised in the earlier analyses by Korten and Rondinelli, and will be explored in detail in the analysis of CCDB in Chapter Seven.

Chapter Five.  The Problematic Nature of Non-Government Organisations
Evolutionary analyses of learning stress the cost of learning, and the significance of particular environments in determining where those costs will be invested (Johnston and Pietrewicz, 1985).   In Chapter Five NGOs will be identified as a distinct form of organisation by focusing on their relationships with other important groups in their environment, and how they differ from those of government and business.  It will be argued that the separation of the roles of purchaser and user of services found in NGOs creates a particular set of problems which affects their capacity to learn from their beneficiaries.  Additional problems are caused by the nature of the services being provided, and the means used to overcome lack of monetary feedback from users about the value of services. 

The significance of these problems has been accentuated by the growing size of the NGO sector, nationally and internationally.  As a result of this growth the distance between original purchaser and end user of services has been increased, and at the same time, the most successful NGOs are having to manage relationships with much larger numbers of beneficiaries.  With the growth of bilateral and multilateral funding of NGOs there is some possibility that these donors can have more leverage in their relationships with NGOs.  But more assertive demands by donors for information may have negative as well as positive effects.  How these emerging problems are resolved could mean the difference between NGOs being seen as an organisational form that has reached its natural limits, or as an innovative development with potentially wider application. This is especially important since, on the basis of the analysis at the beginning of this chapter, they can be seen to occupy the middle ground between state and market based forms of service delivery.

Chapter Six. Learning at the Population Level: The NGO Sector in Bangladesh.
In Chapter Five a population level perspective is developed by examining the relationships between the NGOs making up the Bangladeshi NGO sector in the early 1990's.  The focus is specifically on those NGOs registered with the Bangladesh government as eligible to receive funding from overseas organisations.  The first part of the chapter looks at population level structures and processes as the embodiment of past learning.  These features include the survival and proliferation of NGOs, the size hierarchy of NGOs, the prevalence of generalist and specialist NGOs, and the emergence of specialist inter-NGO networks.  It will be argued that all but the latter suggest that the learning, which is taking place at the population level, is limited and largely unrelated to NGOs’ performance in poverty reduction.  Relationships with donors have been a major influence on this development.

The second half of the chapter examines learning within the NGO sector from the point of view of the actors who are located within the sector, specifically through the eyes of the CEOs interviewed in the 1992 survey.  The focus here is on the prevalence of interpretations of structures and processes.  Their views on important static differences between NGOs, and between themselves and other NGOs, are treated as a reflection of what has been learned to date (information retained).  Their views of the significant changes that have more recently taken place, within their own and other NGOs, provide a perspective on more current processes of learning, that of selection from a range of new possibilities. 

An important part of this section is the first experiment with the use of the variation-selection-retention algorithm as a means by which a small group of respondents could analyse the significance of changes taking place in the NGO sector.  The participatory monitoring system described in Chapter Eight was based on this experience.

The CEO interviews suggests that NGOs see themselves in ways that are self-centred and short-sighted.  The achievements of the largest NGOs are seen in terms that are largely unrelated to beneficiary interests, though these NGOs are seen to have a major effect on what other NGOs learn.  Significant changes that could reduce poverty were identifiable by NGOs but the capacity of NGOs to learn from these achievements was constrained by individual NGO histories.  The ways in which NGOs perceive and reconcile self-interest with that of the interests of their beneficiaries is explored in detail in Chapter Seven. 

Chapter Seven.  Learning within one NGO: The Christian Commission for Development in Bangladesh
Chapter Six is a case study of the Christian Commission for Development in Bangladesh.  It was assumed that CCDB’s participatory ideology and its relationship with donors made it ideally placed to orient itself to the needs of its beneficiaries and learn from them.  Analysing organisational learning in this specially selected case might help define the edges of what was possible.  The case study identifies the extent to which CCDB was learning from beneficiaries in the early 1990's and the factors effecting that process.  Difficulties were expected both in the scale of the task, (the diversity of beneficiaries involved) and also the need to resolve other competing demands both within and outside CCDB. 

The case study will seek two kinds of evidence of past organisational learning.  The first type of evidence is found in the shape of CCDB organisational structure, which has literally been informed by past experience.  The enduring differences within this structure reflect what CCDB see as the important distinctions in its world, and where it most needs to specialise its knowledge.  The second type of evidence is in the organisational routines enacted within CCDB and in relationship with other organisations.  Particular attention will be to given to heterarchical routines, involving meetings of staff normally separated by their specialist roles and line managers.  These routines are a major mechanism through which CCDB updates its knowledge of the world on different scales and in different locations.

Two related conclusions will be drawn.  Firstly, the assumptions made about the value of a participatory planning ideology and donor non-intervention were not supported by the case study analysis.  There were a number of significant weaknesses in CCDB’s ability to learn from its beneficiaries.  Secondly, there is substantial evidence that external information demands by other parties can have a major effect on what an organisation attends to, and how it processes the information that is available to it.

Chapter Eight.  Assisting Organisational Learning: CCDBs Participatory Monitoring System
Chapter Eight describes the design and implementation of a participatory monitoring system (PMS) designed to aid the process of organisational learning within CCDB.  The chapter begins with an explanation of the background context: developments amongst CCDB’s donors and within CCDB itself, which have increased the relevance of testing new approaches to monitoring.  The next section describes the design of the participatory monitoring system in detail, describing the core concepts and the structure of the system as it was implemented.  The participatory monitoring system is an innovative approach to monitoring based on an evolutionary theory of learning.  In contrast to many conventional monitoring systems used in development projects the participatory monitoring system did not require the use of predefined indicators (Abbot and Guijt, 1997).

The outline of the design of the participatory monitoring system is then followed by an extensive analysis of the performance of the participatory monitoring system, once it was established.  The contents of the information produced by the system are analysed in terms what appeared to be the key areas of agreements and disagreements over their meaning.  This is balanced by a more quantitative analysis of the behaviour of the participants in the participatory monitoring system in order to identify the factors that affected the type of information produced by the participatory monitoring system.

This section is then followed by an overall evaluation of the participatory monitoring system  from the point of view of its value to CCDB, and the interests of CCDB’s beneficiaries.  From the point of view of CCDB and the theory underlying the participatory monitoring system it has been successful.  It has been retained and replicated on a wider scale.  It is sustainable, and meets the needs of different parties within CCDB.  Analysed in terms of the capacity to embody a learning process the PMS structure has significant flexibility.  When its actual use by CCDB is examined, some areas of strengths and weaknesses in CCDB’s learning behaviour can be identified.  Some of these problems can be related to CCDB’s perception of external information demands by its donors.  These could be resolved if donors’ demands for information were redesigned and focused on NGOs’ capacity to know. 

Chapter Nine.  Conclusions: Representing and Assisting Organisational Learning.
The aim of this thesis is to develop a coherent means of representing organisational learning, which can also generate practical means of assisting organisational learning.  In this final chapter it will be argued that this objective has been achieved. 

The overall argument about the value of an evolutionary approach to understanding organisational learning is re-stated.  The foundations of the model of organisational learning developed in this thesis are reviewed, especially the way in which organisational learning has been defined.  This is followed by a detailed summary of six structural features of organisational learning that were differentiated during this thesis, and the observations that could be made in those terms about organisational learning by NGOs in Bangladesh.  Some areas of application, which have further potential for development, are noted. 

This is followed by a return to the context of learning, which is seen as an essential influence on the process of organisational learning.  Factors effecting the nature of learning are revised, including those that affect people developing theories of organisational learning.

The chapter ends with a return to the wider problematic identified in Chapter Two: the management of diversity.  The relationship between the concerns of Development Studies, NGOs and wider processes in the biosphere are revisited.  NGOs may manage to survive in a complex environment, but not recognise or meet the diversity of needs amongst their beneficiaries.  They may cope with diversity but not enable it.  Alternately, donors may make information demands that would align NGO survival needs with those of beneficiaries.  Donors could be asking for information about what NGOs are learning from their beneficiaries.

By inquiring about capacity to know donors would be moving their analysis of NGO performance up one level of abstraction.  In doing so it would enable them to manage relationships with a diversity of NGOs, without limiting their capacity to respond differently, to local conditions.  The terms used to represent how organisations learn would themselves become a means of assisting organisational learning.  Ideally, this could be complemented by funded NGOs adopting the monitoring system such as CCDB’s PMS, which would enable each NGO to manage a diversity of qualitative information about their own beneficiaries, on a large scale.


--o0o--

CHAPTER TWO. 
DEVELOPMENT THEORY AND ORGANISATIONS: MANAGING DIVERSITY
2.1 Introduction
The aim of this introductory chapter is to explain why a study of organisational learning is relevant to development studies.  The first section examines the relationship between development theory and organisations.  Because Development Studies is an inter-disciplinary field of study there are inherent difficulties in defining it as a coherent field.  One source of commonality is the fact that Development Studies is often in practice the study of aided development.  Development Studies theories and organisations are deeply enmeshed.  Looking further afield, almost all theories are developed and sustained within specific organisational contexts and their effects are mediated by those contexts.  Understanding how organisations learn is therefore relevant to the analysis and development of development theories. 

The next section looks at trends in official aid flows and their consequences.  Evidence available in the 1990's indicates that the survival of development aid and all the organisations involved in that broad project are under threat.  The options of re-inventing the rationale for aid, providing better evidence of aid effectiveness, and improving aid effectiveness are explored in turn.  All involve problems of representation, both within aid organisations themselves and externally.  A more abstract crisis of representation is faced by academics working on theory in development studies, and more generally, in the social sciences.  In contrast to the physical sciences there is a diversity of theory, but little evidence of their progressive integration. 

The section that follows examines some responses to the challenge of managing diversity.  In the humanities one reaction has been to move the analysis up a level, such that modes of representation are the subject of concern (Marcus and Fischer, 1986:9).  In Development Studies some writers have questioned the assumed function of representations, to explain homogeneity. In its place is the task of explaining diversity, of which there is abundant evidence.  It argued that diversity also has practical relevance, both as an expression of choice, but also of inequality. These can both be contained in a general problematic which can be described as the management of diversity.  Diversity has to be coped with, but can also be enabled.  It can be viewed descriptively and prescriptively.  Such a problematic is appropriate to both theories, organisations and larger social structures.  Theories must recognise the particular but also provide some integrating order.  Organisations must reconcile the need for some central command with the need for local adaptability to client needs.  On a larger scale, social structures must balance the need for forms of order and the value given to individual choice.

2.2 Development Studies in Context
Development Studies is an inter-disciplinary field of study.  While this allows a wide latitude in the choice of theory and method it has its problems.  It has been claimed that There is no consensus on what the subject of development research covers (Martinussen, 1997:3).  While development literature typically focuses on developing countries, almost all disciplines that are represented would claim their theories and methods are not limited to those countries alone.  This is especially the case with economics, although it has been argued that the predominance of neo-Marxisms within development studies constituent disciplines has been one source of coherence (Buttel and McMichael, 1994).  While differences in per capita GNP gave some justification for talking of underdeveloped countries as a class in the 1950's the economic differentiation of what was then the Third World has increased substantially since then.  Few would now see any major similarities between the East Asian economies and those of Sub-Saharan Africa.  Third World countries were also so defined because of their location as contested political territory in-between two archetypal development models - developed capitalism and communism.  Associated with the demise of the Soviet Union and the transformation of the Chinese economy that distinction has become less important and differences between forms of capitalism have been given more attention (e.g. Albert, 1992; World Bank, 1993a).  Bauer (1981) has argued that the only thing that the Third World, and its synonyms, still do have in common is that they request and receive development aid.  

Development aid also contributes significantly to the existence of the academic institutions that specialise in and promote Development Studies, funding students, research and consultancy opportunities.  For example, the Institute for Development Studies in the UK, the International Development Research Centre in Canada and the National Centre for Development Studies in Australia.  As aid has become available on a large scale to the ex-Soviet Union, the foci of development studies teaching and research concerns have adapted flexibly in response (CDSC, 1996).  In practice, the subject of development as addressed by development studies is often aided development, either on a macro or micro level.  This association dates back to the immediate post war period, when President Truman introduced the rationale for the Marshall Plan in terms of development, an event which Esteva (1995:6) argues publicly launched the  modern usage of this word.  While the idea of development as a potentially directable process has an important earlier genealogy (Crush, 1995:8), Trumans speech was an important punctuation point in its development.  Development as a project was publicly legitimated and financially enabled on a scale never seen before.

In this context the study of (aided) development is not an abstract exercise, but one very much embedded in a specific organisational context, one involving a host of inter-related multilateral, bilateral and non-governmental organisations, their Third World partners (government and non-government), and other interested parties.  While there are theories of development involving macro-economic change and political development, as well as micro-level NGO project level interventions, these are all projects in the larger sense, each with their own advocates seeking their wider adoption and implementation.  This is most visible in the operations of the World Bank and UNDP, which market their own identifiable views on the role of the state and markets in their widely publicised annual reports.  Views on development are specialised not at random but within particular organisational contexts.  Nevertheless, there is also recognised to be some diversity within organisations and change in the dominance of certain views over time.  The World Bank has switched from a focus on basic needs (late 1970's), towards more aggregate growth (1980's) and back towards a greater poverty focus (early 1990's).  Some of the diversity that exists is itself institutionalised in particular locations, in the form of funding to academic institutions whose staff consider they have a mandate and even a duty to look beyond the distinct ideological character ... (of development studies)...and to criticise mainstream aid policies (Clarke, 1996).

Criticisms of development theory and policy can be of limited value because in practice their persistence and impact is mediated by their organisational contexts.  My experience with NGOs operations in Somalia and Yemen in the 1980's was that these organisations could be remarkably obdurate in their official beliefs, in the face of manifestly contrary evidence.  CIIR in Yemen had held onto a belief in its capacity for enabling radical social transformation (imported from its Latin American experience) in the face of powerful day to day evidence that they were dealing with a very entrenched semi-feudal society.  In Somalia two NGOs, one after the other, established a Primary Health Care Programme in cooperation with regional government authorities, that was based on the Alma Ata model (WHO, 1978).  Both were clearly financially unsustainable by the Somali government. 

This persistence of such inappropriate responses is not unique to NGOs.  In his analysis of the World Banks views of the subsistence nature of the Lesotho economy in the 1980's, Ferguson has shown a similar process of importation of belief, in the face of a very different and well-documented local reality.  A more recent and dramatic example is given in the history of the World Banks funding of the Narmada Dam in India.  Virtually all the flaws and problems it discovered in the project had already been reported to the Bank by staff technicians and consultants and simply ignored by those higher up the chain of command  (Caufield, 1997:26).  This pattern was neither new nor unique.  In its 1985 review of the provision of technical assistance the UNDP/World Bank Technical Cooperation Assessment Mission (TCAM) to Somalia concluded that: In terms of impact on Somali institutions, on the capacity for managing  its own development and on the transfer of knowledge and skills to Somalia   ...the results of this massive effort can only be characterised as disappointing.  Externally funded technical assistance projects tend to continue for long periods and to leave few visible results when discontinued.  Many institutions that have received assistance for a long time show few signs of being able to function without continued help. (UNDP 1985:14).

There is now a modest literature that gives a warts and all view of development in practice (Klitgaard, 1990; Morris, 1991; Porter et al, 1991; Maren, 1997).  In these accounts it is clear that there is another problem as well, that organisations involved in aided development may not in fact even be following any explicit theory at all, or that any theory that does exist is cobbled together in the course of events.  Agency resistance to proposals for urban social research in Somalia in the mid-1980's was explained to me briefly in terms of concern about urban bias, a reference that was upon further questioning no more than a sound-bite version of Liptons original work  (Lipton, 1977).  Awareness of development theories was not common amongst the staff of the many NGO, multilateral, or bilateral organisations in Somalia in the 1980's.  Further afield, the World Banks own official history shows that espoused theories can often follow rather than lead organisational behaviour.  It was the availability of financing for such [infrastructure project] undertakings that stimulated philosophising about the vital role of economic infrastructure in the development process, rather than the reverse  (Caufield, 1997:15). 

The need to look at the organisational contexts of development ideas has a parallel with the criticisms of classical economics put forward by writers on the new institutional economics (Martinussen, 1995:251-6).  It is argued that economies can be better explained by giving attention not only to the relationships between flows of money but also the social institutions supporting the operations of particular markets, and the internal logic of the firm, the basic economic actor in developed economies.  The value of this approach is its capacity to explain the persistence of what otherwise appear to non-optimal practices, such as some forms of share cropping contracts, and even the existence of the firm  (Martinussen, 1995:255).

These and other analyses of aided development (e.g. Hulme, 1989) suggest that examining the functioning of development theories within organisational contexts will give a more immediate view of their effectiveness and value.  It might also help by highlighting the existence and nature of the more tacit theories-in-use (Argyris and Schon, 1978) present within organisations.  The prevalence and influence of both forms of ideas within development aiding organisations lies within the domain of theories of organisational learning. 

While attention has been paid to the contextualised analysis of development discourse in recent years (Crush, 1995; Sachs, 1992) an analysis based on organisational learning provides a significantly different perspective.  It is less exclusively focused on the texts and words of development (Crush, 1995:3) and gives attention to organisational structures as vehicles of knowledge as well.  This more inclusive approach enables a movement forward to action which discourse focused analyses seem to be so visibly lacking (Escobar, 1995).  This is still important because for all the deconstruction that has taken place, largely in academic contexts, needs undeniably persist (they at least, are not an idealism) (Porter, 1995:85).

2.3 The Survival of Aid (Organisations): Threats and Responses
The influence of development theories via organisations is not merely academic.  When measured in real terms the trend for aid expenditure by OECD countries in the mid-1990's has been downwards.  AIDWATCH (1995, 1996a) has documented declines in real terms of aid from OECD donors of 5% in 1993, 1.8% in 1994 and 9.3% in 1995.  In 1996 the UK ODA budget for 1997/8 was set at a figure representing a 8.4% cut in real terms.  In Canada, possibly the worst case, aid funding has fallen by 24% between 1993 and 1996 (INTRAC, 1995).  Many donor countries are now calling for a reduction in aid with an increased reliance on free markets and incentives for private investments (AIDWATCH 1997).  Major centres of development studies such as IDS in the UK are now having to compete for their research funding, and can no longer rely on dedicated core funding from aid budgets.

In these circumstances aid (dependent) organisations have a number of non-exclusive options: to reinvent the rationale of aid in a form suitable to a post cold war environment; to provide more convincing evidence of its effectiveness; or to improve the effectiveness of aid that is being delivered.  Reinventing aid has not been widely discussed but the traditional structure of the aid delivery process is problematic in a relatively anti-statist post cold war environment.  Bilateral and multilateral aid is typically aid to and or through government structures.  Market friendly policy reforms as advocated by the IMF and World Bank are not problematic, but in themselves they involve very little in the form of aid transfers.  Although they can be encouraged by the use of loan and grant conditionalities, it is being argued that reform generally succeeds most when it is accepted without coercion (Killick, 1995).  While expanded funding to NGOs is consistent with ideological preferences for a reduced role for the state (Devine, 1996), in most underdeveloped countries there is a problem of their absorptive capacity.  In countries such as Ethiopia and Kenya, donors like the ODA have had to fund parallel initiatives under the rubric of institutional strengthening or capacity building in order to expand this capacity (Campbell and Clarke, 1996; Davies, 1996a).

As bilateral donors have shown increasing interest in direct funding of NGOs from their country programmes northern NGOs, especially those dependent on government funding, are now trying to wrestle with the question of what is their own comparative advantage. This is often in terms of what they add to the funds as it goes through their hands - as opposed to what they take from these funds (ONTRAC, 1997:1).  In Scandinavia, where NGOs have been particularly dependent on government funding NGOs are now trying to rekindle a constituency of support amongst the public, to defend themselves against official cuts of the sort which have such a devastating effect on NGOs in Canada.  (ONTRAC, 1997:1). 

The alternative, of reinventing these organisations in forms that do not require the management of large aid flows, does not seem to have been attractive.  Despite prominent calls to do so since the 1970's (Lissner, 1977), efforts with the developed country NGO sector to re-orient their activities around development education and advocacy in their own countries, rather than funded projects overseas, have not been conspicuously successful.  In Canada development education focused NGOs were the worst effected of all by the dramatic cuts in government aid budget in 1995.  In reaction to the perceived slowing down of their income several large NGOs in the UK and Canada have closed down development education centres (ONTRAC, 1997:1).  My own experience with two NGOs in Australia (CAA, AFFHC) showed a similar pattern within organisations when public donations declined in the early 1980's and early 1990's.  Development education and advocacy staff suffered the greatest cuts.

The second option, to provide better evidence of effectiveness, also has its difficulties.  The recent evidence that is available for the effectiveness of aid is not overwhelming.  Paul Mosley and John Hudsons review of UK ODA Aid Effectiveness found that aid was having a just significant influence across the sample of 19 countries (AIDWATCH, 1996b). DFIDs own self-evaluation, documented in 89 Project Completion Reports in 1996, has indicated that only half of the immediate and long term objectives of these projects were achieved (DFID, 1997).  In Carlsson et als (1994) analysis of the use of evaluation tools in international aid programs, they commented that One of the major problems with aid is that we are not too sure about its impact on the economies of developing countries.  This is despite the fact that this question has been on the agenda for the last 30 years.  

More relevant to this thesis which focuses on NGOs, the OECD/DAC Expert Group on Aid Evaluation (Kruse, et al, 1997) have recently published their own synthesis study of evaluations of NGO projects.  A major part of the report is based on an analysis of 60 reports on 240 projects undertaken in 26 developing countries.  One significant conclusion reported on the first page of the Executive Summary was that  ...there is still a lack of firm and reliable evidence on the impact of NGO development projects and programmes(Kruse, et al, 1997:1).

The third possible response to the threat to funding for aided development is to improve effectiveness.  One strategy that has been underway since the early 1980's (Korten, 1980) has been to try to encourage less reliance on blueprint approach to development projects and to think more in terms of a process approach (Rondinelli, 1983; Mosse, et al. 1998).  Another has been to call for more participation in project planning and development by the intended beneficiaries (World Bank, 1995a).  Another has been to place more emphasis on monitoring, evaluation and impact assessment, especially participatory approaches (Broughton and Hampshire, 1997; Concern, 1996; Abbot and Guijt, 1997).  These each help address a basic problem, that of the availability of appropriate information that can help ensure that the project is appropriate to beneficiary needs and surrounding conditions. 

They each have their problems as well.  Senior managers and governments may want to know how a process approach can be differentiated from simple ad hocery.  Extending participation in projects raises complicated questions of how to assess whose voice is being heard (Mosse, 1994).  Attempts to develop monitoring and evaluation capacity raises questions of how to manage differences of viewpoint and unpredictable events.  These are not resolved simply by the continuing search for appropriate indicators (Goyder et al. 1998).  Associated with all these efforts to improve effectiveness are issues of representation, of events taking place within projects and in the lives of what can be large numbers of intended beneficiaries.

2.4 Parallel Crises
The DACs conclusions about NGO impact could be seen as evidence of the aid sectors own crisis of representation (Marcus and Fischer, 1986:7).  It is a dual one, of how to assess internally and how to present externally the value of their work.  It is a crisis with potentially long-term negative consequences both for aid organisations and for their ostensible beneficiaries, poor people in aid recipient countries.  Marcus and Fischer define this form of crisis, in the social sciences and humanities as a failure of any one view of how to represent the world to achieve and retain dominance, that is both near universal recognition and use.  In their view this crisis is epitomised by terms such as post-modernism, exemplifying the fact that Present conditions of knowledge are defined not so much as what they are as by what they come after (1986:8).  In development organisations the now apparently wide agreement on the importance of participation suggests that the crisis is not so acute there.  However this word is in a sense an icon with limited practical use, its minimal meaning is that unilateral representations of development activities are no longer acceptable.  Reflecting mainly on their own field of anthropology they question whether the loss of paradigmatic dominance is a problem at all, and applaud diversity where it involves some degree of self-consciousness and experiment (e.g. the work of Geertz, 1993).  But as with development theories the existence of this type of response needs to be seen in its particular (academic) organisational context.  There are many others where a plurality of representations of the common enterprise would not be tolerated (e.g. most businesses and political parties).

A similar type of crisis has been noted in two other fields specifically related to this thesis, development theory and organisation theory.  In development theory Booth (1994) and Schuurman (1993) have described the problem as an impasse in theorising on development.  In organisation theory, the problem has been described as one of analytical fragmentation and paradigm heterodoxy (Hassard, 1995:2).  In both cases the initial problem was the failure of a previously very influential model: Neo-Marxism in development studies and Parsonian functionalism in organisation theory.  Aspects of this failure in development studies include theory not matching the reality of development (both the diversity and unexpected nature of developments), a failure of generativity, and a long-term failure to achieve and sustain widespread acceptance.  In functionalist sociology failure was seen in similar terms: in accounting for change (as distinct from equilibrium) and conflict (internal differences) (Willmott, 1995:50).  In both cases there was the additional failure of any of the new approaches achieving dominance in turn.  Diversity has been a significant problem at two levels: diversity in observed behaviour which is not accounted for in the dominant theory, and a diversity of theories emerging in their place, none of which achieved dominance, and thus can offer undisputed guidance.  Ironically, even this summary itself risks' not acknowledging the variety of levels on which diversity is a problem.  There are levels of discourse within theory, concerned with methods of observation and measurement, and also meta-theory, concerned with differentiating quality of theories (Jary and Jary, 1991). 

2.5 Responses: The Management of Diversity
In the section that now follows we will briefly examine how these forms of crisis have been responded to, and the relevance of these responses to this thesis. 

Marcus and Fischer have pointed out that in the absence of encompassing paradigms ...the most interesting theoretical debates in a number of fields have shifted to the level of method, to problems of epistemology, interpretation, and discursive forms of representation themselves employed by social thinkers.  Elevated to a central concern of theoretical reflection, problems of description become problems of representation (1986:9).  One common form of this response  has been to treat academic representations as essentially a particular form of literature and to analyse these accounts as objects in terms of their literary features, such as genre (e.g. White, 1973; with history; Jefcutt, 1991, with organisation theory).  With more practical goals in mind others in the field of organisation theory (Morgan, 1986; Oswick and Grant, 1996) have focused on the use of metaphor.  Describing and analysing organisational theories in terms of metaphor is seen to be of value in two respects.  It keeps open radically alternative ways of thinking about an organisation, and it is also a way of explicating tacit assumptions, both in written texts (Morgan) and in the form of views held by people within organisations (Oswick and Grant).  To varying degrees diversity has been legitimated but at the same time managed by developing an encompassing analysis at a higher level, about the range of different forms of representation and their usefulness (Hassard, 1995).  The term manage can be seen to have both a minimalist and optimal sense.  At the very least it means coping with diversity, at best it means making full use of diversity.

In development studies one approach to the problem of an apparent impasse was to challenge the apparent task at hand.  Buttel and McMichael (1994) argued that the impasse exists not because of problems with the explanans (the explaining framework), but because of an inappropriate problematic or explanandum.  The explanandum, often implied rather than explicitly stated, was an assumed homogeneity within the Third World.  The solution they proposed is to recognise the existence of diversity and to see its existence as problematic and something that needs to be accounted for.  Significantly, they associate the drive to generalise about commonalities in the Third World with the need for this knowledge to be used (or to be made available to those who wish to use it) for development practice (1994:44).  In their view  ...the problematic or explanandum of development sociology has been shaped so centrally by particular praxis-related normative considerations - that is , by an agenda to accomplish certain social goals in the Third World - that its social scientific foundation has been seriously compromised (1994:47).  It will be argued later in Chapter Seven that similar tensions can be seen within individual organisations, between concerns within individual NGOs about the requirements for their organisational survival, and the capacity that exists within them to recognise and respond to local diversity.

Apart from Buttel and McMichaels concern about the appropriate foundations of a discipline, there are clearly good reasons for giving attention to diversity in development studies.  Firstly, an accumulation of empirical research within and outside neo-Marxist frameworks has shown that the actions of both peasants and states are very diverse, far more than macro-level theory in development studies (both modernising and radical interpretations) has suggested should be the case (Booth, 1993:53).  This has been perhaps most noticeable in the form of increased variation in the economic performance of economies, within Asia, Latin America and Africa.   What homogeneity that has existed globally, in the form of major power blocks aligned to ideologies, had fragmented by the early 1990's.  While a neo-liberal economic ideology is now globally dominant it is one that stresses, in its purist forms, the importance of a multitude of independent economic actors, and a very limited role for the state.  At the same time increased legitimacy has been claimed by, and given to, a plurality of political actors in additional to major political parties.  Single-issue politics is being pursued by organisations whose membership, and often financial base, is larger than the mainstream traditional political parties based on comprehensive ideologies.  Public action has been bought by individual subscription to, and by governmental subcontracting of, a wide range of organisations both profit making and non-profit making.  There is no shortage of evidence of diversity.

However, An interest in the variety of things as Booth (1994:11) has put it, in itself is hardly a substantial problematic.  Carrithers (1992) has argued that for anthropologists the scale of diversity is a problematic because No other species exhibits such intricacy and fecundity of forms of common life but this may be more a reflection of species self-preoccupation than reality.  Within the context of social development theory and practice Booth sees diversity (especially under conditions of apparently common constraint) as a significant explanandum because of its potential to both elucidate and legitimate choice in development.  Diversity in behaviour can in effect be seen as indicator of agency.  Contrary to Buttel and McMichael, he has argued that ...because of the association of diversity with choice, an agenda constituted this way is relevant to the world of practical concerns in a way that previous agendas were not, and this is surely a good thing (Booth, 1993:68).  Privileging diversity may even contribute to the demise of political cultures based on appeals to spurious necessity and the denial of choice by leaders and political movements (Booth, 1993:54).  However diversity has other less positive dimensions.  Schuurman (1993:30) has objected to the voluntaristic sense in the use of the term diversity and wants to see a focus on inequality as a specific aspect of diversity which should be of common and central concern within development studies .  While this still addresses the more interventionist needs of development studies theory it risks being locked into, or seen to be locked into, specific culturally based conceptions of what is equitable, e.g. being Eurocentric.   It is clear that there are a number of possible interpretations of how diversity can be seen as a problematic.

The concerns of Booth, Schuurman and others can be accommodated in a wider perspective which would allow for cultural variations in concerns about diversity while still retaining relevance and coherence.  This would focus on the management of diversity.  This phrase includes a descriptive and normative perspective, how diversity is and should be managed.  As suggested above, the term manage can also be used in a minimalist and more expansive sense.  Firstly, how is diversity coped with and to what extent is it constrained in the process?  Secondly, to what extent is diversity given full recognition, and actually enabled?  This differentiation implies two, if not more, levels of analysis: individual agents responding to diversity and the collectivity of other agents making up that diversity.  This framework can be seen as a practically oriented phrasing of the structure and agency polarity in social theory (Giddens, 1984).  It is also one that is consistent with the evolutionary perspective on learning that is introduced in Chapter Three.

2.6 The Relevance of Diversity as a Problematic
The management of diversity is a problematic that can be investigated at multiple levels of analysis.  Individuals developing theories must manage the tension between diversity and order.  Constructs used to summarise phenomena (to bring order) run the risk of essentialism.   Essentialism is a term deriving from Plato concerning ideas that allegedly or implicitly have an existence independent of their variously observed manifestations.  While the use of terms on this basis may allow it very wide application it renders a theory impervious to disproof.  Charges of essentialism can be applied to neo-liberal references to the market, to much contemporary development aid discourse, such as that concerning participation, and to the use of the phrase Learning organisation by management gurus, such as Senge (1990a).  To avoid this problem constructs must be linked to observables, to be operationalisable.  The view of organisational learning developed in this theory can be operationalised, and as a result it can be used as a means of intervention as well as representation. 

At the opposite extreme to essentialism is the problem of particularism. A preoccupation with actor self-descriptions can prevent any development of more generalised categories which are a necessary basis for wider understanding.  While they can generate local insights into peoples concerns, and processes of causation, developing generalisations from such material can be problematic.  What is needed is a structure that can aggregate this information into larger units, without losing valuable detail.  A key construct, which will help the process of meso and macro level theorising in this thesis, is the idea of homology: entities with common origins having similarities of structure.

At the level of organisations, the pyramidal structure of many modern organisations embodies a tension between a large number of front line staff dealing with a diversity of consumers, suppliers and investors, and a single or small executive body held responsible for maintaining a degree of order and direction.  Companies must make sense of their interactions with large numbers of people, including all the contradictions between their needs, in a way that ensures the survival and growth of their organisation.  This problem of diversity of needs is shared by NGOs, especially those that have grown to a very large size such as those found in Bangladesh and trans-national NGOs such as Plan and CARE.  In the analysis of CCDB in Chapter Seven attention will be focused on the factors that effect an NGOs capacity to have an enabling response to the diversity of needs amongst their beneficiaries.

Individuals developing theories and organisations dealing with their day to day experience both face the question of how to structure and aggregate a wealth of field information.  For researchers there is a choice (not necessarily made consciously) about the extent to which key ideas should be allowed to emerge from the data, or be sought according to a pre-conceived schema? In organisations there are similar choices about the nature of who participates and their degree of delegated authority to interpret and report versus follow predefined reporting and processing obligations.  The relationship between these processes is close and enmeshed, they are not separate.  Organisations contain theorising individuals but organisations are themselves socially constructed interpretations of the world.

The management of diversity is also a problematic relevant at the level of whole societies containing multiple organisations and individuals.  It is particularly relevant to a post-Cold War world where internal cohesion rather than external threat has become the most widespread focus of anxiety, both in more and less developed countries.  Difficult questions about appropriate structures of governance have been raised by ethnic differences both in developed countries (e.g. Canada), ex-countries such as Somalia, and others in transition such as Ethiopia.  There is intense debate about appropriate government responses to income and asset inequality within developed countries such as the UK (Hutton, 1996).  The increased ethnic diversity in the UK has prompted calls for a common set of civic values to provide a form of countervailing order (Ignatieff, 1998).  All of these responses have the potential to be coping and constraining, or enabling.

2.7 Resolution
It will be argued in Chapters Three and Four that organisational learning is closely related to the processes of survival, growth and proliferation.  As organisations grow in size they can be faced with increased internal diversity, and a greater diversity of customers.  How they respond to that diversity must, at least, be consistent with their own prospects for survival.  In the analysis of NGOs in Chapter Five it will be argued that it will be their capacity to recognise and respond to the different interests of large numbers of beneficiaries which will define the limits of NGOs as a significant alternative class of organisation to that of government or business.

Most large formal organisations are hierarchically structured, despite the well-publicised advocacy of other forms such as teams (Peters, 1992).  Their prevalence may suggest the usefulness of this form as means of managing a diversity of activities and customers.  In their responses to problems of diversity outlined above, organisational and development studies theorists have also used a form of hierarchy.  Theories about events become second order events, which are then subject to theorising themselves.  In Chapter Three an evolutionary perspective on learning will make use of the concept of hierarchy, and its major variants, as a means of structuring and representing information.  It will be argued that survival and development of these forms of order in the face of diversity and change can be seen as a learning process, one that takes place both within organisations and within conceptual structures. 
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CHAPTER THREE.
INDIVIDUAL AND ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING: AN EVOLUTIONARY PERSPECTIVE
The evolutionary epic is probably the best myth we will ever have

 (E.O.Wilson, 1978.)

3.1 Introduction
The aim of this chapter is to introduce an evolutionary perspective on learning that can be applied at multiple levels of analysis: individuals, organisations and populations of organisations. This will address the general problematic identified in Chapter Two and provide the framework for analysis in the remainder of the thesis.  The chapter starts with an introduction of evolutionary theory in terms of how it meets some general criteria used to assess theories.  This is followed by a detailed explanation of one development of evolutionary theory known as evolutionary epistemology, and related developments that can be used to extend its value.  The chapter will then end with a summary of the practical implications for observing and analysing and organisational learning.

It will be argued that evolutionary theory is of value for two reasons.  Firstly, it provides an explanation for the origins of diversity and the role of learning within that process.  Secondly, it is able to generate concepts of learning that can be observed at the level of individuals and organisations.  In subsequent chapters these will be used in the analysis of learning in NGOs in Bangladesh.  They will also suggest methods of assisting organisational learning.

3.2 The Nature of Evolutionary Theory
The Darwinian theory of evolution is the most widely accepted theory of the origins of diversity (Dennet, 1995).  An essential part of this theory is a theory of change over time.  This theory has been successfully applied on temporal and geographic scale much larger than that covered by either development theory or theories of organisational learning.  The basic structure of this body of theory has now survived for more than 140 years. 

Not only has it survived but it also continues to attract the interest of disciplines other than biology. In the last decade evolutionary theory has been applied in the fields of economics (Andersen, 1994; Delorme, 1994; Hodgson, 1992), sociology (Burns and Dietz, 1992; Hannan and Freeman, 1989), political science (Axlerod, 1984), international relations (Modelski and Poznanski, 1996), organisation theory (Baum and Singh, 1994), psychology (Cosmides et al. 1992; Edelman, 1987; Dennet, 1991), cosmology (Smolin, 1997), the philosophy of science (Hull, 1988), epistemology (Cziko and Campbell, 1990), and theories of organisational learning (March, 1991).  It is increasingly an inter-disciplinary body of theory, a point that should be in its favour in an inter-disciplinary field such as Development Studies. 

There have been many criticisms of the use of evolutionary theory (Sanderson, 1990; Dietz, Burns and Buttell, 1990).  Many of these involve assertions about appropriate criteria of value for widely applicable theories of change.  Rather than explore these criticisms in depth the remainder of this section will briefly introduce evolutionary theory in terms of some of these criteria.  The sections that follow will then look at a more specific interpretation of evolutionary theory, and how it can be of use.

Evolutionary theory is not a uni-linear theory of history.  The basic metaphor is of a branching structure.  Change is seen as an open ended process involving a diversity of agents but one where the entities concerned have common historical origins.  Evolutionary theory is not teleological.  However, contrary to some interpretations (Economist, 1998), while purpose is not required for the process as a whole, it is not the case that individual agents must operate without purpose.  Contemporary evolutionary theory does not embody a questionable notion of progress.  It has been suggested that the appropriate metaphor for the shape of evolutionary change is not even a branching tree but a moorland with lots of stunted bushes but only a few trees (Cohen and Stewart, 1995:327).  This image more accurately reflects the fact that the fate of the vast majority of lineages in the history of life has been extinction. 

Evolutionary theory is not excessively functionalist.  An over-emphasis on the concept of adaptation fails to take into account the inefficiencies of evolution (March, 1994), the variations in capabilities within species which ironically is the very source of evolutions flexibility.  Evolutionary theory is not inherently conservative.  It recognises both homeostatic and chaotic relationships, but does not privilege either (Dennet, 1995).  The former are more characteristic of conditions within individual organisms, and the latter best describe relationships between organisms, especially prey-predator relationships.  Although originally conceived by Darwin as an incremental process subsequent evolutionary theory has also been able to incorporate revolutionary rates of change (Ray, 1994; Eldredge, 1985).

 Darwins own theory was not reductionist.  It did not attempt to explain the history and diversity of organisms by their constituent chemistry or physics.  His focus was on the relationships between organisms.  Evolutionary theory does not require a simplistic ontology, centred on genes alone.  There is an active discussion centred around the idea of hierarchies of entities of different scale, each subject to some form of selection pressure by their environments: cells, organisms, demes, species, etc., (Allen and Starr, 1982; Buss, 1987, Eldredge, 1985; Schull, 1990).  Within this framework the notion of individuality is seen as a complex one, clearly conditioned by the scale of the observer relative to the observed and the span of time under examination (Gould, 1990).

The current debate on the directional nature of evolution is on the degree to which increasing diversity is intrinsic to the evolutionary process ( Wilson, 1993, versus Gould, 1994) and whether species diversity contributes to ecological stability or not (Cherfas, 1994).  The latter question is closely related to the management of diversity problematic introduced in Chapter Two. 

 When applied reflexively to the development of scientific theories (Campbell, 1986; Hull, 1988) evolutionary theory is tolerant.  Contending theories are to be expected, as is diversity within evolutionary theory itself.  The quotation from Wilson at the beginning of this chapter captures an awareness of its dual status.  It is a major theory of the world, but also just another human story.  Although it appears post-modernist, it will be argued in this thesis that it can be used to generate practical implications for action.

It is possible to evaluate evolutionary theory in more forward looking terms than discussed above.  Developments in computer capacity in the last twenty years have now made it possible to explore evolutionary theory on an experimental basis, in addition to the traditional method of naturalistic observation.  This has dramatic consequences for the ability to explore evolution both as a theory and as a process that can be adapted into a form of technology. 

Computers, with their very large memories and fast processing speeds, make it practically possible to simulate the actions of large populations of agents that react locally to each other according to particular rules, which can vary between agents.  Crucially, computers also allow time to be built into models.  This development has allowed the study of how stable social structures can emerge from the actions of individual agents.  The best known of these is the work of Axlerod (1984) on the emergence and persistence of co-operation amongst selfish agents.  Within the new field of artificial life (Langton, 1989) computer simulations of evolutionary processes are shedding light on how complex ecosystems emerge over time from simple beginnings, exhibiting complex mixes of relationships including competition, co-operation, parasitism and symbiosis (Ray, 1994).  It is important to note that both Axlerod and Rays  approaches involve a synthetic rather than reductionist approach to the study of complex behaviour.  They are based on the manipulation of relationships.  The results generated have also re-affirmed another attraction of evolutionary theory: the creativity and open-endedness of the process of evolution, as originally identified by Darwin (1859).

A wide range of practical applications have also emerged, in association with the increased availability of sophisticated computers.  Since the mid-1970's (Holland,1975) a class of software know as genetic algorithms has been under development which can be used to solve complex optimalisation problems (i.e. involving multiple conflicting requirements).  These embody a process of simulated evolution, where a large population of potential solutions compete to produce the best solutions to specified problem.  The fittest of these interbreed and mutate over a series of generations, until a satisfactory level of performance is achieved.  Genetic algorithms have been applied in a wide range of fields: business decision making (Mathews, 1995), engineering (Holland, 1975), computer hardware design (EPLF/LSL, 1995), computer software design (Forrest 1990; Koza, 1992; Johnstone, 1995), architectural design (Frazer 1995), graphic art (Geake, 1993), and music (Johanson, 1997).  An important lesson from these developments is that the evolutionary process is not intrinsically biological in nature, but as an abstract conception, can be embodied in a variety of media.

Not only is there diversity within evolutionary theory, as suggested above, but evolutionary theory itself is undergoing change.  In his appropriately titled essay, The Evolution of Evolution James March (1994), a significant contributor to theories of organisational learning, has summarised a number of important changes in the way the ideas of evolution have been used.

As ideas of evolution have developed, they have moved away from outcome conceptions of evolution to process conceptions.  They have moved from conceptions of evolutionary processes as "efficient" instruments of adaptation to an appreciation of their "inefficiencies".  And they have moved from an emphasis on using evolutionary theories to predict history to an emphasis on the engineering of history. (March, 1994:39-49)

It is the potential of this latter use that has led to the exploration of evolutionary perspectives developed in this thesis.  The participatory monitoring system that is described in Chapter Eight is an attempt to embody the same basic evolutionary process within the structure of an NGO.  The process was designed with the intention of enabling CCDB to manage a wide diversity of accounts of events taking place in the lives of its beneficiaries, in a way that was in their interests.

3.3 Evolutionary Epistemology
The particular development of evolutionary theory that will be developed below has been described as evolutionary epistemology (Cziko and Campbell, 1990).  Its most well known advocates have been D.T. Campbell (1974), an eminent American psychologist, and the philosopher, Karl Popper (1979).  Although the focus will be on Campbells views some use will also be made of the recent work of Henry Plotkin (1994), a British psychologist and evolutionary epistemologist.  Some potential problems with the application of evolutionary epistemology are then managed by introducing some ideas developed by Gregory Bateson (1979), a social anthropologist.  The social dimensions of the theoretical framework will then be elaborated by making use of the work of Burns and Dietz (1992), sociologists who have developed what they call a rule based conception of cultural evolution.

Evolutionary epistemology has been defined as the biological study of knowledge...the study and understanding of knowledge through the use of evolutionary theory (Plotkin, 1994:2).  It can be distinguished from other approaches by the fact that it is naturalistic, inductive and descriptive rather than foundational, deductive and prescriptive in its approach.  It argues that evolution - even in it is biological aspects - is a knowledge [accumulation] process and that the natural selection paradigm for such knowledge increments can be generalised to other epistemic activities, such as learning, thought and science (Campbell, 1974:413).

The nature of the process of natural selection, in its abstract form, is detailed in Campbell's 1969 paper titled Variation and selective retention in socio-cultural evolution.  There he outlines the key elements of what will be called in this thesis the evolutionary algorithm.  It consists of the iteration of the following three events:

1. The occurrence of variations: heterogenous, haphazard, "blind", "chance", "random", but in any event variable (the mutation processes in organic evolution and exploratory responses in individual learning).
2. Consistent selection criteria: selective elimination, selective propagation, selective retention, of certain types of variations (differential survival of certain mutants in organic evolution, differential reinforcements of certain individual responses in learning).
3. A mechanism for the preservation, duplication, or propagation of the positively selected variants (the rigid duplication process of the chromosome-gene system in plants and animals, memory in learning)." (Campbell, 1969: 73).

According to Campbell (1969:73) If there are representatives of these three requirements at the level of social forms and customs, then a socio-cultural learning process is inevitable".  In this context Campbell has in effect defined learning as the selective retention of past forms.  This definition is central to the view of organisational learning developed in this thesis.  What survives is what has been learned.  This view equates forms, or more correctly their selected and retained adaptations over time, as knowledge itself.

In the words of another psychologist, Plotkin (1994:xv) …adaptations are themselves knowledge, themselves forms of "incorporation" of the world into the structure and organisation of living things.  Because this seems to misappropriate a word, knowledge with a widely accepted meaning - knowledge usually just being something that only humans have somewhere in their heads - it makes the argument easier if the statement reads "adaptations are biological knowledge, and knowledge as we commonly understand the word is a special case of biological knowledge. 

He explains with the example: ...the relationship of fit between parts of the organisation of an organism, its limb structure for instance, and some feature or features of the world in which it lives, such as the terrain or medium through which it just move, is one in which that organisation is in-formed by the environment.  The environment, by favouring appropriate variations in an organisms functioning, and not favouring others, makes a difference to the structure of the population of those organisms.  At the individual level (of learning) non-fatal experiences can similarly effect current and future behaviour. 

There are two advantages of this epistemology.  One is its avoidance of a form of dualism that privileges human experience: one where there is a split between a human mentalistic experience of knowledge and the rest of the world simply existing as the object of knowledge.  This non-dualistic conception of knowledge is also a recognised characteristic of the ideas of Gregory Bateson (Harries-Jones, 1995:175), which will be explored below.  It enables us to legitimately think about organisations learning as well as individuals.  It also enables us to think about knowledge being retained in other forms than texts and speech, for example, organisational structure.  The idea of structures being in-formed also implies that new learning may be at the cost of old learning, and thus need to be undertaken strategically.

The second advantage is the minimalist nature of the definition of learning.  In his review of work in the field of artificial life, Belew (1991) has emphasised this feature in his claim is The dumbest smart thing you can do is stay alive.  The minimalism of this definition also makes it an enabling definition.  Once the requirement of survival is met further variations may take place and these lead to the emergence of further structure.  For example, in architecture a column may fulfil an essential structural role, but then also be used for various aesthetic purposes. 

Having outlined the evolutionary algorithm Campbell suggests that evidence should then be sought for the embodiment and co-existence of these three processes of variation, selection and retention, within human cultures. Variation is the least problematic, being evident in his view between social groups (in the form of social organisation or items of material culture), between members of specific groups (e.g. in the execution of a common custom), and between occasions (e.g. in the resolution of a particular problem). Mechanisms for the transmission of past experience can also be readily identified: writing, oral poetry and song, story telling, rituals and routines of behaviour.

Campbell's main reservations concerned the nature of the selection processes: "The potential selective systems are so numerous and so intertwined, and the selective criteria so difficult to specify, that quite respectable intellectual grounds are provided for a denial of the existence of a socio-cultural evolutionary process" (1969:74). A selection process can be broken down into entities that are subject to selection and criteria or rules that account for their selection.  The former are described in discussions of evolutionary theory as units of selection.  Within biology there are some entities, for example single organisms, that are universally recognised as units of selection, whereas the existence of others, such as species and sub-groups (demes) are still subject to continuing debate (Schull, 1990). 

In human cultures there are problems with both aspects of the selection process, with identifying the units of selection as well as the criteria for their selection.  As Campbell pointed out We know the physics of the air, water and light to which swimming, flying and seeing apparatuses of the lower animals must conform.  For the study of social evolution we have no such semi-independent descriptions of the selective criteria (1969:75).

In fact Campbell is even understating the difficulties of understanding selection processes in biological systems.  It is important to recognise that much of biological fitness is to do with how an organism fits into the biosphere, i.e. the complex of other life forms in its neighbourhood, not simply the geosphere.  This secondary level of fitness can emerge because there is typically more than one way for organisms to meet their basic physical requirements (a sustainable metabolism). This is especially the case in ecosystems located in environments with high rainfall and solar energy, such as the Amazon.  In environments where there are high densities of species and high levels of species diversity it is the responses of many other life forms that determine its fitness and survival.  These are mediated by processes of perception and communication, which themselves are subject to evolution. 

Unlike the physical world and its rules, the world of the surrounding biosphere is also evolving, in addition to that of the organism of concern.  In recognition of this fact Van Valen (1973) has proposed the Red Queen hypothesis, that an ecosystem is an Alice-in-Wonderland where organisms have to run as fast as they can simply to keep in the same place (i.e. survive, let alone proliferate).  The process whereby one organism evolves in response to the evolution of others is known as co-evolution.

One implication of the concept of co-evolution is the possibility that environments may vary in their rate of change, and this may have implications for how organisms need to be able to adapt.  Campbell (1974), Plotkin (1994) and others have argued that evolution (in species) and learning (in individuals) are methods of adapting to different rates of changes.  They suggest there is a temporal hierarchy of processes of adaptation which is ordered by the speed with which the different variation-selection-retention (VSR) processes takes place.  According to Plotkin and Odling-Smee (1979) the capacity for short term behavioural variation is an evolved capacity to deal with short term unpredictabilities in the environment that cannot be dealt with by variations generated during the longer cycle of reproduction. 

At a higher level of abstraction Plotkin and Smee argue almost paradoxically that environmental unpredictability must be reliably present in certain situations, in order for behavioural flexibility i.e. learning to be selected for.  One general implication of this perspective is that explanations for particular learning behaviours that are observed should be sought in the nature of the changes taking place in that environment.  It is this view which has led to a move in psychology, since the 1960's, away from general process theories of learning towards more ecologically situated theories (Johnston and Pietrewicz, 1985).  In Chapter Seven attention will be focused on the periodicities of behaviour within an NGO, and how they relate to the frequency of events within that NGOs environment.

Another consequence of this hierarchical view of learning is that "the learning process [i.e. the behavioural variation within individuals] never starts de novo, but always starts on the basis of phylogenetic priming i.e. on physical adaptations that have been inherited up to that point.  Those accumulated adaptations specify the range of variations possible and also the criteria by which variations in behaviour are selected as valuable or not, e.g. forms of pain and pleasure.  The existence of those particular criteria themselves are simply one of many trials at the level of the species.  Variations are likely to exist within the species, and even more so, between species.  It seems feasible to extend this concept of constraint located within temporal hierarchies of selection processes into the realm of organisations of individuals.  Within organisations the range of possible interpretations of particular roles and routines is limited  by wider conceptions of the overall organisational structure which contain these roles.  The job of a clerk in a Finance unit could not easily be altered into one of graphic artist.  Deliberate variations in the form of those defining structures may take place much less frequently.

Campbells and Plotkins hierarchical conception of VSR processes does not limit itself to a one way process of causation, the results of longer cycles simply constraining the settings of shorter cycles.  Campbell (1974) also describes what he calls downward causation.  At the minimum, successful learning processes [i.e. rapid VSR cycles] within individuals will support the continued existence of the longer cycle processes (e.g. of reproduction of their species) in which they are embedded.  But if that learning process is able to expand the range of conditions in which the individual can survive then changes in longer cycle processes will be possible (e.g. rates of reproduction), so long as they do not undermine the survival prospects of the individual.  In biology this process is known as the Baldwin effect (Abercrombie, et al. 1990:54).  The homology of this process can be seen in human organisations.  People whose roles are located within particular structures can perform in ways which not only allow the continued survival of these roles and structures but they can also achieve significant changes in those structures, if they are consistent with their own survival.

Plotkin and Odling-Smee (1979:9) and Waddington (1969) have argued that the process of mutual or co-evolution present in the biosphere generates a positive feedback cycle with the consequence that change itself generates change and tends to do so at ever increasing rates. However, all biological life depends on energy inputs and these are finite, even in the tropics. These act as a constraint on the continued escalation of co-evolutionary processes.  The point has been made by Mayley et al. (1996) and others that learning (behavioural variability) has an energy cost that is greater than that of fixed (e.g. instinctual) behaviour.  This analysis suggests there may be a particular value in investigating the highest frequency forms of learning in organisations.  If they are more costly, what is so important about their contents?. In his analysis of information in organisations Stinchcombe (1990) has argued we should analyse the structure of organisations as determined by their growth towards sources of news, news about the uncertainties that most effect their outcomes(1990:6). In particular, the protection against error that an organisation builds into its information systems tells us a lot about what the organisation really wants to know (1990:15)

This temporal perspective on evolution and learning takes the focus of attention in the opposite direction to that taken in the past, by 19th century social evolutionist (Spencer, 1893) and neo-evolutionary social science in the 20th century (Parsons, 1951).  These were concerned with the nature and fate of whole societies, and over long spans of time.  Instead it suggests the need for  much more micro-level analysis.  For example, the temporal structure of information processing within individual organisations.  At this stage it is appropriate to return to the question of what it is that is being selected by these selection processes, and the contribution of Gregory Bateson, a social anthropologist but the son of a biologist. 

3.4 Batesons Ecological Epistemology
The phrase "units of selection" suggests there are unambiguous, if not solid, entities out there, waiting to be selected.  Bateson's view on the evolutionary process takes the opposite direction and focuses on information which he sees as the very opposite of what we think of as substantial matter.  Information is about the relationship between things, more particularly, about differences.  Information consists of differences that make a difference (Bateson, 1979:99).The idea of difference is a key idea in Bateson's work, and one which he has used to develop his theory on the ecologically embedded nature of mental processes, as developed in his later work (1972, 1979).  In Batesons view the units of selection are information, not objects per se.   Campbells definition of learning can now be refined: learning is the selective retention of information (in-formation).

Bateson argued that we do not see things, but rather differences.  This is visible in the operations of the human sensory system, such as the retina, which is most sensitive to edges (spatial differences) in the centre of our vision and movement (changes over time) in our peripheral vision, and where any constant sensation quickly becomes adapted to and effectively invisible (in practice prevented by micro-movements of the eye).  Current attempts to physically model visual perception are based on this recognition (Mahowald and Mead, 1991).  In the process of perception the structure of differences initially perceived by sense organs such as the eye undergo an immensely complex series of transformations as a result of subsequent interconnectedness of the rest of the human nervous system.  Some of those interconnections are inherited structures, the priming referred to above, developed as a result of evolution to date.  Others are known to be affected by the process of epigenesis, or maturation associated with growth to adulthood.   Others are thought to develop during the process of learning.  Although Bateson does not go on to speculate about the nature of the processes within the human brain, though others have, such as the psychologist Edelman (1987), in his theory of Neural Darwinism. 

Bateson's conception of difference, and the subsequent transforms of difference, is integrated through the use of the idea of "logical types", an idea taken from Whitehead and Russell's Principia Mathematica (1910-13).  A logical type is a class of information of the same type.  Bateson suggested that information can be structured in terms of a hierarchy of different logical types (1979:127-142).  At the base, notionally speaking, there are differences, above that is a different logical type of information: differences between those differences.  Above that level is another logical type of information: differences between those differences between differences, and so on.  An example within the field of development aid is the difference between project performance, evaluations and meta-evaluations.  The latter treats evaluations as the subject of scrutiny, not project performance.

Bateson argued that this structure can be seen to exist in nature and not just as a human conceptualisation.  In Bateson's word when the biosphere is examined Instead of a hierarchy of classes we face a hierarchy of orders of recursiveness. (1979:222).  Differences at one level are subject to selection by differences at another level.  This is the basis of his idea of deutero or second order learning, which has been both borrowed and re-conceived as a key idea within a number of theories of organisational learning (Argyris, 1976; Lovell and Turner, 1988; Shrivastava, 1983; Senge, 1990) Deutero-learning involves what he describes as a different logical type of learning.  What is subject to variation and selective retention are the settings, or criteria which govern what is considered successful or fitting behaviour.  This conception relates closely to the ideas of Campbell and Plotkin, introduced earlier. 

There is an important additional dimension to this process, which complements the views of Campbell and Plotkin.  In deutero learning, instead of behaviour being subject to selection, as in ordinary learning, what is being selected are categories of contextual organisation of behaviour, wider categories of experience (Bateson, 1979:149).  For example, whether the situation is a "game" or "life and death situation", "casual" or "formal".  This view relates closely to Wittgenstein's idea of different language games, that there are different rules for the use of language and their application depends on the setting, or rather the perception of the setting (Grayling 1988).  Furthermore, Bateson argues that children learn more macro differences such as "play" and "not-play" earlier than they learn the specific rules of language.  This is consistent with the fact that many animals distinguish between play and not-play, but do not have a language as we know it.  Children are also known to learn to develop a gender identity before they develop their identify as specific individuals.  What is important about this argument is that conceptions of the world are not built up out of atoms of language (Cohen and Stewart, 1995) or memes as suggested by Dawkins (1976).  Instead what is involved is a progressive differentiation of constructs, of key differences in the world. 

This view corresponds with our common sense idea of expertise, that a person who is a specialist in a particular field is able to differentiate entities or aspects in that field to a far greater extent than a normal person.  Often this associated with a specialisation in the language being used (e.g. that of the wine enthusiast).  This view of the structure of learning parallels the idea of human learning as involving differentiation of smaller units of time, referred to earlier.  The process is homologous with that of speciation: ...a taxonomic tree [of biological life] tells us about the distribution of the capacity to construct organisms, with the most basic capacities being at the top [read root] of the tree while more specialised capacities exist at the bottom [read leaves] (Benzon, 1996:2).  There is also some similarity (but not an identity) with the structure of knowledge in organisations, with generic knowledge held by the CEO at the top, and different forms of specialist capacity located in each of the branches of the structure.

The argument above is at risk of suggesting an overly rigid and thus unrealistic view of human constructs of the world.  This is of a hierarchical and branching structure some parts of which differentiate over time more than others, but which are otherwise independent of each other.  It may be more realistic to see human constructs in terms of a heterarchy.  A heterarchy is a form of structure that is in between that of a network with no overall authority and a hierarchy with a single clearly defined authority.  In a heterarchy agents may participate in a number of different hierarchies, either at different times or to a different extent at the same time.  A simple example would be a person who undertakes different roles in their relationships to different organisations during the same day (e.g. parent, staff member, and shareholder).  The amount of attention they give to each role may vary from day to day, as may the attention that others give to them in that role.

The concept of heterarchy is embodied in the structure of a typical artificial neural network.  These are typically used to learn complex discrimination tasks, such as speech recognition (Aleksander and Morton, 1991).  A simplified example is show in Figure 3.1 below.  Learning in neural nets involves the tuning of the strengths of the different relationships between nodes in a heterarchy through trial and error, according to how the response of the whole network fits the task.  The basic structure of a neural network can be designed or evolved using genetic algorithms.  Learning then takes place within the parameters of that particular structure.  The neural network metaphor is quite consistent with learning as a VSR process, and of one involving a hierarchy of logical types of information.  There are multiple levels of nodes and at each level there are choices between which links will be used, and then emphasised, more than others.  

Figure 3.1 A simplified artificial neural network as an example of heterarchy 
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                                        Source:  Neural Planner, Windows-based neural network software.

The initial structure of a given artificial neural network (e.g. above) can be described as generalist, it can be applied to a number of different circumstances.  As it learns to recognise a particular set of conditions there is what could be called a process of specialisation.  Some links are eliminated and some are retained, some are given more weight than others.  The resulting combination is a unique representation of the conditions the neural network has adapted to.  The heterarchy in effect becomes more like a hierarchy.  The proviso being that more complex recognition tasks tend to require more complex structures.  This is consistent with Ashbys (1958) Law of Requisite Variety: a model can only model something to the extent that it has sufficient internal variety to represent it.

In biological evolution a similar process of transition can be noted.  Within one species the relationship between members of different generations is typically heterarchical.  The genes of one ancestor can be inherited by many descendants.  One descendant may have genes from many different ancestors.  The process of speciation involves the introduction of a permanent separation between groups of these members, where there was none before.  Some linkages, and thus combinations of genes, are no longer possible.  There is in effect a move towards hierarchy and specialisation.  Each group becomes a new branch on the larger genealogical hierarchy of organisms.  As discussed above, this process of biological speciation is typically associated with greater specialisation.  The origin of a diversity of species and processes of learning by individual actors in that process seem to be homologous, if not identical. 

It is not difficult to find examples of heterarchy in organisations.  Meetings can be organised to bring specialist staff, and their line managers, together to deal with more general issues.   Ad hoc teams can be pulled together to work out strategies for dealing with new problems. The concepts of hierarchy and heterarchy will be returned to and elaborated in the discussion of other contending theories of organisational learning, in Chapter Four.

3.5 Evolutionary Processes in a Social Context
The process of learning is not something that occurs in isolated monads.  Even at the level of biological evolution interactions within populations of organisms are central to the process. Within the lives of individual human beings the ability to learn from each other, and not just their own immediate experience, is a major feature that has enabled humans to adapt effectively to their world.  It is an advantage Campbell has described as an economy of cognition (Campbell, 1969:82).  The social context is also the primary source of emergent complexity, which is possible when large numbers of similar entities have to co-evolve because they are part of each other's environment.

One way of situating the process of learning in organisations is to see that process as a form of localised cultural evolution.  As Raymond Williams (1990:87) has noted Culture is one of the two or three most complicated words in the English language.  In the section below the focus is on one specific interpretation of culture, chosen because it fits closely with the epistemology that has already been outlined.  However the range and overlapping of meanings noted by Williams is itself quite consistent with the view that will be elaborated below. 

Burns and Dietz (1992) theory of cultural evolution can easily be linked to Bateson's views of information.  Burns and Dietz base their approach to action and social structure on the interpretation and use of rules by human actors" (1992:261).  In their view "rules are viewed as the basic pieces of information on which evolutionary processes act.  Their definition of rules is wide ranging including prescriptive, descriptive and evaluative rules.  However, their conception of rules can be related to Bateson's definition of information as a difference that makes a difference.  This is an elemental definition of a rule, an if-then statement in the most logical sense, or simply a statement of association in its simplest sense.  Their views on rules can also be related to the idea of behavioural routines as the basis of embodied knowledge in organisations, used by Nelson and Winter  (1982) in their evolutionary theory of economic change.  Routines are fixed structures of if-then rules. 

Burns and Dietz consider the culture of a group to be the set of rules held by members of that group.  A culture includes rules that assign meaning and make what is observable interpretable.  Within this perspective Cultural change is a change in the frequency distribution of rules in the population.  Cultural diversity is the variance in rule frequency in the population (Burns and Dietz 1992:261). 

More contentiously, cultural fitness is defined in terms of an increased prevalence of a rule in the population, relative to other rules.  Cultural fitness in this sense is not identified with long term-survival of individuals or social groups, or with any other normative or ethical standard (1992:278).  They are not proposing a biologically reductionist perspective on human culture.  There are two arguments behind the idea of prevalence as fitness.  One is historical: that proliferation to date is indicative of greater fit between the rule and the various contexts where it can be applied.  The other, which is more arguable but has some basis in observation of natural ecosystems, is future oriented: that proliferation across of diversity of environments favours the longer term survival of a species because it is a way of hedging bets against unpredictable nature of future change in particular locations.  Nelson and Winter (1982) have made a similar distinction between survival, which describes the fate of individual organisations, and viability, which describes the share of the market of a given organisational form.  Burns and Dietzs conception of fitness is quite consistent with the minimalist definition of learning introduced earlier.

Burns and Dietz do not see culture as a singular integrated structure.  However they do recognise the existence of structures (plural) wherein some rules are governed by meta-rules. The complexity of life favours frequent use of meta-rules that generalise across specific contexts and thus avoids the need for a new rule for every situation and problem.  Strong meta-rules that subsume larger sets of more specific lower order rules generate, indeed are, cultural structure (Burns and Dietz, 1992:261).  Examples given of meta-rules include those governing the use of language and genres of representation.  In that respect their view is compatible with Campbell, Plotkin and Batesons idea of a hierarchy of selection processes outlined above, although this conception is relatively underdeveloped in Burns and Dietzs work.  Given that people in societies may participate in many different groupings it would be more realistic to see this cultural structure in terms of a heterarchy rather than a hierarchy.

Use of the term rule, and the idea of structures of rules, does run the risks of conveying a view of people as cultural dopes (Jary and Jary, 1991:204) whose actions are totally determined by the structure of their culture and their location within it.  Burns and Dietz compensate by emphasising that all individuals are socialised into particular local sub-sets of rules.  They argue that the complexity of many social settings means choices over appropriate rules are not straightforward.  There is also likely to be error in the learning of rules and in their implementation.  Rules must be interpreted to be used in a particular context, and this in turn involves defining, and even socially constructing, the context (1992:263).  While realistic this explanation appears to give a residual role for agency, being that which is left over.

The variability of actors interpretations can be seen as more central to the process when located in a wider context, that of information transmission in biological systems.  In organisms inherited (learned) information is encoded and transmitted in the form of genes, whose form is called the genotype.  In the process of birth and maturation the genotype is transformed through its interaction with its immediate environment into a new living organism, whose form is known as the phenotype.  It is the survival of that phenotype which governs whether the genotype also survives and proliferates.  Speech, texts, ritualised and routinised behaviour can be seen as the cultural equivalent of genotypes, relatively stable and standardised entities whose meaning emerges out of their interaction with observers within particular contexts.  The meaning of these events, as experienced by individuals, can be seen as their phenotypal expression.  This event in turn governs the likelihood of the further reproduction of these genotypes in the future.  Benzon (1996) has proposed a similar interpretation in his own exposition on cultural evolution.  This view is quite consistent with phenomenological and post-modernist views which stress the equivocality of meaning in situations and the joint role of the reader and writer in the construction of meaning in texts (Cuddon, 1991:770).  An additional feature, which will be explored in practice in Chapter Eight, is that when multiple actors are involved a single event can carry multiple meanings at the same time.

In this context variation is not simply an epi-phenomenon.  Burns and Dietz argue that evolutionary theory requires the notion of agency, in the sense of activity not evidently determined by surrounding contexts.  Without that degree of freedom there simply would not be any process of evolution.  Evolutionary processes are based on variability in the rule system of a culture and in interpretation and application of rules (Burns and Dietz, 1992:275).

Burns and Dietz make an important point that ... agency [is] a continuous rather than a categorical property of all actors (1992:274).  They argue that the degree of agency a particular actor has in a particular context is a matter to be determined empirically.  However they do not specify how this could be done.  One way to do so is to take forward Booths argument that diversity can be indicative of human agency.  Rather than seeking some insight into the voluntary nature of an individuals behaviour our attention should be focused instead on the level of diversity of behaviour within particular groups or populations of people who are sharing particular common conditions.  For example, in the case beneficiaries of NGO credit programmes a diversity of loan use could be seen as indicative of users empowerment both in relationship to their local economy, and the aiding NGO.

3.6 Conclusions: Observing and Representing Learning Processes
The aim of this chapter is to argue the value of evolutionary theory, as: (a) an explanation for the origins of diversity and the role of learning in that process, and (b) as a source of concepts of learning which can be observed at the level of individuals and organisations. 

It has been argued that there is close homology between the process of evolution and learning.  This exists at the level of mechanism and tendency.  Both evolution and learning can be understood in terms of the iteration of variation-selection-retention.  Within evolution the process tends towards a diversity of species, and within individual and organisational learning it tends towards specialisation of knowledge.  

The theory of learning explored above also offers a number of implications for how we can observe and interpret the process of learning in organisations.  Firstly, information is retained over time by in-forming structures, by making a difference.  We should look for evidence of this process.  Batesons concept of logical types suggests there are at least three different types of structures that may be in-formed and which we could attend to: individuals, organisations, and populations of organisations.  Individuals differ in the distinctions they make about the world.  Organisations differ in their organisational structure, the distinctions between people making up the organisation.  Populations of organisations differ in the structure of the relationships between organisations within them.  Each of these levels will be examined in the fieldwork analysed in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight.

The process of learning has been presented as one involving increasing specialisation: progressive differentiation of events taking place in particular areas and occurring at particular frequencies.  That specialisation is a consequence of the fact that learning is expensive and therefore has to be rationed.  At the least, this process must meet the need to survive in a particular environment.  This view suggests that we should look where individuals and organisations have specialised their knowledge and relate it to the nature of their environment. 

The process of learning also involves balancing the needs for the retention of past knowledge and the acquisition of new knowledge.  The presence of significant variations in practice, and awareness of those variations, may signify the location of new individual learning.  The distribution of heterarchies may signify the location of new learning within organisational structures.  As above, that distribution should be related to the environment in which the actors are located.

Batesons concepts of logical types of information and hierarchies of recursiveness also suggest a means of differentiating what has been learned within individuals and organisations.  Not only will there be detailed and up to date knowledge in a particular area, but a person or organisation may be able to meta-evaluate that knowledge, identify differences of higher logical types than just the original phenomenon themselves. 

In addition to suggesting features of organisations that can be observed by an outsider, the evolutionary epistemology introduced in this chapter can also provide a means for more participative interpretations of what has been learned within an organisation.  In Chapters Six and Eight two accounts will be given of how the basic evolutionary algorithm (variation-selection-retention) can be used to design a social process which enables a number of people to summarise a diversity of experience into a small volume of significant information.
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CHAPTER FOUR. 
CONTENDING PERSPECTIVES ON ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING

A metalogue is a conversation about some problematic subject.  This conversation should be such that not only do the participants discuss the problem but the structure of the conversation as a whole is also relevant to the same subject. 



(Bateson, 1972:1)
4.1 Introduction
Outside of the large literature on evolutionary theory and epistemology (Cziko and Campbell, 1990) there is an emerging body of social science literature that focuses specifically on organisational learning.  The aim of this chapter is to examine some key writers in this field and relate their work to the theory introduced in Chapter Three.  This comparison will help identify the strengths and weaknesses of the theory, and further implications for representing and assisting organisational learning.

Two bodies of literature will be examined.  The first is the social science literature accessible via the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI).Where this literature does have a practical orientation or an empirical basis it is generally focused on business firms and, to a lesser extent, government bodies.  Because of the volume and diversity of this literature some selectivity has been necessary in order to make the review task manageable.  Attention has been given primarily to writers whose work has been widely cited within the field of organisational learning, an approach consistent with the evolutionary view of learning outlined in Chapter Three.  The second section looks at the much smaller body of literature that has been generated within Development Studies, which focuses primarily on the operations of aid organisations and the client organisations they work with.  This includes a significant amount of grey literature that is not published in academic journals and noted by the SSCI.

4.2 The Emergence of Organisational Learning
Organisational learning as a phrase describing a field of concern has only entered into common usage in the social sciences since the late 1980's, though the wider issues of organisational performance have been around for many years (Cyert and March, 1963).  An examination of social science journals covered by the Social Sciences Citation Index, by Crossan and Guatto (1996) in 1995, shows that the number of social science journal articles specifically mentioning organisational learning averaged around 5 per year in the 1980's, twice the level of the 1970's.  However, from around 1990 the number grew year by year, reaching more than 50 a year by mid-1997.  The number of published articles was increasing at a rate faster than the growth of academic publications (Crossan and Guatto, 1996).  By the mid-1990's approximately seventy different social science journals had published articles on organisational learning.  A similar trend was present in doctoral level research, especially in the USA.  Although there were only occasional references in the 1980's, in the early 1990's an average of 19 American thesis abstracts a year referred to organis(z)ational learning. 

The area where the growth in interest in organisational learning has been most noticeable is in the publications of books on management themes.  In the words of Tom Peters, an internationally known and highly paid management guru (Hucztynski, 1993:5) Learning organisations have become a hot topic (Peters 1992:383).  Over the last few years a number of popular management books have been published specifically on the topic of organisational learning, mainly written from a prescriptive perspective and with the interests in mind of managers of businesses who want to improve performance (Wright et al. 1989; Senge, 1990a; Garrat, 1990; Argyris, 1992; Casey, 1993; Marguardt and Reynolds, 1993; Swieringa and Wierdsma, 1993; Burgoyne et al. 1994; Cunningham, 1994; Dixon, 1994; Grundy, 1994; Howard, 1994; Leeuw et al. 1994; Licari, 1994; and others). 

The vast majority of this literature is outside the field of development studies.  The most common types of organisations examined or referred to are firms, then government bodies. There are only occasional references to aid projects or projects (e.g. Hopkins, 1990).  This may be partly an artefact of the various different terminologies being used in the development studies literature.  In Development Studies work that relates to organisational learning has been variously labelled as learning process approach (Korten , 1980; Uphoff, 1992), adaptive administration (Rondinelli, 1983:89), learning from experience (Edwards, 1989; Hulme, 1989), organizational learning (Edwards, 1997), institutional learning (Bergdall, 1996; Roche, 1995; Slim, 1993), and building learning systems (Bawden, 1992).  Much of the literature is not published in journals, but in papers circulated internally, or at conferences and workshops.  These features of diversity and informality suggest that discourse in this particular area of Development Studies is at a relatively early and inchoate state.  In contrast to the continuous stream of literature reviews on organisational learning outside of Development Studies (see below), so far there has been only one such review within development studies (Edwards, 1997).  While there are some well known published writers on the related subject of learning process approaches to development projects, such as Korten (1980) and Rondinelli (1983), their contributions have not informed the body of literature on organisational learning documented in the various SSCI cited reviews of organisational learning (Levitt and March, 1988; Huber, 1991; Easterby-Smith, 1997).

4.3 Influential Writers Outside of Development Studies 

The focus of this first section is the SSCI indexed literature that explicitly addresses organisational learning.  Table 4.1 below provides a list of all the authors whose work has been cited 50 or more times within the SSCI literature on organisational learning in the 1994-7 period, and who have produced individual papers that have been cited 20 or more times within that same literature.  The period up to 1993 has been analysed separately by Crossan and Guatto (1995).  The most frequently cited authors for this earlier period are identified in the same table by the brackets after the authors name, which contain their rank order position as of 1993.

Table 4.1: Authors and their papers most widely cited in the literature on organisational learning 






Author
Years

(when papers were produced)
Number of Citations

by main author*
Main 

Year


Main Paper / Book that year.
Number of Citations by December 1997

Argyris (3)

Senge

Huber

March

Levitt and March* (2)
Nelson & Winter*

Daft and Weick* (1)

Nonaka


17.

6.

8.

15.

10.

19.

8.
174.

84.

69.

152.

50.

104.

56.
1978

1990

1991

1991

1988

1982

1984

1994
Organizational Learning 

The Fifth Discipline

Organizational learning: The contributing processes and the literatures

Exploration and exploitation in organizational learning

Organizational Learning

An evolutionary theory of economic change

Towards a model of organizations as interpretation systems

A dynamic theory of organizational knowledge creation
72.

54.

53.

33.

47.

39.

22.

21.

Within the list there are some significant differences.  The two most cited writers, especially Senge, differ from the rest in that they have explicitly tried to sell their ideas, to companies wanting to improve their performance in the market place.  They are part of a wider growth in the proportion of papers focusing on application, as distinct from analysis, synthesis and review noted by Crossan and Guatto (1996).  The next two (Huber, 1991; and Levitt and March, 1988) are more academic in orientation.  Unlike the first two which have tried to offer a unique selling proposition, differentiating their product from others, the papers by Huber and March are synthesising studies, trying to bring a meaningful order to the diversity of all the previous work done in the field.  The next two sets of papers, by March (1991) and that of Nelson and Winter (1982), are both influenced by evolutionary theory.  Daft and Weick (1984) are representative of a more interpretative and less systems oriented perspective on organisational learning (e.g. Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Fiol, 1994).  The paper by Nonaka is more independent in its development, only giving acknowledgement to one of the other writers on this list (Argyris).  It is conspicuous because although only recently published it has been widely cited.  Although work by leading organization theorists such as Williamson, Pfeffer, Mintzberg, Simon (Padgett, 1992) and others is referred to in the organisational learning literature it has not been on the same scale as those mentioned above.  James March is the only widely recognised organisation theorist who has specialised in this area. 
Overcoming Organizational Defences: Chris Argyris

Argyris and Senge are proactive writers on organisational learning.  They are advocating views on how organisations can learn more effectively, not simply describing organisational learning as they see it.  Their confident advocacy of particular prescriptions (Edmondsen, 1996) is in contrast to the evolutionary view of learning, introduced in Chapter Three, which suggest that the presence and type of learning behaviour that can be found will always be dependent on context, on the local ecology.  Argyris partly justifies his prescription for improved learning by assuming that almost all companies are facing a rapidly changing environment and (implicitly) that the primary problem facing companies is not the retention of past lessons, but the acquisition of new knowledge.  Even if change is endemic this is questionable.  As well as being proactive or simply passive, organisations may also be victims of excessive change.  Retaining existing competencies and past knowledge can be difficult when there are high levels of staff turnover  (Carley, 1992).  Uphoff (1992:11) reports an attrition rate of 95 per cent over four years amongst the village level workers employed in the USAID funded Gal Oya irrigation project in Sir Lanka.  Even the World Wide Web which is seen as the epitome of change, is based on an invention (hypertext) that was initially developed to cope with the loss of information caused by high levels of staff turnover in a large research institution (Naughton, 1998).

Argyriss theory of learning is based on one major distinction which has been widely quoted, rediscovered and reformulated in the literature on organisational learning, and one which is often attributed to Bateson (Argyris, 1976; Sutton, 1994; Easterby-Smith, 1997).  This is the distinction between single loop and double loop learning.  When a thermostat turns the heat on or off, it is acting in keeping with the program of orders given to keep it to the room temperature, let us say, at 68 degrees.  This is single loop learning, because the underlying programme is not questioned.  The overwhelming amount of learning done in an organisation is single-loop learning because it is designed to identify and correct errors, so that the job gets done and the action remains within stated policy guidelines (Argyris, 1992:115-6).  In contrast, second order learning involves questioning of the underlying objectives and policies.  In much of his discussions of organisational learning he regards the most significant organisational learning as being the capacity to engage in double loop learning.  He assumes that many organisations do not have this capacity, and almost axiomatically that more is better (Argyris, 1992).  However, while the ability to question and think about other goals and criteria of performance can undoubtedly enable greater flexibility and adaptability by an organisation, Argyris does not give attention to the risks posed by a great diversity of views at that level.  In excess such diversity would actually be disabling, preventing any effective joint action. 

Argyriss overall analysis of learning is social-psychological rather than sociological or micro-political.  The blockages to learning are what he calls organizational defensive routines".  "These consist of all the policies, practices and actions that prevent human beings from having to experience embarrassment or threat and at the same time, prevent them from examining the nature and causes of that embarrassment or threat (1994:80). 

There are two limitations to his focus on this problem.  One is the assumption of pathology, the other limited scale of the analysis.  Argyris has described defensive routines in terms that are analogous to the idea of defence mechanisms used by individuals to manage their own anxieties.  However, less negatively phrased, they also bear some relationship to the everyday social practices documented by Goffman (1959), whereby people successfully manage their interactions with each other, with minimal cost.  Seen from the long term point of view of the organisation they may be maladaptive defences, but from the immediate interests of the participants they may be highly adaptive.  Argyriss bias here may be linked to the fact that his analysis of the behaviour of firms is derived from consultancy work contracted by CEOs wanting to change their organisations performance, not contracts with individuals within the organisation who may have more immediate and local interests.

The other limitation is that the analysis is limited to face to face interactions between individuals.  Argyris does not give significant attention to the role of conflicts between sub-groups within organisations which may be affecting consensus or disagreement over second order understandings.  Nor is there much recognition of individual staff members often justifiable concerns for their own survival within the organisation.  Although defensiveness is explored extensively non-psychological sources of constraint on learning have not been explored.  These areas of neglect may reflect the areas of organisational life which an externally contracted  consultant such as Argyris feels he cannot hope to change.

Some of Argyriss analyses of the structure of defensive routines covers similar territory to Bateson's (1972) earlier work on double bind communications, and the psychiatrist Ronald Laing's work on intra-family communication (Laing, 1961).  They consist of layers of information: mixed messages, denial of the mixed nature of the message and ruling discussion of the nature of the message out of court (Argyris, 1994).  The idea of hierarchy of logical types is present here in Argyris's understanding of face to face communications, but it is not extended further into a wider analysis of organisational learning processes on the scale of whole organisations.  Even within his own analysis of inter-personal communications he typically refers only to first and second order learning, and not to the possibility of further levels of abstraction and constraint.  This limitation may reflect the limits of individual and organisational awareness encountered during his interventions, an issue which Argyris has touched upon.

Present in much of Argyriss analysis is a view that much knowledge within organisations is in tacit rather than explicit form.  It is captured in his distinction between espoused theory and theory-in-use (Argyris, 1992) and built into his strategy for change, described below.  His analysis of tacit knowledge is solely in terms of its use as a defence mechanism.  Defensive reasoning occurs when individuals make their premises and inference tacit....  The functional value of tacit knowledge within organisations has not been explored by Argyris, though this issue has been addressed by other writers on organisational learning, especially Nonaka (1994), who in turn built upon earlier work by Polanyi (1966).  For Polanyi knowledge becomes tacit at the individual level when it is consistently applicable and uncontested, however this is seen as an unconscious rather than deliberate process.  Given the normal limits to peoples span of attention this process might better be described as an act of economy, not pathology.

Argyriss strategy for change is essentially psychotherapeutic.  Attention is focused on processes that have been routinised and made automatic.  Actors' unawareness of the inconsistencies between espoused and theory in use is a key concern of the therapist, the external change agent.  This is explored through the use of case studies, video and tape recorders if necessary, usually in a group setting.  Here  people strive to make their premises, inferences and conclusions explicit and to subject them to public tests that are genuinely independent (1992:263).  By bringing differences or contradictions into the public realm in a structured setting it is assumed that they will be resolved more easily than otherwise.  As in psychotherapy, the role of the change agent is not to suggest particular resolutions but, to enlarge the range of choice the actors have to change their behaviour. Argyris also offers a complementary form of assistance, a theory of organisational defensive routines, which is intended to enable members of organisations to recognises their presence and thus presumably have some choice about how to manage them in the future.

Argyriss recent work (1992) has been subject to some criticisms by others (Child, 1994).  Firstly, that it is largely repetition of early work and there is no evidence of development.  If the theory is reflexive it should help generate some learning about learning.  Secondly, ...the root problem of how individual learning relates to, and is to be translated into, organisational learning is not really treated other than in terms of defence mechanisms.  (Child, 1994:450), i.e. how new learning is prevented.  Thirdly, although routines are recognised as a form of embodied and retained knowledge, Argyriss conception of organisational memory is underdeveloped.  Related to this, Child has suggested that a more dynamic view of the role of larger structures needs to be developed.  What kinds of organizational policies and practices help to reconcile the simultaneous conditions of diversity and consensus which many authorities agree are fundamental requirements for learning to take place ...This question is partly one of organisational design and amounts to more than just breaking down of defences through the interpersonal and group confrontations and discussions (Child, 1994:451).

The Fifth Discipline: Peter Senge

While Senge is a much more recent contributor to the field of organisational learning than Argyris his work has reached a wider level of public awareness much quicker.  Unlike the ideas of many other private sector management gurus his views have also permeated quickly into the international NGO sector (Edwards, 1997).  In July 1995 I heard his five key ideas being publicly cited in an NGO conference in the United Kingdom on scaling up, by Fazle Abed, the CEO of BRAC, the largest NGO in Bangladesh.

Senges most well known publication, a book titled The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the Learning Organisation (1990a), was a deliberate response to what was perceived to be an emerging market demand by company executives to learn about organisational learning (Galagan, 1991).  The nature of that market demand was summarised in an introduction to an article by Senge, in the form of a quote from a CEO that The rate at which organisations may learn may be the only sustainable source of competitive advantage (Senge, 1990b:7).

Senge has distilled what he has learned from his own consulting work into the form of five disciplines, bodies of practice that have to be learned (Galagan, 1991) These are: systems thinking, personal mastery, mental models, shared vision and team learning.  He acknowledges that each of these disciplines is built upon the work of other writers.  Senges unique selling proposition, which differentiates his product from others, is the way he has packaged a number of ideas together.  Along with the explanation of these concepts are various exercises which can be used to explore them in practice.  Harris (1990) has suggested that one function of his book is as an advertisement for his training workshops, a well established marketing approach amongst management gurus (Huczynski, 1993).

Senge differentiates learning organisations from other organisations in terms of their greater adaptability.  In a world where a full one third of the Fortune 500 industrials listed in 1970 had vanished by 1983" (Senge, 1990a) adaptability is seen as essential.  He differentiates learning capacity in terms of two levels, which have been borrowed directly from Argyris, but relabelled as adaptive and generative.  Adaptive learning is described as coping behaviour whereas generative learning is seen as creativity, and ultimately more valuable.  Given this basic analysis, one of his clients posed a provocative question I talk to people all over the country about learning organisations and the response is very positive, says William OBrien, CEO of the Hanover Insurance companies.  If this type of organisation is so widely preferred, why dont people create such organisations... (Senge 1990a:8).  Senges response is to blame the competence of corporate leadership and then to prescribe what he calls  The Leaders New Work (Senge, 1990b) which is to implement the five disciplines mentioned above.  There is no acknowledgement that there might be some degree of fitness between prevalent forms of organisation (and the relative infrequency of examples of his ideal form) with current market conditions.  Although Senge may argue that what is at stake is longer term survival Levinthal and March (1993) have sensibly pointed out that organisations need to survive the present before they can cope with the longer term.

The linchpin of Senges five disciplines is the idea of systems thinking, of seeing interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots (Senge, 1991).  The perceived constraint is the linear cause effect model of thinking that he sees as inherent in the very structure of language.  His solution is the development of diagram based mental tools that capture the idea of positive and negative feedback processes, and a set of common states and trajectories, called system archetypes, that can be identified.  As with Argyris his systems view seems to have originated in a mechanical variant of cybernetics rather than from evolutionary theory (e.g. Ashby, 1956). Here the implicit desired state is homeostasis, whereas evolutionary theory gives more attention to the open ended and emergent dimension of living systems (Jantsch, 1987).  It is symptomatic that the seven archetypes that Senge focuses on are all problematic states to be avoided.  His view of systems theory does not provide a guide to creativity. 

Senges system discipline does have some more mundane advantages.  It enables participants in his workshop to step back from an individualistic interpretation of change, where people may respond unconstructively to organisational problems with blame or by disengagement.  Responsibility is both diffused and shared.  Systemic views are also achieved by simpler means than system diagrams, simply by withdrawing staff to workshop settings where they are asked to focus on the organisation as a whole, not their day to day tasks.

The second of Senges disciplines is personal mastery, the institutionalisation of continuous learning at the personal level.  It involves continually clarifying and deepening our personal vision, of focusing our energies, of developing patience, and of seeing reality objectively (Senge 1991:40).  Senges almost evangelical vision is one of staff of organisations being empowered to develop their full human potential.  The constraints on this form of empowerment within the structural confines of organisations are not explored.  Senge does not think that personal mastery can be commanded, rather it is a matter of such an approach being modelled by significant others, such as CEOs.  This discipline contributes little to a theory of organisational learning.

The third discipline involves mental models.  This requires surfacing, testing and improving our internal pictures of how the world works (1990a:14) Here Senge has borrowed extensively from Argyris, using the ideas of espoused theories, theories in use and defensive routines.  Change comes about by making the existing models public, especially those that are widely shared within an organisation.  Only then can internal and external contradictions inherent in the current model be dealt with.  As with Argyris, this approach makes the unjustified assumption that public-ising knowledge, and its contradictions, within organisations will always be functional.  It assumes internal contradictions can be resolved.  The functional limits to the value of diversity are not examined.  This response is understandable if it is assumed that organisations are inherently constraining and that the role of external agents is to help empower those within.  In both Argyris and Senges analysis of defensiveness the background metaphor seems to be one of organisations as psychic prisons (Morgan, 1986).  Within this framework, the external agent of change is the hero.  

The fourth discipline is shared vision, that which binds people around a common destiny.  A genuine vision causes people to do things because they want to, not because they have to (1991:40).  In some respects this seems similar to the development of new mental models.   However the emphasis is on developing consensus, not exploring and testing.  It is also about a higher level and more inclusive conceptualisation of what the organisation is doing.  A positive effect on motivation is assumed to come about because the vision that is developed is not just that of the CEO, but all the staff.  Senge uses the example of a hologram When you add up the pieces of a hologram something interesting happens.  The image becomes more intense, more lifelike.  When more people come to share a vision, the vision becomes more real in the sense of a mental reality that people can truly imagine achieving (Senge 1990a:13).  However this contradicts more common experience with documents such as mission statements which are developed to incorporate everyones views, the more acceptable they are to a wider range of people the more bland and meaningless they become.  One useful function of such a shared vision, blurred as it may be, would be to provide a sense of territory within which staff of an organisation felt they could safely experiment with more practically oriented mental models. 

The fifth discipline is team learning.  Senge argues that team learning is central because teams, not individuals, are the fundamental learning unit in modern organizations; unless the team can learn, the organization cannot learn (Senge, 1991:40).  There is some foundation for Senges focus on teams in the more descriptive and analytic literature on organisational learning, especially that comparing the role of teams versus hierarchy (Romme (1996).  However this literature also sees a positive role for hierarchy, in stabilising and refining the learning that is accomplished in teams.  Senges focus on teams reflects his pre-occupation with new learning rather than the retention and exploitation of skills and knowledge accumulated in the past. 

Senges strategy for improving learning via teams is to address the type of communication that takes place between team members.  Dialogue is distinguished from discussion.  The former is characterised by the suspension of judgement and normal social defences, and is seen as the key  to team creativity.  The use of such group processes has an established history dating back to the 1940's in the USA (Banner and Gagne, 1995).  Limiting the exercise of critical thinking and critical behaviour in such environments encourages diversity in terms of how people think and talk about an issue.  New solutions and ways of responding to a problem can develop.  The problem that then arises, in the use of groups for both therapy and organisational development processes, is how to sustain these interpersonal processes in more day to day contexts.  Senge does not address the question of how teams should relate to formal organisational structures, especially hierarchy.  This question addresses learning at a truly organisational level, not simply learning by and between individuals.

Unlike Argyris, Senge cannot be criticised for developing his work in isolation.  His work is based on the synthesis of other peoples work.  The area where criticism has been made is the nature of his evidence that the application of his five disciplines produces valuable results. Harris  (1990) has pointed out that where Senge has cited real world evidence of his ideas he relies heavily on the practice of three corporations, more specifically three CEOs, who have been closely involved with the MIT organisational learning programme for several years.  From the  point of view of theory building, as distinct from marketing, a major weakness is the lack of  integration of the five disciplines into a unified theory of organisational learning (Hawkins, 1994).

Learning about Organisational Learning: Huber

Hubers (1991) paper Organizational Learning: The Contributing Processes and The Literatures is one of a continuing series of review papers on organisational learning produced by academics over the last 15 years (Hedberg, 1981; Shrivastava 1983; Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Levitt and March, 1988; Huber, 1991, Dodgson, 1993; Hawkins, 1994; Nicolini and Meznar, 1995; Miller, 1996, Easterby-Smith, 1997).  There seems to have been plenty of effort put in to try to learn about organisational learning. 

In his introduction Huber dismisses the suggestion by some writers that the concept of learning in organisations should be limited to that which is intentional, or necessarily improves effectiveness, or necessarily changes behaviour.  This view is largely consistent with an evolutionary view of learning.  Variation is the basis of the evolutionary algorithm, and this can be generated both intentionally and unintentionally.  The only notion of effectiveness built into evolutionary theory is a minimalist one, of survival and proliferation.  Any more refined conceptions of effectiveness are themselves objects subject to evolution, and their prevalence will be dependent on local conditions. 

Hubers own definition of learning unfortunately does not build upon earlier theories of organisational learning, and is problematic in itself.  An entity learns if, through its processing of information, the range of its potential behaviours is changed ...an organization learns if any of its units acquire knowledge that it recognizes as potentially useful to the organization (Huber, 1991:89).  There is no explanation given as to how a potential behaviour or potentially useful information could possibly be identified.   This definition stands in contrast with the simplicity of an evolutionary view of learning as the selective retention of information, and with information being a difference that makes a difference.

Huber differentiates various attributes of learning.  He distinguishes breadth of learning, involving the number of components in an organisation that obtain an item of knowledge.  Then there is elaborateness in the form of the variety of the interpretations of this knowledge within the organization.  Then there is thoroughness of learning when more organizational units develop uniform comprehensions of the various interpretations of this knowledge (Huber, 1991:90).  The difference with the evolutionary model is that this second level of learning is not about developing a common body of interpretation, as is also argued by many other writers on organisational learning (e.g. Fiol and Lyles, 1985; Daft and Weick, 1984), but the development of a common understanding of the variety that exists.  There does not seem to be any functional value in this type of interpretation.  It privileges diversity alone without regard for the need for effective joint action, for some order.

Huber summarises all previous work on organisational learning under four organising constructs which stand alone from any earlier or wider theory of organisational learning: knowledge acquisition, information distribution, information interpretation and organizational memory.  Most attention is given to differentiating various forms of knowledge acquisition which by their labels are equated with learning.  Information distribution, the nature of the flow of information within organisation is given only brief attention, although it is the structure of relationships between people that differentiate organisations from crowds, and presumably their learning as entities.  Memory is treated separately and briefly, with most of the discussion focused on computers.  In computers memory is located separately from processing units.  Information input (acquisition) is also separate from processing (interpretation).  Overall, Hubers analytic structure seems strongly influenced by the metaphor of computer design.  It is one that is hard to relate to the structure of organisations, where all staff clearly have a capacity to perceive, interpret and remember.  People in organisations process information in parallel rather than serially, as is the case with most computers.

Within the discussion of knowledge acquisition Huber identifies five different forms of learning and eight other related processes, on the basis of his literature review.  This proliferation of types  can also be seen in other recent reviews of the literature (Miner and Mezias, 1996 (4 types), Miller, 1996 (6 types).  This diversity is problematic because there is no explanation of the functional relationships between these types of learning.  They are typologies, but not theories.  In contrast, the evolutionary view of learning has one core conception of the process: learning as a selection process.  Within this basic concept there is some differentiation, recognising different direction and frequencies of learning and different logical types of learning.  These will be revisited later in this chapter.

Huber ends his review of the organisational learning literature with a series of conclusions, most of which are negative.  As above, he notes the numerous and varied forms of learning that have been observed and sees this as a problem, especially in the light of the fact that there is little in the way of substantiated theory concerning organisational learning (Huber, 1991:107).  Somewhat ironically, he also concludes that researchers have not made significant use of previous research to design or interpret their own research and there is little sign of cross-fertilisation or synthesis of work done by different research groups.  The one exception he notes is the work of James March, whose work is discussed below.

Faced with these problems Huber then proceeds to do an ecological analysis of the nature of learning between organisational learning researchers, in contrast to the earlier contents of his article which gives no attention to ecologies of learning at all.  He notes the competition involved in science-making, as well as the cooperation.  There are incentives for developing intellectual products which can be differentiated from those of others.  In turn, success is seen as an incentive to further specialisation, and specialisation can lead to isolation from the work of others.  One possibility he sees is that as the landscape of research on organisational learning becomes more densely populated, much of what an investigator might do might have been done, and so the investigator is compelled to do work closely adjacent to and interfacing with the work of others.  (Huber, 1991:108).  In these conditions more attention will have to be paid to prevailing norms and procedures about intellectual property, and thus he argues, to more explicitly synthetic work. 

Density is a significant structural feature of populations of organisations and one that has been explored by organisational ecologists researching founding and mortality rates in organisations, but not organisational learning as such (Amburgey and Rao 1996).  It has also been noted as an important factor by journalists analysing the development of local economies such as Silicon Valley (Bronson, 1998).  In Chapter Six some evidence will be presented of density effects on organisational learning within NGOs in Bangladesh.  The density effects suggested by Huber  are in effect a form of feedback loop between micro and macro-level learning processes.  Success at the micro-level leads to macro-level changes, which in turn affect further micro-level changes.

Hubers final conclusion, which he argues is of singular importance, is that With very few exceptions, work on organisational learning has not led to research-based guidelines for increasing the effectiveness of organisational learning. (Huber, 1991:108).  The theory of organisational learning that is developed in this thesis does address this task.

The Ambivalence of Learning: James March
James March is the second most widely cited writer on organisational learning and the only one amongst those listed on Table 4.1 having two papers on organisational learning which have both been widely cited within the organisational learning literature (Levitt and March, 1988; March 1991).  Although his work on organisational learning is influenced by evolutionary theory (March 1994) it also bears the influence of a range of past concerns: information processing, coalitions, organized anarchy, new institutionalism, bounded rationality (Padgett, 1992).  His views on organisational learning are an extension of his earlier concept of the bounded rationality of individual agents (Padgett, 1992), and contrasts with models of organisations that stress calculative rationality (Levinthal and March 1993).

Magic would be nice, but it is not easy to find is a concluding statement in a recent paper by  March (Levinthal and March 1993) which expresses his sceptical view of organisations, and the possibility of constructive interventions.  His writings emphasise the limited, ambivalent, and sometimes paradoxical nature of organisational learning.   These are not easily translatable into marketable imperatives, as is the case with Senge or Argyris.  Marchs views pose a challenge on the theoretical and practical level.  How can the limitations and ambiguity of learning be managed, within an evolutionary framework? And given such a sceptical perspective what is the value of Marchs suggestions for interventions into the process of organisational learning?  Both of these questions are examined below.

Limitation and ambivalence are seen to arise from three sources: ...partly from inadequacies of human cognitive habits, partly from features of organisations, partly from characteristics of the structure of experience. (Levitt and March, 1988:335).  In the case of the latter, organisations are simultaneously faced with complexity, paucity and redundancy of experience.  This is a more differentiated version of the problematic introduced at the beginning of this thesis, diversity and the problem of how to manage it.  Although March explores these in terms of their implications for how organisations should respond, they are not followed up in his subsequent writing.  

In the 1988 review paper March briefly summarises the literature on the limitations of human beings as observers, statisticians and analysts of causation (Levitt and March, 1988:323).  The emphasis on the bounded rationality of members of organisations is not problematic for an evolutionary theory of organisational learning.  Variation is the basis of future learning, and can arise from intentional and unintentional action.  The combination of these two sources is in fact likely to generate a more useful range of variations than one alone.  Purposeful variations are likely to involve more functional sub-units of knowledge or practice.  It should be noted here that while evolution does not require purposeful action it is not correct to say, as some claim, that evolution requires the absence of purpose (Economist, 1998).

The third cause mentioned by March are features of organisations.  Many of the problems of learning described by March are problems because of one general feature: the hierarchical structure of learning within organisations.  There are interactions between agents at different levels, and between agents within the same levels, which complicate the evaluation of achievements at any one location. What is good at one level, one location or one time is not necessarily good for another.  Three examples taken from the 1988 review paper are summarised below.  One concerns the structure of routines, another the structure of interpretations and another the structure of agents within organisations.

March has defined organisational learning as routine-based, history-dependent, and target-oriented (Levitt and March 1988).  Routines are defined rather broadly as the forms, rules, procedures, conventions, strategies and technologies around which organisations are constructed and through which they operate They can be seen as rules, and sets of inter-connected rules, of the kind described as the basis of Burns evolutionary theory, introduced in Chapter Three.  Routinisation involves the progressive reduction in error through repeated practice.  The extensive literature on learning curves found in practices across a range of industries is cited by March as evidence of the value of repetition itself, as a basis for effective learning.  However, what March calls competency traps can arise when repeated experience leads to skills developing to such an extent that later movement to better techniques can be seen as too difficult because of the re-learning costs (including the lost investment made in past learning).  March has also called this an example of the myopia of learning (Levinthal and March 1993). Such (subsequently defined) inefficient sub-routines can become embedded in larger more efficient routines which survive and are replicated on a large scale.  The classic example being the QWERTY keyboard design carried over from early typewriter design to computer keyboards (Levitt and March 1988).  March points out that competency traps result in organizational histories for which broad functional or efficiency explanations are often inadequate (Levitt and March, 1988:323). The reason is that functional value is typically decided on a local and immediate basis. 

Another form of ambivalence can be seen in the hierarchical structure of interpretations prevalent within organisations.  According to March, organisations spend time developing collective understandings of events.  Not only are some events remembered but they are framed in a particular way.  Although March recognises that changes in these frames constitute second order learning as described by Argyris and others he emphasises the resilience and potency of what has been learned at this secondary level.  The problem is that stories, paradigms and beliefs are conserved in the face of considerable potential disconfirmation... (Levitt and March, 1988:324).  The utility of particular interpretative frames is often more difficult to disconfirm than perceptions of events they frame. Furthermore what is learned appears to be influenced less by history than by the frames applied to that history... (Levitt and March, 1988).  There is in practice a complicating inter-dependency between observation and interpretation, between levels of learning.  Examples of such relationships will be evident in the analysis of the results of CCDBs participatory monitoring system, discussed in Chapter Eight.

The already complicated process of  interpreting the meaning of  events, such as success, by individuals is compounded by interaction effects when the agents concerned are not seen as isolated units but as part of an ecology of learning, to use Marchs phrase.  When such agents are located in the same organisational structure Conflict and decision advocacy within putatively rational decision processes lead to inflated expectations....New organizational leaders are inclined to define previous outcomes more negatively than are the leaders who preceded them...Different sub-groups in an organisation often have different targets and evaluate the same outcome differently. (Levitt and March, 1988:325).

March himself gives some recognition to the hierarchial nature of learning: ...learning takes place at several nested levels.  In such multi-level learning, organisations learn simultaneously both the discriminate between routines and to refine the routines by learning within them (Levitt and March 1988:322).  Learning is also happening in parallel within particular levels: organisations are collections of sub-units learning in an environment that consists largely of other collections of learning sub-units (Levitt and March 1988:331).  In his 1994 paper on The Evolution of Evolution referred to in Chapter Three  he takes this view further ...units are nested in space and in time.  Firms are nested in industries which, in turn, are nested in societies.  The short run future is nested in the long-run future (March, 1994:46).  Both temporal and spatial forms of nesting will be evident in the analysis of CCDBs structure and routines in Chapter Seven.  The design of the participatory monitoring system, detailed in Chapter Eight, makes explicit use of the same features.

In the same paper March outlines his views of the key changes in evolutionary theory.  One was a move from an emphasis on using evolutionary theories to predict history to an emphasis on the engineering of history. (March, 1994:39).  In the process of discussing this change he argues that there are three broad kinds of interventions possible:

· ...altering the possibilities for transmission, retention and retrieval of the lessons of history.
· ...altering the structure of interactions among units of evolution
· ...managing the exploration/exploitation balance
The first of these focuses on  the retention component of the variation-selection-retention algorithm.  Examples given by Levitt and March (1988) are the invention of the printing press and the construction of computer data bases.  Although such developments can dramatically expand the total of what can be learned (as in retained) there are also risks that their widespread use can discourage use of other information (e.g. oral testimony).  In the case of CCDB part of the design of the participatory monitoring system involves the formal documentation of staff knowledge about events in their locations which had not been previously subject to regular written documentation.  Organisational memory of those events was enhanced.

The second intervention is less explicitly dealt with in Marchs recent papers.  In the 1988 review March offers only a brief comment on the role of organisational structure: Organisations facing complex uncertainties rely on informally shared understandings more than do organisations dealing with simpler, more stable environments (Ouchi, 1980). (Levitt and March 1988:327).  The significance of unpredictability is consistent with the theory of learning introduced in Chapter Three.  What is needed is a further development of this conception of the difference between formal and informal understandings and their relationship to hierarchies and teams, which Senge and Argyris argue are critical to new learning. 

In Chapter Three a distinction was made between hierarchies and heterarchies.  It was suggested that the process of learning involves a transition from heterarchy towards hierarchy. The transition involves a selection process, whereby many links are tried out, most are abandoned, a few are retained and their relative weight may differ.  There is a process of simplification and stabilisation, a transition form generalist to specialist structures.  Teams can be seen as a specific class of heterarchies.  A group of people randomly connected to each other (by one communication link per person) will take the form of a heterarchy.  There will be different levels of connectedness.  Some people will be connected to many others; some will be connected to very few.  Those with many connections to others will find they share many connections with others who are well connected, but also have some connections that are not shared.  The important difference about teams is that a newly formed team is likely to take the form of an unstable heterarchy.  The prevalence of links (in the form of communications) to particular members may vary from moment to moment.  But over time leaders may emerge, and communication links may become more stable and structured. 

In another recent paper March (Levinthal and March 1993) has explored what appears to be another dimension of the environment, other than unpredictability, as a factor effecting organisational structure.  He points out that some environmental problems can seen as decomposable and others less so.  Decomposability is the possibility of carving nature at the joints (Dennet, 1995:37).  Other well known writers on organisational learning have also emphasised the importance of this feature of an organisations environment (Daft and Weick, 1984:287).  Romme (1996) has argued that teams are the best structure for dealing with problems which are highly interconnected and least decomposable, and hierarchies for those which are more so.  

This analysis neglects the significance of time.  The use of either hierarchy or teams can be seen as an anticipatory interpretation of the nature of the problem.  Is the problem decomposable on the basis of existing knowledge or not?.  Only if a team persists over time as the main structure used to address a problem could it be said to reflect the complexity of the problem being addressed.  However, where problems are complex but static, specialised structures of knowledge do seem to emerge over time.  For example, specialisms in the field of physics.  On the other hand, it is perhaps not surprising that one body of specialist knowledge has not accumulated so visibly in the social sciences, where the subject matter is much more changeable.

The third intervention suggested by March (1994) involves identifying the appropriate balance between what he calls exploration and exploitation.  Exploitation is the use of past knowledge, exploration is the development of new knowledge (March, 1991).  In Marchs words intervention involves ...manipulating the level of risk taking or the salience of diversity relative to unity... (March, 1994:45).  In Campbells terms what is involved is the balance of emphasis given to variation versus selection.  The use of quality control procedures in industry is a variation reducing practice aimed at maximising the value of an organisations current knowledge (Winter, 1994).  On the other hand, the users of participatory methods in development programmes generally seek to increase diversity of knowledge within organisations (Holland and Blackburn, 1998).  The participatory monitoring system described in Chapter Eight enhances variation in knowledge available at the field level, but uses the existing organisational hierarchy to impose a series of selection processes which subsequently reduces that diversity to a level manageable by CCDB senior staff. 

March argues that the relative prevalence of exploration versus exploitation is sensitive to the rate of change in the environment.  This is consistent with the theory of learning introduced in  Chapter Three.  However, when he examines  the risks and returns to organisations the evidence as a whole suggests that there are internal incentives that provide a strong bias towards exploitation and away from exploration.  Compared to returns from exploitation, returns from exploration are systematically less certain, more remote in time, and more organizationally distant from the locus of action and adaptation So much so that these tendencies to increase exploitation and reduce exploration make adaptive processes (i.e. exploitation based organisational learning) potentially self-destructive (March, 1991:73).  This view will help explain the inward looking and conservative nature of learning that is identified within Bangladeshi NGOs discussed in Chapters Six and Seven.  According to Marchs analysis, if exploration exists on any significant scale this must be due to incentives stemming from the nature of the surrounding environment.  This view is consistent with the trend towards ecologically based theories of learning in both humans and animals in the second half of this century (Johnston and Pietrewicz, 1985). 

What is neglected from Marchs recent analysis of organisational learning is attention to where  learning is taking place.  Particular organisational structures, and routines carried out within those structures, are a selection from a much wider set of possibilities. In any location within an organisation not all events can be documented or analysed, and choices have to be made.  Knowledge will by necessity become specialised in some areas and neglected in others.  Where attention in the form of limited staff time and resources is devoted must be a matter of some significance.  Even where resources are concentrated choices will also need to be made between the degree of exploitation versus exploration that will be involved. Although the overall balance of exploitation versus exploration in an organisation may be influenced by a CEO, it is also likely that this parameter will be tuned differently in different areas of an organisations operations.  For example, a Finance Unit being more exploitation oriented versus a Research Unit being more oriented to exploration.

An Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change: Nelson and Winter

Nelson and Winters (1982) An Evolutionary Theory of Economic Change is now seen as one of the key texts in contemporary evolutionary economics (Andersen, 1994), though the roots of the latter in early American institutionalism are acknowledged (Hodgson, 1994).  In adopting an evolutionary view of economic change Nelson and Winter (1982) have sought to overcome some basic problems with traditional economic theory: firms are assumed not to make mistakes or be less than perfect, variation between firms is not significant and change is not endemic.  Within Nelson and Winters framework firms are seen as valuable integrated packages of competencies, but not perfect nor all identical.  It is the way they manage knowledge which distinguishes and explains them as a form of organisation This view contrasts with a more contractual explanation of the firm which emphasises the successful management of the costs of interactions between agents (Hodgson, 1994).  The competency view allows room for creativity and not just conservation of a static pool of resources.

The core of their view of competency is the idea of a routine, an interpersonal process that they see as the organisational equivalent of an individuals skills:  ...it is firms, not people that work for firms, that know how to make gasoline, automobiles and computers (Nelson and Winter, 1982:86).  The structure of the firm stabilises and preserves these bodies of knowledge and they are in turn the source of competitive advantage that enables firms to survive and grow.  Nelson and Winters theory assumes a multi-level learning process, one involving the variation, selection and retention of routines within the firm and variation, selection and retention of firms within industries.  These are the two aspects of their theory which are relevant here: the idea of routines as a core element and the structure of the selection processes involved. 

Routines as described by Nelson and Winter are now widely acknowledged as important elements of organisational learning (Huber, 1991; Miller, 1996).  They are the one part of the organisational learning process where March feels the evidence of effective learning is least ambiguous (Levitt and March 1988).  Nelson and Winter go further and make the case for routines as a fundamental unit of analysis in the evolutionary approach to organizations (Winter, 1990:271).  Routines as genes is seen as a useful metaphor, and this usage is compared favourably to the idea of memes, a term suggested by Dawkins (1976), for use in discussions of cultural evolution.  The main problem with this approach is one of observation,  how to identify routines as entities.  Their main characteristic is the fact that they are repetitive activities and they preserve their identity across repetition.  While routines are recognisable in these terms there is no proposed procedure for unambiguously distinguishing between routines, although they may appear to operate on very difficult scales.  Difficulties are compounded when it is noted that many individual skills and organisational routines have considerable elements of tacit knowledge, much of the nature of what exists is not publicly visible (Winter, 1994).

Nelson and Winters advocacy on behalf of routines is part of a larger debate in evolutionary theory about what are the units of selection that are the meat of the evolutionary process (Dennet,1995) .  In this thesis a different approach to the units of selection problem has been taken to that proposed by Nelson and Winter.  It is argued in this thesis that there are no basic units in the sense of entities.  That which is subject to selection is difference, as described in the discussion of Batesons ideas in Chapter Three.  There are potentially a large number of differences between various routines, but some of those and not others will come to be seen as the most important within a particular organisational setting.  There are in fact competing classificatory schemes, both at the individual and organisational level.  This view gives observers a significant interpretive role in the evolutionary process that Nelson and Winter describe, a role that others such as Daft and Weick (1984) have emphasised in their view of organisational learning.  It is also one that was introduced in Chapter Three as an essential part of the process of cultural evolution, of which organisational learning is one part.

Winter (1986:174-5) also recognises that Organizational routines form quasi-hierarchical structures and point out that the hierarchy of routines generally parallels the hierarchy of authority in an organization.  In an organisations formal system of authority, the power to authorise departures from existing routines, as well as responsibility for investigating and implementing changes in routines, typically resides in individuals of higher rank than those responsible for the execution of routines.  This is the organisational equivalent of Batesons  hierarchy of recursiveness introduced in Chapter Three.  Winter also points out that as the focus moves up the hierarchy the subtlety and complexity of the individual skills being exercised typically rises.  This is understandable because at the highest level, in the model, agents would be dealing with the most abstract information (differences about differences about differences...).  They would also be dealing with the least frequent events, changes in parameters of routines, rather than the management of events processed by those routines. 

However, this is undoubtedly a simplified model.  Staff at any level in organisations such as CCDB usually have more to do than simply monitor and tune the parameters of the work of those below them.  They can have other tasks (routines) specific to their own position and appropriate to the scale of aggregation available at that position.  They generate content as well as regulate process.  In the case of CCDB, Project Officers write their own monthly reports about developments within their project area, as well as supervise their junior staff. 

Not only are routines nested, but contents are as well.  As March (1994) has noted, accounts of events from the lowest levels are aggregated within accounts produced at higher levels. Here there is another example of the trade-offs between different forms of learning, of the type emphasised by March (1991).  The large scale aggregation of accounts takes time, and encourages some limitation on the frequency with which such events take place.  Smaller scale aggregations allow greater frequency.  Examples of how such trade-offs are managed will be given in the description of the development of CCDBs participatory monitoring system, in Chapter Eight.

Nelson and Winters description of a hierarchy of routines is an idealised model.  Variations from that norm may have implications for the type of learning that can take place.  Nelson and Winters description seems to assume that power to control parameters of routines will necessarily be decentralised.  In practice managers of organisations may keep much of that power to themselves.  The difference between these two possibilities can be seen in terms of degree of specialisation, of the organisation accumulated differentiated knowledge in different locations, versus it all being held by one key individual.  There is also another possible extreme, power may be delegated so completely to what would be otherwise called field staff that the knowledge they hold may become inaccessible to the chief executive. Some centrally funded but locally implemented research projects carried out by UK NGOs have experienced this problem (Davies, 1997a).

Organisations as Interpretation Systems: Daft and Weick

Daft and Weick have written extensively on organisational learning over the past two decades, focusing particularly on the role of interpretation.  In their most cited paper Daft and Weick (1984) make four working assumptions about the nature of organisations and how they are designed and function.  The first is that organisations are open social systems that process information from the environment...relevant to their survival (Daft and Weick, 1984:285).  This will be evident in the case with CCDB, as described in Chapter Seven.  What is not acknowledged in the Daft and Weick paper is that this process is undertaken by individual staff within the organisation who are also mindful of their own survival within that organisation and who view the internal environment as equally, if not more important.  Views of the external environment are often mediated by those of the internal environment.

Secondly, it is assumed that ...the organisational interpretation process is something more than what occurs by individuals.  Organisations have cognitive systems and memories, enabling the preservation of knowledge despite the turnover of staff.  Reaching convergence characterises the act of organising...the thread of coherence among managers is what characterises organizational interpretations (Daft and Weick, 1984:285).  The prevalence of views is seen as an outcome of the process of organisational learning.  The cognitive systems leading to these outcomes are the processes of interaction between staff members, both formal and informal.  This is consistent with the analysis of organisational learning developed in this thesis.

The third assumption is that When one speaks of organisational interpretation one really means interpretation by a relatively small group at the top of the organizational hierarchy (Daft and Weick, 1984:285).  Daft and Weick emphasis that at lower levels all knowledge is partial.  Organisations can be conceptualised as a series of nested systems, and each sub-sector may deal with a different external sector. (Daft and Weick, 1984:285).  The CCDB case study will suggest a slightly different interpretation.  While the top of the hierarchy does have an all-inclusive view of the organisation it is at the necessary cost of leaving behind much of the detailed knowledge held by lower units.  In practice all units have partial knowledge.

The fourth assumption is that organizations differ systematically in the mode or process by which they interpret the environment.  Organizations develop specific ways to know the environment (Daft and Weick, 1984:286).  Given the diversity of organisations that exists this view seems almost commonsensical.  The question then is what are the main differences in the ways in which organisations interpret their environment, and what accounts for these differences.  Daft and Weick do offer a view, detailed below.  

Daft and Weick see the process of interpretation in similar terms to this thesis.  There is a surplus of experience to make sense of, an ocean of events.  Organisations are selective, attending to some [events], ignoring most of them (Daft and Weick, 1984:286). Interpretation is a process both of active sense making by individuals and a social process of enrolling others in these constructions.  Learning is also seen in similar terms to this thesis, but within a more limited focus.  Organizational learning is defined as the process by which knowledge about action outcome relationships between the organization and the environment is developed Action outcome relationships being a form of if-then statements, a provisional rule relating to external events.  

Daft and Weick use the concept of a feedback loop experienced in individual learning to explain the refinement of this knowledge over time.  Concepts are developed and then tested in practice, repeatedly.  Organizational interpretation is analogous to learning a new skill by an individual  (Daft and Weick, 1984:286) In this thesis the concept of a feedback loop has not been central in the explanation of organisational learning.  Experience of practice within organisations and in sectors of organisations is much more mediated, and less direct than is the case within individuals.  In addition, publicly voiced representations of experience often have to reconcile multiple conflicting constraints, not just one as implied by a feedback loop.  In organisations, and even more so in less structured sectors of organisations, it may be more appropriate to think in terms of interpretations of experiences being located in network of connections rather than a single loop.  This view is consistent with the ideas of teams, heterarchy and hierarchy as important differences in organisational structures.

Daft and Weick have proposed that there are two important differences in how organisations view their environments.  They are: (1) managements belief about the analyzability of the external environment, and (2) the extent to which the organization intrudes into the environment to understand it (Daft and Weick, 1984:287).  In the first case the environment may seem concrete, with events and processes being hard and measurable, or at the other extreme, the results of inquiries may be more ambivalent in meaning, reflecting the influence of the inquiry as much as the external world.  In the second case, an organisation may actively seek information about the environment, or be more passive and accept whatever information the environment makes available.  There is some recognition by Daft and Weick that choices made between these perspectives, are themselves learned behaviour, based on prior experience. 

What differences do these differences make? Daft and Weick combined the two differences together to generate provide four different interpretation modes: Undirected Viewing, Conditioned Viewing, Enacting, and Discovering.  They argues that each particular combination leads an organisation to adopt a particular form of strategy formulation and decision making process, which others have noted in organisations.  They argue that this compensates for the fact that while  ..one of the widely held tenets in organisation theory is that the external environment will influence organization structure and design...The paradox is that research into the environment-structure relationship gives scant attention to interpretation (Daft and Weick, 1984:292). 

However Daft and Weick did not complete their task.  If the two differences are important, then they might be expected to make a difference, not only to behaviour within an organisation, but also to the organisations relationship to its environment.  In a particular industry or sector, certain modes of interpretation(e.g. active/analysable) might be expected to generate more benefit to an organisation than others.  If they did not, they must be of less significance and interest in terms of the scale of explanation they can offer to organisation theorists.  Daft and Weick cite examples of conditioned and undirected viewing being found in companies within the same industry (clothing manufacture) and active and passive approaches co-existing in others (listed companies relationships with shareholders).  While some diversity might be expected in any environment Daft and Weick do not make any suggestions, for further exploration, about the type of  conditions where one particular interpretative schema might be expected to be more prevalent than others.

There are other basic differences in the way organisations have learned to interpret their environment which are more significant.  These are when and where organisational attention should be specialised.  Here linkages can be made without difficulty between activities within organisations and events within their environments.  For example, ethical investment funds who want to invest in appropriate businesses make use of specialist research units to investigate the behaviour of firms they may be interested in.  In the process they have to decide how much money they should invest in such research.  This decision has some relationship to Daft and Weicks active/passive distinction.  However, it seems more reasonable to view perceived analysability as a secondary concern, coming into play only in those areas where it is recognised that attention must be focused.  Analysability cannot be assessed in areas that are not being attended to in the first place.  However, it is conceivable that analysability may have some feedback effects on subsequent willingness to maintain attention in a particular direction.

A Dynamic Theory of Knowledge Creation: Nonaka

As detailed in Table 4.1, Nonakas (1994) paper has been widely cited, given how recently it has been published. While Nonaka makes use of Batesons concept of information his theory of organisational learning is based on a variant of evolutionary epistemology that emphasises self-organisation, called autopoiesis (Maturana and Varela, 1980) , and includes some elements of phenomenology, particularly the emphasis on the role of intention and prior knowledge in perception.

A central idea in Nonakas paper is that of tacit knowledge, a concept that has been an important part of other theories examined above, especially that of Argyris.  Citing Polanyi (1996:4) he  notes that We can know more than we can tell.  This view is consistent with the evolutionary epistemology introduced in Chapter Three, where it is argued that the structure of organisms embodies what they have learned, how they have been in-formed by their environment (but they cannot necessarily tell us about it).  

Nonakas argument is that organisational knowledge is created through a continuous dialogue between tacit and explicit knowledge.  Four modes of knowledge creation in organisations are identified: socialisation (tacit to tacit), externalisation (tacit to explicit), combination (explicit to explicit) and internalisation (explicit to tacit).  It is suggested that there is an ideal balance between these processes but that this is often not achieved.  The proposed ideal involves a form of cycling through each of these states.  His analysis of learning in terms of these changes is heavily influenced by a prescriptive perspective, of how these changes can be affected.  There is little in the way of description of how they are managed in day today life. 

Nonaka emphasises that his theory explains the process of knowledge creation in organisations, unlike others that see organisational learning in more reactive and homeostatic terms.  In his view  ...the articulation of tacit perspectives...is a key factor in the creation of new knowledge (Nonaka, 1994:16).  However, it seems that it is more appropriate to see articulation as part of a process of making new and better use of existing knowledge.  That which is tacit has already been learned, the person and organisation has been in-formed.  This seems to be given some recognition at the beginning of the paper when reference is made to four modes of knowledge conversion, rather than creation.  The model seems to give minimal attention to how an organisations body of knowledge is informed by experience of the outside world. The theory itself mirrors the same problem, there are no acknowledged antecedents for this four phase cyclic view.  The same learning problem seems evident when Nonaka subsequently claims that the principles he elaborates ..have a more general application to any organisation, either economic or social, private or public, manufacturing or service, in the coming age despite their field of activities as well as geographical and cultural location (Nonaka, 1994:34).

While the existence of active learning (the generation of new knowledge)  has been described in this thesis as dependent on the nature of the environment (especially its unpredictability), and one rationed by the costs involved, the process described by Nonaka is described as an inherently unconstrained and expansive process.  The interactions between tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge will tend to become larger and faster in speed as more actors in and around the organisation become involved (Nonaka, 1994:20).  The isolation of this process, and the theory itself, seems to reflect the solipsism inherent in the background theory of autopoiesis.

Despite these problems Nonakas four stage cyclic theory is developed as a means of enhancing organisations abilities to accumulate new knowledge.  As with Argyris and Senge, the conservation of past knowledge is not a major concern.  Within the new learning agenda it is thus not surprising to find that self-organising teams are seen as the most appropriate organisational form.  In addition to arguing the merits of an idealised group based learning process Nonaka also makes two proposals for enhancing organisational learning, focusing on management style and organizational design.  These are called the middle-up-down management  model and the hypertext organisation.  

The first proposal is yet another new model of management (Nonaka, 1994:30).  This advocates recognition of the special role for middle managers in organisational learning, as brokers, mediators and catalysts between the different conceptualisations of the world that are associated with positions at the top and bottom of organizational hierarchies.  These differences involve abstract/concrete, small/large scale and short/long term views of events.  It is of value to this thesis because it reinforces the idea of organisational structures as large scale conceptual structures.  Nonaka does add value to this view when he emphasises middle managers role in bridging top management dreams with field staff reality.  There is a parallel in the artificial neural network model referred to earlier in Chapter Three.  The earliest work in this field was not as successful as expected.  It was only with the introduction of a middle level layer of nodes that the practical capacities of such systems was dramatically expanded (Aleksander and Morton, 1991).

The second proposal is actually another attempt to integrate contrasting bodies of knowledge within an organisation into a single model of organisational structure, albeit a normative one.   Three levels are conceived.  The first is a knowledge-base layer which consists of tacit knowledge, associated with organisational culture and procedures and other forms of what could be considered common knowledge.  The second is the business-system layer where normal routine operations are carried out by a formal, hierarchical, bureaucratic organisation (Nonaka, 1994;33).  The third layer is the project-system layer...where multiple self-organising project teams create knowledge.  Nonaka points out that Non-hierarchical or heterarchical self-organizing activities of teams are indispensable to generate new knowledge...on the other hand, a hierarchical division of labour is more efficient and effective for implementation, exploitation and accumulation [retaining] of new knowledge (Nonaka, 1994:32).  There is some correspondence here with the idea of a continuum of structures developed earlier in this chapter.  However, Nonaka simply equates, teams with heterarchies without distinguishing between them, in terms of stability of their structure, as I have suggested above.

What is new in Nonakas framework is the knowledge-base layer.  It refers to knowledge which has already been acquired, but its ownership is not limited to specific locations within the organisation, unlike that held in the forms of various specific routines and structures.  In Chapter Seven knowledge about relative status differences between staff within CCDB is identified as one form of such common knowledge.  Although not mentioned by Nonaka, it is this form of knowledge which connects organisational knowledge with the wider body of knowledge held in the culture at large.  Common knowledge is a form of proliferation, one expression of learning defined in evolutionary terms.  It is in effect what the organisation has learned most thoroughly and for that reason is a form of knowledge that would probably best survive any radical dismemberment or restructuring of an organisation.

Nonaka argues that good organisational design should enable a quick and efficient switch to take place between hierarchical and heterarchical forms of learning.  While this is plausible, it shares a weakness with Marchs analysis referred to earlier.  That is, important decisions have to be made by organisations about not just how best to learn, but where to learn.  Although Nonaka gives some recognition to the role of hierarchy in learning (above) there is a risk in misconceiving the role of teams.  As has been emphasised by March and others (Levitt and March, 1988), a substantial amount of learning also takes place within day to day routines located within existing hierarchical structures.  The prevalence of different structures (teams and hierarchies) reflects the nature of the problems being solved, and interpretations of those problems, not simple choices of whether to learn or not.

Nonakas overall theory is contained in two dimensional view of organisational learning.   One dimension, called the epistemological, covers the range from tacit to explicit knowledge.  The idea of tacit knowledge is not itself differentiated.  The second he describes as the ontological and concerns the social structure of knowledge, involving different groupings of people.  The main example of the latter is the three level view of structure given above.  What is needed is further differentiation in terms of direction, where those structures develop, or not. 

4.4 An Interim Summary:  Attributes of Organisational Learning
Building on the initial analysis in Chapter Three, five main attributes of organisations learning behaviour can be identified.  They vary in the extent to which they have been given attention by the writers on organisational learning reviewed above. 

1.  Frequency of learning:  Individuals and organisations update their knowledge about different parts of their environment with varying frequencies.  Because of the costs involved, frequency is likely to be greater in the case of those events seen as the most important, but this depends on the expected speed of change of those events.  Organisational routines can be ordered in terms of a temporal hierarchy, from the very slowly iterated to the very frequently iterated.  Nelson and Winter give the most attention to this feature, though the alignment of organisational hierarchies with the observation of events on different temporal scales is recognised by March and Nonaka. 

2.  Direction of learning: Individuals and organisations are selective in what they learn.   Attention is focused in some directions and not others.  Specialised knowledge develops in those areas where attention is frequently directed.  This is evident in the structure of individuals category systems and in organisational structures.  Little attention is given to this feature by any of the writers above.  Along with frequency of learning, the direction of learning will be a central concern in the analysis of organisational learning within CCDB, in Chapter Seven.

3.  Depth of learning: Individuals can develop interpretations of events which contain multiple levels of logical types of information, connecting many concrete observations with very abstract distinctions.  Within organisations the parameters of some routines can be controlled by other over-arching routines.  This is the most widely recognised attribute of learning behaviour, mentioned in almost all reviews of organisational learning, and the writers above.

4.  Scale of learning: Individuals can learn about events taking place on different scales, ranging from the very small to the very large.  Larger scale events are more likely to contain internal diversity, and unpredictability, and can therefore be more difficult to learn about. Organisations are able to learn about events on larger scales than individuals.  They can manage more diversity.  The process of managing diversity involves both dis-aggregation (specialisation) and  aggregation.  Having multiple levels of learning (depth) enables diversity to be aggregated on a large scale.  Aggregation of experience can take place on an atemporal (geographic or demographic) and a temporal scale.  Ambitions for aggregation on one scale will constrain those on the other, because resources are limited, both within individuals and organisations.  Perhaps because it may seem so self-evident, scale of learning is not an attribute that is frequently mentioned by writers on organisational learning. 

5. Openness of learning: Much of what has been described above are ways of describing what has been already been learned.  But learning is a process open to the future.  The degree of openness is evident in the extent to which people and organisations seek confirmation versus  novelty, favour exploitation over exploration.  This will be evident in the form of variation in particular practices, and awareness of that variation.  It will also be evident in the relative importance given to the use of structures such as teams versus hierarchy.  Openness is a feature of learning that has been recognised in both prescriptive and descriptive analyses of learning (e.g. Argyris, Senge, March).

There is a sixth feature of learning behaviour which is less easily observed.  It has been argued in this thesis that organisational learning is homologous with individual learning, and in turn, with the wider processes of evolution.  Although organisations are of a different logical type to individuals they are made up of individuals.  A significant commonality of process should be expected.  However, there are differences between individuals, organisations and populations of organisations that may make a difference to the nature of learning that takes place at these different levels.  These are in the density of the component parts and the stability of their relationships with each other (Jantsch 1987).  Hubers speculative analysis of ecologies of learning is the only one of the organisational learning theorists examined above, that has touched on this attribute and its possible consequences.  Its use will be explored in the analysis of Bangladesh NGO sector in Chapter Six.

4.5 Organisational Learning Within Development Studies
The body of literature on organisational learning in non-government organisations  is very small when compared to that examined above.  In a search through the International Development Abstracts only five articles about learning and aid organisations were identified.   As indicated at the beginning of this chapter, part of the problem is that many of the papers that do exist are in the form of grey literature, not published in journals, but circulated internally and at workshops and conferences (e.g. Slim, 1993; Birch, 1996; Britton, 1995 ).   There is also a wider variation of terms used to describe organisational learning related processes, making the boundaries of the field less distinct and searches more difficult. 

There are three strands of writing within the sphere of Development Studies which do relate to organisational learning.  The oldest is that concerning process approach to development projects (Mosse et al. 1998).  This includes the work by Korten (1980), Rondinelli (1983) and Uphoff (1986, 1992) on learning process approaches to development projects and, less directly, work on process monitoring (Mosse et al. 1998).  A second strand is the literature on evaluation of development projects, some of which contains some explicit references to organisational learning (Forss et al. 1994; Marsden and Oakley, 1990).  More recently, a series of papers have been produced by NGO staff specifically on organisational learning within NGOs (Slim, 1993; Birch, 1996; Britton, 1995; Howes and Roche, 1996; Edwards, 1997).  Each of these three strands will be examined in turn.

4.5.1 Process approaches
A Learning Process Approach: David Korten

The concept of a learning process approach to development projects is strongly associated with  the name of David Korten (Mosse et al. 1998), especially his widely quoted 1980 paper on a learning process approach to community organisation and rural development (Korten, 1980). In that paper he reviews the lessons learned from five Asian Success Stories (one cooperative, three NGOs, and one para-statal).  Summarising them all Korten says they had achieved a high degree of fit between program design, beneficiary needs, and the capacities of the assisting organisation (Korten, 1980:496).  This definition, couched in terms of fitness, is close to that used within an evolutionary perspective.

However Korten goes a step further and specifies the types of fitness which he thinks is important in all cases.  They are: (a) between beneficiaries needs and organisational resources, (b) between the means by which beneficiaries are able to define and communicate their needs and the processes by which the organisation makes decisions, (c) between the task requirements of the program and the distinctive competence of the assisting organisation.  In practice this is simplistic and a more multi-dimensional idea of fitness is necessary, to recognise the possibility of other key actors in an NGOs environment.  In Bangladesh the future of BRACs programmes (one of Kortens five success stories) was subsequently threatened by fundamentalist groups, despite BRACs services being in demand by beneficiaries and BRAC having the resources to meet their needs (Holloway, 1994).  

There are other features of Kortens analysis which are consistent with an evolutionary perspective.  He argues that The spontaneous replication BRAC is observing is probably the strongest available indicator that its program is truly meeting felt needs... (Korten, 1980:490). In Chapter Six attention will be given to nature of imitation and replication taking place within the NGO sector in Bangladesh, and the form of learning that it signifies.

Korten differentiates learning organisations from others using three characteristics: (a) their response to error, (b) the role of peoples participation in planning, (c) how knowledge is linked to action.  According to Korten, learning organisations embrace error, openly discuss their own errors, what they have learned from them and the corrective actions they are attempting (Korten, 1980:498).  Korten cites BRACs discovery in 1979 that access to consumption credit in times of crisis is more important to most poor families than access to production credit.  BRAC is re-examining its credit programme accordingly (Korten, 1980:498). While this is important, it is useful to take the idea of learning beyond changes in individuals understanding, to include changes made in organisational structures.  Using Batesons idea of information as a difference that makes a difference we can ask what difference did this difference in knowledge make, how did it inform BRAC? Seventeen years later Montgomery (1996: 110) reports that consumption loans were introduced in 1992 - but [were] provided extremely rarely due to staff perceptions of high risk and the prolonged application process which makes this facility inappropriate for any urgent contingencies.  This incident illustrates another fitness requirement not noted by Korten.  Services provided have to meet the personal needs of staff and not just fit with the resources and services available.  As will be shown in Chapter Seven the personal interests of staff can have a major impact on how NGOs respond to their beneficiaries.

The value of participatory planning is reasonably self-evident, in terms of information requirements in development projects.  Project beneficiaries possess specific local knowledge  unavailable to managers of large projects.  Ultimately, it is beneficiaries interpretations of project initiatives which will mediate any effects on their lives.  Since Kortens 1980 paper PRA methods have been widely used as a means of accessing local knowledge and judgments about development activities.  While the epistemological problems associated with their use have been analysed in detail (Mosse et al. 1994), experiences of NGOs such as ActionAid indicate that even bigger problems lie in the management of that information when it subsequently passes up through organisational hierarchies.  There is a massive loss of information about important local differences, even when they seem to be identified by field staff with some degree of accuracy  (Davies, 1997a).  Improved participatory approaches to learning have to address not only events at the interface with beneficiaries but also the internal dynamics of organisations.

Kortens third characteristic, concerning the linkage between knowledge and action, emphasises the need for short and quick feedback loops for effective learning.  These are found when organisations are first established and founders are in close contact with fieldwork.  They are also present in close knit teams where there is not yet a specialised set of roles (Korten, 1980:499).  As with Nonaka and others noted above, Korten sees teams as the medium through which new learning takes place, and specialisation of roles is seen as an outgrowth of that learning process.  His concern is with what might be called premature specialisation at the early stages of project development.  Related problems have been identified in the use of artificial neural networks.  Slowing down the process of learning can produce solutions that have wider applicability.  The challenge here is how to translate this knowledge into useful guidelines for organisational learning.  Limiting the flow of funds into a new project is one method, though Korten recognises that this is not easy.

Looking at the success stories Korten argues that there are three stages in a learning process approach.  These are learning to be effective, to be efficient, and to expand.  Although this idea has later been used in the literature on NGOs (Edwards and Hulme, 1992:100) there is little evidence to support it as an accurate description of how organisations learn.  The extensive literature on learning curves in manufacturing indicates that cost reductions are, not surprisingly, directly associated with improvements in effectiveness of a process, whether the value added is labour or capital (Henderson, 1980).  They are not disassociated in time. Secondly, the shape of the learning curves described by Korten bears no relationship to that which has been found in this literature on learning curves.  They are rough sketches at best. Thirdly, as the example of consumption loans given above shows, successful cases such as BRAC can expand dramatically without resolving basic issues concerning the effectiveness of their services.  The whole notion of linear stages is contradictory to contemporary evolutionary theory and the view of organisational learning developed in this thesis so far. 

Korten identifies two potential barriers to learning process approaches.  One is the bureaucratic imperative to move large amounts of money (Korten, 1980:502) when in fact a learning process approach requires only small amounts at the beginning, for pilot projects. The second is the nature of established programming procedures, especially planning and budgeting requirements.  These information demands require project management to in effect act as if it knew what they were doing before there was an opportunity for learning to occur.  In the case of NGOs both of these constraints may be accentuated or mitigated by the behaviour of their donors.  These potential influences will be examined in the analysis of learning within CCDB.

Development projects as policy experiments: Rondinelli

Rondinelli's (1983) book of the same name is a critique of planning and administrative methods as applied to large scale development projects up to the early 1980's.  His book provides an exhaustive examination of the reasons why control oriented, top down, long range, detailed planning of development projects does not work.  His critique is of interest because of its very strength.  If the methods and their attendant assumptions are so flawed then a question which is relevant to this thesis is why are they so prevalent and persistent. Without attending to this problem, theorising about organisational learning in these settings runs the risk of committing the same error that Rondinelli has accused may users of planning based approaches, too much emphasis on the apparent self-contained rationality of methods, and not enough on the context of their actual use.

Although he does not explore this question in detail a number of causes are identified.   Rondinelli (1983:29) suggests that ..perhaps the greatest impetus to national planning [in developing countries] was the insistence of international aid agencies that grants and loans be made in conformance with coherent plans for national development.  The methods adopted were based on the models that were available at the time, including project planning techniques used in the construction industry.  The promotion of these methods had some degree of fit with the requirements with the prevalent political ideologies of the time. National level planning was seen as appropriate because the public sector was seen as the dominant force for development in capital-scarce countries.  Other less explicit needs were also met.  Referring to experts Rondinelli argues Their tools became their power....the experts dependency on measurement is very real.  Measurements and quantitative analysis are the basis of knowledge which differentiates them and therefore, a basis of their social power" (Rondinelli, 1983:6).  The survival and proliferation of these methods was associated with a multi-dimensional form of fitness, at the psychological, social, administrative and political level.  Fitness with needs of intended beneficiaries does not appear to have been so important.

Rondinelli outlines ten means by which development administration could be reoriented to become more adaptive and learning oriented (Rondinelli, 1983:117-148).  Significantly, these are described as principles rather than specific methods.  Five of the ten involve the need for decentralisation in various forms.  This will in effect allow more variations in practice, and diversity in the interpretation of experience, the basis for learning as introduced in Chapter Three.  This strategy includes greater use of participatory and market surrogate arrangements (1983:126). 

One of the ten principles specifically concerns the need to adapt a learning based approach to planning and administration.  Rondinellis own view of learning is an incrementalist one, involving successive approximation, through trial and error.  He notes Kortens view that the more complex the problem, the greater the need for localised solutions and for value innovations(Rondinelli, 1983:130-1), and the associated requirement for broadly based participation in decision making.  Under the discussion of another principle, the use of strategic planning, Rondinelli suggest that this process can be managed if large complex development programmes are disaggregated into smaller and smaller components.  Within this diversity it is expected that there would be more tolerance of local failure, and thus more likelihood of learning.  But such a disaggregation is itself an analysis of the project environment, one which either originates in a blueprint plan or has to be learned over time.  More importantly, having a diversity of semi-independent activities is more expensive in terms of administrative costs than if one common set of activities is implemented across the board.  As will be shown in the analysis of the planning process in CCDB, there are individual and organisational incentives to simplify the management of activities, ignoring any diversity that may exist in practice.  The question then is what countervailing influences might increase willingness to bear those costs.

Overall, Rondinellis contribution to theory and practice of organisational learning is limited.  Reviewing the work of Korten and others he concludes None of these elements, of course, is easy to apply in conventional bureaucracies, which are organised to standardise, routinise and limit individual discretion.  Finding ways of inculcating the spirit of learning, experimentation and creativity in hierarchical bureaucracies remans a challenge for development administrators (Rondinelli, 1983:130).

Learning from Gal Oya: Uphoff

In the most recent reviews concerning process approaches, and organisational learning in NGOs, (Mosse et al. 1998; Edwards, 1997) Norman Uphoff is mentioned along with Korten as a major advocate of a learning process approach to development.  His views have been summarised in a mid-80's text on local institutional development (Uphoff, 1986) and more recently in a history of the Gal Oya irrigation project in Sir Lanka (Uphoff, 1992). 

In both books Uphoff continues the argument against blueprint approaches to development projects made by Korten and Rondinelli.  Although his 1986 book specifically addresses learning process approach in one section his articulation of the characteristics of learning process approach is much less detailed than his analysis of the problems of blueprints.  It is similar to the use of the term NGO, defined largely by what it is not.  There is no differentiation of types of learning processes, or suggestions as to what constitutes a good versus bad learning process approach.  While the contrast has rhetorical value to highlight a need it also obscures.  The theory introduced in Chapter Three of this thesis suggests that learning takes place at multiple frequencies.  Within this framework it is quite possible to see the traditional project cycle as one part of multi-speed learning process, rather than the opposite of learning.  Although Uphoff recognises the increased use of mid-project evaluations he is largely dismissive of their value.  His argument is that these new structures are contrary to the need for more flexibility in projects.  This assumes that there is not enough variance within existing projects to learn from.  Given the scale of projects like the Gal Oya irrigation system, involving ten to fifteen thousand farmers, this seems questionable.  In the participatory monitoring system described in Chapter Eight the assumption will be made that diversity was already present, what was needed was an improved process for capturing and summarising that diversity, better selection processes.

Uphoffs book on the experiences at Gal Oya is of interest because of his attempt to develop a post-Newtonian social science that can adequately represent the realities of that project.  In contrast to some of the writers on organisational learning reviewed above, Uphoff makes no use of any variants of evolutionary theory.  Instead he sees contemporary physics as a useful source of metaphors.  Chaos theory is cited as an example of how unpredictability can be a property of deterministic systems.  This forms part of an ongoing argument about the limits of planning.  References to quantum theory exemplify how observers and the observed are enmeshed with each other, not independent.  Uphoffs aim of developing a post-Newtonian social science is  an ambitious one, and as Mosse (Mosse et al. 1998) has implied, a slightly misguided one. The role of interpretation, as distinct from the role of material factors, has been a continuing part of the social sciences since Durkheim.

In Uphoffs words One of the most powerful and times overwhelming impressions we got from being involved in this project in Gal Oya was the changefulness of reality, along with its multifaceted and frequently paradoxical appearance (Uphoff, 1992:20).  While unpredictability is the starting point for an evolutionary theory of learning,  Uphoffs analysis seems fixated at this point.  None of the ideas from physics help Uphoff construct a theory of learning, adaptation or development.  As he acknowledges, they simply offer ...a more appropriate world view (Uphoff, 1992:194).  Instead, he resorts to the use of an almost eighteenth century notion of social energy (similar to phlogiston) to explain the emergence of cooperation and mutual support in what were such an unpromising project beginnings.  Although there is brief reference to the influential work of Axlerod (1984) on the evolution of cooperation, this does not form part of his concluding analysis.  Given how well Uphoff has documented the development of the Gal Oya project, over the span of a decade, his final analysis is remarkably devoid of practical implications for how to go about a learning process approach to development elsewhere.  There has been little learning about learning.

4.5.2 Evaluations and learning
The Evaluation of Social Development: Marsden and Oakley

Marsden and Oakley  (1990; 1994) have edited two consecutive books on the evaluation of social development.  Both are based on the contributions of a total of more than a hundred participants in two conferences on the same theme held in 1989 and 1992.  The participants came from a wide range of northern and southern NGOs, as well as some multilateral and bilateral institutions.  Both texts attempted to synthesis the major issues which emerged in each conference.  Both conferences were seen as part of a learning process.  The conclusions section of the second book selectively retains and represent what the authors felt were the main issues that arose, they represent what they felt had been learned during this process.

In these conclusions the authors start with an emphasis on the plurality of methods that exist for the evaluation of social development, ...there is no single view, no single methodology and no single set of rules (Marsden et al., 1994;153).  In general presentations were seen as strong on concepts and notions but less so on evidence of a distinctive evaluation approach to social development projects (Marsden et al., 1994:155).  The authors response is to suggest a form of tolerance, that this diversity should be accepted and that practitioners should be multi-skilled.  While this may be acceptable to many of the participants the evident lack of selectivity that took place suggests, that in terms of the theory proposed in this thesis, that there has been no collective learning at the level of method.  There has been variation but no evident selection.

A major theme for the authors is the idea that reality is socially constructed, that the significance and value of different approaches is negotiated.  The absence of any foundational values means that even such apparently practical criteria as the cost in time and money of very participatory evaluations can be questioned.  One the other hand they do suggest that The assumptions which underlie analyses should then themselves become the primary objects for systematic investigation. (Marsden et al., 1994:158).  Diversity may be manageable by moving the analysis up a level, to address another logical type of information.   The problems the authors then face is recognised in the first book and not resolved in the second.  When a diversity of views is acknowledged there is a problem that no mechanism exists to construct or impose a meta-interpretation based on an over-arching morality (Marsden et al., 1990:152).  If reality is negotiated how do you structure this process in practice, even if you are focusing on assumptions, and not the methods themselves? 

Both books emphasise the importance of peoples participation.  There is a continuing, if often implicit, suggestion that in evaluations judgements should be negotiated in an egalitarian fashion.  There are two problems with this approach.  One is how to structure such a process in particular locations, given what can often be diversity of stakeholders and the differences in their status and power.  This is not explored by the authors.  The same problem is evident in Guba and Lincoln's vision of a Fourth Generation Evaluation (Guba and Lincoln (1989). Both proposals share the same lack of practical articulation.  The other is that even where this is possible the judgements produced may have no relationship to the reality of how performance is assessed by staff when they are normally located within their organisational hierarchies.  There is a parallel here with a problem raised earlier.  How does the learning of ad hoc unstructured teams become integrated into the continual behaviour of organisational hierarchies?  In the case of the monitoring system set up within CCDB, the solution was to situate the process within the existing hierarchy, not outside in a notionally egalitarian setting.  CCDB staff then made use of teams within this structure, to help make it work, on their own initiative.

Another issue returned to in the conclusions is the tension between qualitative and quantitative approaches to evaluation.  Qualitative phenomena such as social change, levels of consciousness, and participation, for example, continue to present formidable conceptual and methodological problems in their evaluation...Time and again presentations emphasised the qualitative nature of social development only to tip towards the quantitative in its evaluation..."  (Marsden et al., 1994:154). The two conferences were not able to learn any significantly new ways of managing qualitative information.  In this thesis the solution proposed to this problem is to use a different method of aggregation.  Summarising experience by quantification requires some identity between items counted  (e.g. count all the oranges). This can be called summary-by-inclusion (Davies, 1998a).  But social developments are much more diverse and multi-faceted.  Here it is more appropriate to use the process inherent in the evolutionary algorithm, which can be called summary-by-selection  (e.g. select the fruit you like most).  CCDBs participatory monitoring system is based on this process, re-iterated up the hierarchical structure of the organisation.

A third issue summarised in the conclusions is the significance of external influences, especially the role of donors in assessment of achievements.  The problem is that It is this [donors] wanting to be involved and determining how best to do it which appears to be the issue and there are no immediate models nor universal rules for this interface (Marsden et al., 1994:154-5).  Korten and Rondinelli  (above) have also expressed concern about the negative impact of inappropriate information demands, as have other more recent analyses of donor-NGO relations (Wallace et al. 1997).  In the analysis of CCDB in Chapter Seven specific attention will be given to the nature and effects of external demands for information. 

Can Evaluations Help an Organisation to Learn? Forss, Cracknell and Samsett

In contrast to Marsden and Oakley, the paper by Forss, Cracknell and Samsets (1994) on learning through evaluation examines aid project evaluations in terms which are part of the  literature on organisational learning outside of Development Studies, reviewed above. Considerable use is made of concepts such as multiple levels of learning and exploration versus exploitation.  As has been noted above with the literature on organisational learning, they note the isolation of evaluation work in Development Studies from that carried out elsewhere in the social sciences.  Despite the volume of aid evaluation work There are few articles in the evaluation press concerning aid evaluation and few speakers when professional (evaluation) societies meet who speak of experience within this sector (Forss, et al., 1994:577).

Forss et als argument is based on their analysis of evaluations and evaluation processes in NORAD.  They distinguished the learning that resulted in terms of scope and extent, terms similar to that of scale and depth used earlier in this chapter.  Most evaluations reviewed had resulted in learning on a small scale and with little depth.  They distinguished two learning processes that were involved, learning through direct involvement and learning through communication (from others).  In the case of learning by communication they argued that To achieve a learning effect, it is more important to design a communication process of high quality than supply sophisticated inputs (forss, et al., 1994:585).  Because of the limited absorptive capacity of the recipients, presumably because they have many other claims on their attention, new information must be salient, digestible, and entertaining.  The down side is that the amount of information communicated will necessarily be small. The basis of the CCDB participatory monitoring system, described in Chapter 8, is a structured communication process which takes these concerns into account, within a wider view of communication structures (hierarchy and heterarchy).

Forss et al equate learning by communication with Marchs exploration, and learning by involvement with exploitation.  This is plausible, if only because on balance people within organisations are most likely to be involved in depth in those areas which are already their special responsibilities.  But this does not preclude people involved in special tasks varying in their own emphasis on exploration versus exploitation.  For reasons which are not clear the authors argue that learning by communication has relatively more impact on second and third order learning than learning via involvement.  This is hard to reconcile with the often entrenched nature of assumptions at this level noted by March (above) and the relatively limited content of information learned via communication.  Whereas prolonged direct involvement might enable higher order selection criteria to be challenged.   

The authors then conclude by suggesting that organisations need different strategies for the different levels of learning.  This seems to be leading organisational learning theory in the wrong direction.  Multiple levels of analysis help organisations and people manage diversity of raw experience  in a coherent way.  Separating them may hide their apparent functionality and make their assessment more difficult.  In the case of CCDBs participatory monitoring system field staff members observations (first order) and explanations of the selection of those observations (second order) are retained in one package as they pass through the formal structures of the organisation.

4.5.3 NGO Analyses of Organisational Learning
How NGOs Learn: Howes and Roche

Howes and Roches (1996) paper is a diagnosis of the constraints on learning within Oxfam UK, and the problems facing specialist units that are given the task of improving organisational learning.  They differentiate organisational learning in NGOs by the fact that unlike firms, NGOs are not exposed to the equivalent of the direct discipline of market forces which eliminate companies that do not learn efficiently, and cannot adapt or change (Howes and Roche, 1996:2). The examination of the NGO sector in Bangladesh, in Chapter Six, supports this view.  Nevertheless, in their paper there is a clear sense of mediated experience of market-like pressure in the form of references to increasing demand ....to demonstrate the impact of activities (Howes and Roche, 1996:5).  Similar forms of influence are evident in the analysis of individual NGO, such as CCDB in Chapter Seven and Eight.

Howes and Roche note that much of the information flow within NGOs is information necessary for maintenance of the day to day operations of the NGO (e.g. plans, budgets, monthly accounts, etc.).  In addition, the processors of this information are seen as often more concerned with the form or timeliness of such reports, than their contents.  Even where reporting formats specify the need for problems to be discussed the information produced is often seen as unsatisfactory.  These apparent weaknesses all  reflect a focus on the proximate, the immediate needs of the present, especially those of the immediate actors.  They are not illogical, they simply contrast with the wider concerns of Howes and Roches, whose brief is more explicitly concerned with wider exploration, in the sense used by March above.

Not only is there inadequate negative feedback coming up from the field, but improvement of the analytical skills of junior staff is limited by the absence of sufficient feedback going down the hierarchy, because of lack of incentives and the shortage of time (Howes and Roche, 1996:6). One simple interpretation of this problem is that senior staff are themselves not experiencing sufficient demand for better quality information.  Howes and Roche do note that Staff typically focus on what happened during the last half year to year rather than longer term trends; at least until recently, on inputs and outputs, to the exclusion of more fundamental changes.  This is now beginning to change as a result of greater pressure from above to assess impact. (Howes and Roche, 1996:5)  

The solution proposed here may be even more problematic.  It would be in the interests of beneficiaries for the NGO staff who are assisting them to have an in-depth current knowledge of their needs, and thus to be able to react to changes and differences between them.  Identifying in detail the lack of effect three years later will be of limited value to beneficiaries, though it may be of interest to donors.  What is needed is a change in the direction of learning, not frequency. That is, out towards the lives of beneficiaries, not just on NGO activities. 

Howes and Roche point to the increasing use of specialist monitoring and evaluation units within INGOs, but point out that their work has not been easy.  They are typically located outside the line management structures linking headquarters to fieldworkers (e.g. Oxfam, Save the Children Fund, Christian Aid, CAFOD) thus they have no authority over what happens within those structures.  Although their potential role in helping those structures learn to learn is noted there are other complicating factors.  M&E units can be attracted by opportunities to do research which is published outside the NGO.  Some line management can see M&E units as units which can take responsibility for work they previously had to do, but did not have the time.  Others feel threatened by the idea of such units looking into their work in detail, and thus they limit access to their work.  Senior staff can make demands for information and evaluations on the basis of immediate needs, undermining the M&E units more developmental work.  On a longer term basis  they can learn to use M&E units as second alternate channels of information from the field.  As will be argued further in the analysis of CCDB in Chapter Seven, there are multiple contending demands that have to be reconciled.

Howes and Roche explain how such a unit in Oxfam has managed to identify a sustainable function, which is of some value in promoting organisational learning.  Four cross-cutting development themes were identified which it is implied had a supporting constituency within Oxfam (e.g. conflict, and capacity-building).  Funding was obtained for the unit to encourage cross-programme learning.  Field-officers were invited to apply to the units fund for cross-programme learning (e.g. staff exchanges, workshops, etc.).  This provided incentives for more heterarchical contact between Oxfam staff, in addition to that which existed in the form of informal networks.  The unit had found a niche for itself, arising from the shape of Oxfams hierarchical structure, and which was un-occupied until then.  However, in the process of this adaptation it seems that the unit was deflected from its original concerns, that of the vertical flow of information, the problems of which dominate the first half of Howes and Roches paper. 

The unit has continued to explore a range of other possible means of aiding organisational learning, including the use of case studies, having an organisational learning facilitator assigned to a specific region, use of new media such as video and e-mail, and database development.  Their strengths and weaknesses have been noted, and the unit itself is conscious that it is involved in a learning process.  Reflecting on this process in 1996 Howes and Roche concluded that the diversity of situations encountered, and clear evidence that people learn in different ways means that the course upon which the organisation has now embarked is unlikely to culminate in any prescribed good learning practice as such (Howes and Roche, 1996;14) At the most there will be a menu of possibilities.  However, this apparently laissez-faire approach to the management of diversity (of learning) is problematic, because the unit expects its role in the future to be ...one in which it serves increasingly as a facilitator of other peopless learning. (Howes and Roche, 1996:14). This role must require some conception of how various possible investments in this area should be prioritised (ordered), and some means of identifying subsequent performance in terms of learning behaviour.

Organizational Learning in Non-Governmental Organizations: Edwards

Edwards (1997) paper aims to examine organisational learning in development NGOs based in the industrialised world but working internationally (Edwards, 1997:235).  In practice the actual references to specific NGOs are very few, limited to SCF UK, Oxfam UK, BRAC and Aga Khan Foundation (as funder of BRAC).  The primary cited source of evidence is the authors previous work, other sources include NGO specialists (Smillie, 1995; Sogge, 1996; and Fowler, 1997a), and organisation theorists (Argyris and Schon, 1978; Drucker, 1990; Handy, 1993; Peters, 1994; Schon, 1983; and Senge, 1990).  The paper is a continuous mix of the descriptive and prescriptive, presenting a wide range of views on what is and can be done.  The emphasis is on plurality of approaches, similar to Howes and Roche.  Where there are references to specific documented experiences these are largely those within SCF UK.  These particular events provide a means of looking at the theory and a process of learning embedded in Edwards paper.

The first example is SCFs adoption in 1995 of a child centred approach to development which recognises children as social actors who have a right to participate in decisions which affect them (Edwards, 1997:238).  This view is regarded as unproven, and is cited as an example of how strong beliefs in NGOs may shape the organisation as much as field experience.  However this interpretation also reflects Edwards previous position within SCF, in a research and evaluation unit oriented towards SCFs programme activities.  Defining SCF in child centred terms in the charity marketplace in the UK could be seen to be quite pragmatic and one that may well be proved or disproved by experience, SCFs subsequent success in fundraising.  Edwards expresses concern that with such defined values organisations may end up seeing what they believe in.  This is only partially true.  This self-definition will effect where SCF invests resources and thus what it sees.  However, given the scale of SCFs work internationally, it does not necessarily mean SCF staff will not encounter experiences seen within a child centred perspective that contradict or challenge that self-definition.  New organisational learning is still possible within the constraints of past learning. 

In a second example Edwards (1997:242) points out that parts of SCF may have learned particular lessons from experience but learning further up the organisation constrained its effects.  In SCF ...there had been an ongoing debate over many years on the issues of approaches to work [operational, funder, advocacy and campaigning, or all four]....This debate proved very difficult to move forward because different individuals held strongly divergent views that no amount of learning seemed to influence. But with changes of staff in key positions in 1995 Edwards was able to use his own review of SCF work in Bangladesh and India to successfully argue that experience seemed to show that more impact could be achieved through support to partner organisations than through operational work.  Edwards interpretation of this event is that learning by itself is not sufficient.  But this reflects a narrow view of learning, focused on external events, one that is much narrower than that used in this thesis.  Because organisational structure and conceptions of the world are closely related, changes in the upper levels of organisational structure are not coincidentally associated with changes in the major parameters of SCFs work.  The time delay involved is not surprising given that, as indicated by March earlier, it not always easy to disprove the relevance of difference frames.  In referring to his own research in Bangladesh that he used to advocate change Edwards himself is hesitant about its significance.

In a third example Edwards explains how SCF attempted to capture lessons from projects and make them more available within SCF as a whole.  SCF developed a wide range of good practice guides and manuals, a computerised global information system that provides key word access to grey material on all projects, incentives for exchange visits, workshops, contract extensions and short sabbaticals to write up project experiences, and revised job descriptions that emphasise learning.  One of the most important conclusions of reviewing these innovations is that Save the Children overestimated the degree to which busy project staff would access written information, and more generally would put time and effort into using sophisticated systems that store lessons learned on electronic media (Edwards, 1997:244).  Edwards conclusions are supported by the experience of AusAid in 1994/5.  After investing a substantial amount of staff and consultant time building a lessons learned data base, it was put on hold largely because there was no significant demand for the information it contained (AusAid, 1995).  In contrast, the design of CCDBs participatory monitoring system starts with more explicit focus on the demand for information and the design of structures that will deliver information that is in demand, even as it changes over time.

Edwards also notes a second lesson about this attempt at lesson learning.  The depth of analysis  required to pull together the lessons of project experience and synthesis them into a usable form is significantly greater than most field staff possess, without considerable investments in further training and support (Edwards, 1997:244).  If true these are dismal conclusions, holding out little hope that NGOs can learn more effectively.  However, the problem seems to lie in the way the task was attempted.  Edwards suggested resolution of the problem is that Lighter, more decentralised systems are required, based less on the written word, and more on supporting people in the field to tell their own stories (Edwards, 1997:244).  The experience of CCDB suggests that this is the right way to go.  The telling of stories by fieldworkers is the basis of their participatory monitoring system.

A fourth example is given in an earlier version of Edwards paper (1996).  Edwards argues that there has been a general decline in the availability of funds for foundational research, i.e. research which explores the most fundamental issues and pushes out the boundaries of what is known.  He argues that NGOs should make some of their own funds available for such research.  However, he does not underestimate the difficulty of persuading them to do so, noting that SCFs research budget declined from almost 500,000 a year to almost nothing as a result of funding cuts imposed during the last two years....  The significance of this cut as a reflection of the research and evaluation units role within SCF is not explored, though very important.  In the early 1990's SCF was a model for intensive investment of this type in the UK, yet lessons from its unsustainability have not been documented here.  In that respect there may have been a double failure to learn, both in terms of the survival of the initiatives within the unit and in the attempt to learn summarised in this paper.  Given the lesson learned from the documentation initiatives described above, it is possible that the same problem applied on larger scale to much of the work of the research and evaluation unit, there was a failure to properly address demand. 

Edwards ends his paper with two conclusions, which are both attempts to manage diversity.  Amidst the sheer complexity and diversity of NGO learning experiences, styles, themes and priorities (Edwards, 1997:248) he is able to conclude that  NGOs do learn, that they always try to learn more effectively, and that they do not stop learning even when they think they have found the answers(Edwards, 1997:248).  This conclusion comes across largely as a statement of faith.  In abstract terms it is partially true, organisations selectively retain information.  But in terms of new learning, emphasised in Edwards paper, the evidence from SCF itself is not supportive.  It rather perversely tends to support Marchs view on the resilience of interpretative frameworks.  In Edwards analysis there is no new learning, about the large scale failure to learn.  But the conclusion is that NGOs do learn.  A less idealised and more operational definition of organisational learning might have produced a more useful result. 

The second conclusion is that there will always be tensions between participatory learning and respect for diversity on the one hand, and the disciplines imposed by the need to link learning with policy, advocacy, campaigning and public engagement on the other (Edwards, 1997:248).  In as much as this happens at the two ends of an NGO, the field level and the headquarters, the scale of this problem is likely to be directly related to the scale of the organisation.  It is less likely to be a concern in small organisation focused on one issue and on one location.  Edwards solution is to emphasise the importance of particular individual values: openness, humility, service, enquiry, sharing, solidarity.  Strategy and resources are given less attention, mentioned but not detailed.  The focus on individual values reflects the evangelical style of the article, and can be seen as a form of reductionism.  It ignores the significance of different relationships between people when they are members of organisations, especially those embodied in organisational structure.  Similar weaknesses are evident in Argyris and Senges work. 

4.6 Conclusions
There is not yet a single theory of organisational learning that is dominant, either within Development Studies or in social science more generally.  However, in the main body of literature significant use has been made of evolutionary perspectives, most notably those of March, and Nelson and Winter.  Within Development Studies the use of an evolutionary perspective on organisational learning has been more limited, implicit in some views such as Korten, but explicit in the work of Forss.

Marchs analysis is arguably the most important of all those reviewed above.  On the one hand he has pointed out the location specific nature of all judgements about what constitutes effective learning.  Normative approaches suited to all types of interest groups cannot therefore be justified.  On the other, he has been able to outline in general but observable terms what can be called the variable settings of the learning process, as seen in evolutionary terms.  He has explained the self-limiting aspects of learning, in terms of the natural biases that exist in organisations and the significance of the wider environment as a potentially countervailing force.   His one area of weakness appears to be the limited recognition of the significance of organisational structures, in their varying forms, as embodiments of, and constraints on, organisational learning.  Nelson and Winters analyses of structures of routines addresses these issues more directly. 

Although not couched in evolutionary terms there are useful contributions by other writers.  

Argyriss emphasis on tacit knowledge is useful because it suggest the unconscious nature of much organisational knowledge, beyond that which is publicly and privately articulated. Nonakas knowledge-base level, beyond that of articulated formal organisational structure, helps suggests how this knowledge may be linked to wider cultural processes of learning.

Senges emphasis on teams, along with that of Nonaka and Korten, requires integration into a wider view of structure.  This can be done by extending the ideas of hierarchies and heterarchies.  The emphasis on decentralisation by Rondinelli can be related to Nelson and Winters view of structures of routines and Batesons idea of hierarchies of recursiveness as ways of managing information on large scale.  Hubers analysis of density mediated effects on learning between people has relevance for analysing learning at the level of populations of organisations.  As detailed in the interim summary above, there are some attributes of organisational learning that have been well covered by writers, such as that of levels of learning, and openness.  Others developed in this thesis, such as direction and frequency, have received little attention.

The evidence of learning about organisational learning has been less impressive within the Development Studies literature reviewed above.  One the one hand, Korten and Rondinelli have been important advocates of learning process approaches.  Although Kortens original paper did make some useful suggestions about practice, neither has produced a coherent theory of organisational or project learning.  After documenting a project that did succeed on a large scale, Uphoffs attempt at theorising the process has been over-ambitious and unproductive.  Marsden and Oakleys books have detailed the issues involved in evaluating and learning from social development projects but have not yet resolved the diversity of approaches with any conclusions about preferred methods or approaches.  They have not been able to go beyond a post-modern awareness of the context specific nature of judgement, mentioned above.  This may be related to the fact that they were working with an unstructured miscellany of organisations, rather than within one large structured organisation.

The evidence from the recent papers on the experiences of Oxfam and Save the Children Fund is more mixed.  Howes and Roche illustrated how a new heterarchical learning mechanism was able to establish itself in Oxfam because certain forms of information exchange could be legitimated, and then funded.  But on a larger scale they are uncertain about how to prioritise new organisational learning initiatives.  Edwards illustrates failures of initiatives associated with incorrect assumptions about the demand for particular types of information.  But in the face of failure he is confident in the capacity of NGOs to learn. 

Despite their ambivalence and contradiction both responses can be related to the analyses by Korten and Rondinelli.  Korten argued that experiments with learning process approaches can be subverted by inappropriate demands for certain types of project information, and associated funding provision.  Rondinelli has emphasised how planning based approaches have persisted despite their practical failures because they have met external needs, at multiple levels, for information conveying control and certainty. Howes and Roche were able to adapt appropriately to head office and local level demands for information.  Edwards recognised that his work did not.  All have recognised the significance of particular demands for information, and how they can effect learning behaviour.  This perspective fits with the context based view of learning introduced in Chapter Three.

In the next chapter, an analysis will be made of the circumstances associated with NGOs, as one class of organisation, and the implications for their organisational learning.  The problem of evaluating appropriate organisational learning will be resolved by choosing to privilege the concerns of one group of stakeholders associated with NGOs, those people classed as the intended beneficiaries of their work.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:
THE PROBLEMATIC NATURE OF  NON-GOVERNMENT ORGANISATIONS
If I knew for a certainty that a man was coming to my house with the conscious design of doing me good, I should run for my life...for fear that I should get some of his good done to me 



(Henry David Thoreau, in Bode, 1977)

5.1 Introduction
The focus of this thesis is on organisational learning within non-government organisations (NGOs).  This choice of organisations is partially a reflection of the path-dependent nature of my own learning, to use Marchs term.  I have been working with NGOs since 1980 and as a result I am more familiar with problems of NGOs, than those of business or government bodies.  However, an argument will be made in this chapter that organisational learning within NGOs is particularly problematic, and thus worth examining regardless of such familiarity.  This argument will be developed out of an attempt to produce a coherent and economical definition of NGOs as a form of organisation.  This definition is based in an ecological view of organisations, which relates organisations identities to the nature of their relationships to significant others in their environment.  It is consistent with the ecologically situated understanding of learning introduced in Chapter Three. 

In the second half of the chapter it will be argued that the problematic nature of the NGOs has been accentuated by a number of developments in the NGO sector, which are taking place internationally.  These structural changes are all linked to the increased availability of funds for NGOs.  The problems that are identified may mean that NGOs have certain natural limits as forms of service delivery, in particular their ability to manage a diversity of peoples needs on a very large scale.  The resolution of this issue has implications for their relevance as an alternate form of service delivery in between centralised state provision and decentralised market based provision.  The theory and practice of organisational learning that is being developed in this thesis addresses the problematic aspects of NGOs identified in this chapter.

5.2 Defining and Differentiating NGOs
The Third Sector is a name given by management writer Peter Drucker (1989:189) and others (Douglas, 1983, Korten 1987) to those organisations that can be defined negatively and residually as non-government and non-business.  In the United Kingdom those active in international aid are known as NGOs, and more generally as voluntary organisations.  In the United States they are known widely as non-profits.  In all developed countries and most developing countries there are acts of legislation, which define what types of organisations constitute these neither governmental nor commercial forms of organisation.  The types of organisations included within such definitions vary widely from country to country.  In the USA mutual benefit associations are not classed as non-profits (Di Maggio, 1990:2), whereas in others they are (e.g. Bangladesh, Nepal).  Even within nationally legislated definitions there is a substantial variety of types of organisation (hospitals, cultural organisations, educational bodies, research and advocacy bodies, grant making foundations, trade associations, unions, etc). 

In some respects the NGO sector shares some features of the crisis of representation referred to in Chapter Two.  As explained above, NGOs have been defined by what they are not, and even then differently in the UK and the USA.  Amongst writers on NGOs there is a variety of definitions.  Reviewing these, Smillie (1995:22) has commented Great effort has gone into dissecting, disaggregating and defining non-government organisations,[but] to nobodys great satisfaction .

The John Hopkins Institute of Policy Studies (Non-Profit Sector Programme) has attempted to  bring some conceptual order to the field by producing what they feel is a comprehensive and internationally applicable definition of NGOs.  According to Salamon and Anheier (1992:11), Third Sector organisations can be defined as a collection of organisations that are:

formal, private, non-profit distributing, self-governing, non-commercial, non-partisan, and  voluntary. 

In their evaluation of other attempts at producing satisfactory definitions they have quoted Deutsch's (1963:16-18) view that the quality of a concept or a model depends on its economy, its originality and its explanatory or predictive power... To be predictive a model must have rigour, combinatorial richness, and organising power. However, their own definition is not particularly economical, having seven different key words.  An alternative definition which is both more economical and which has combinatorial richness, and organising power will be developed below.

The role of governments in defining NGOs has been given some recognition above.  Looking further afield, there is an extensive literature on NGOs relationships to the state (e.g. Edwards and Hulme, 1992; Farrington and Bebbington, 1993; Gidron, et al. 1992).  However, much less attention seems to have been given to NGOs as actors in markets.  The definition that will be developed below will be based on NGOs relationships to significant others within a market based perspective.  The focus on relationships is consistent with the view expressed in Chapter Three that organisations, as a different logical type or entity, are about different forms of relationships between people.  This approach to definition does not require assumptions about values or goals held within an organisation.

In taking a market perspective on relationships it is not denied that states are obviously important.  Through legislation they define what can exist in terms of forms of organisations, and how they can earn or obtain income.  On a more day to day basis politicians and their constituencies can seek to effect the behaviour of NGOs.  Some aspects of these roles and influences in the Bangladeshi context will be discussed in Chapters Six and Seven.  However, governments in such countries generally do not sustain NGOs, they do not provide them with their income.  Important exceptions, such as the Danish NGOs, which are almost wholly funded by the Danish government, make their self-descriptions as non-government organisation sound very odd.  Governments may allow and constrain, but it is income that enables NGOs to be sustained.  Historically, all the major NGOs involved in development aid have begun by raising money from the general public (Smillie, 1995).

The framework
Business, government and NGO/Non-Profits can usefully be differentiated by the use of two rather than seven distinctions.  The first concerns the identities of user of services (broadly defined) provided by an organisation.  The second concerns the extent to which the act of purchase is voluntary or not.  Combining these two dimensions together the following classification is possible:

Figure 5.1:  Sectors defined by types of user and purchase
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In the case of commercial organisations (A), we can regard the purchase of their services as essentially voluntary (except in cases of dire need and monopoly).  The purchaser is expected to be the main user and beneficiary of the service.  In the case of government organisations a substantial amount of their services are funded by involuntary purchase, i.e. taxes.  In some cases such as a national transport infrastructure most of the purchasers are the users of the services provided (C), and in other cases not so, for example mental health services provided to non-tax paying mental patients (D).  In the case of NGOs the donor is effectively the voluntary purchaser of a service but as such does not expect to be its main beneficiary or user (B).  This succinct classification suggests that the distinctions between the nature of purchasers, and the nature of users, have combinatorial richness and organising power.

This framework is not meant to suggest that the three organisations are in practice categorically different.  In reality the dividing line can often appear quite fuzzy.  It is increasingly possible to find within the UK, government bodies functioning like commercial firms, selling their services to voluntary purchasers and retaining those funds for their own use [e.g. HMSO].  Similarly, many NGOs in Bangladesh provide services such as training which are quite commercial in form (PACT/CDS, 1993).  However, it is argued that as organisations move in such directions they take on the particular problems associated with that combination of relationships.  In this regard the proposed classification has a predictive dimension.

The key point to be made is that it is the split between the purchaser and user of the services provided by NGOs which is their problematic feature.  The difficulties that are created by this split are ones of information and incentive.  They are summarised below for each of the parties: purchaser, provider and user.  They will be explored below in further differentiation of NGOs and in the analysis of CCDB, in Chapters Seven and Eight.

Because of this split purchasers of NGO services who have any concern are not well placed to know with any detail or certainty the impact of the services they have funded.  They are not one and the same as the users, but are geographically and sometimes culturally distant, and they must depend in most cases on the service providing NGO itself for information about the impact and value of the service, after it has been received.  It seems likely that the level of public support available to NGOs involved in foreign aid is significantly effected by awareness of this problem.  From 1979 to 1983 I worked for the Australian Freedom From Hunger Campaign, mainly in a fund raising capacity and across two states. One of the question I was most frequently asked then, and which I can still remember many years later, was Does the money get there? - an expression of what might be called the donors primeval anxiety. More recently the same question was at the heart of the Australian Governments 1994 Industry Commission investigation of charitable organisations in Australia (Schmidt, 1995). It is also evident in the use of overheads as the main criteria used by mass media to evaluate different NGOs (Money, 1994; Schmidt, 1995).

At the other end, the intended users of the services provided by NGOs have no purchasing power that can be wielded in their relationships with those NGOs.  The users, commonly described as beneficiaries, must rely on the values, and understandings of the NGO staff being consistent with their (beneficiaries) own interests.  This problem is accentuated by the fact that, as Kantar and Summers (1989:163) have pointed out, in many underdeveloped countries many NGOs face little competition as providers of services within a particular location.  Poor users of such services have little choice as well as almost non-existent bargaining power.  In the absence of choices between providers, poor people do have some limited power.  They can choose whether to participate in an NGOs activities, and between these if there is more than one.  They can also choose what type of information they make available to the NGO, when asked.
The problems associated with the separation of the roles of purchaser and user of service are exacerbated in the case of internationally funded NGOs where the aim is to deliver poverty alleviation assistance to people located in different continents, in different cultures, and in different classes to that of the purchaser of the service.  The purchasers information problem is exacerbated, and the user is likely to be faced with an organisation influenced by cultural forces and a language well beyond his or her normal life experience.  Between the purchaser and the user there may be not only a supplying NGO (e.g. SCF UK) but a split between the fundraising and implementation roles of such an organisation (e.g. Oxfam UK which then funds its local partner NGOs).  Other developments, which have increased this distance, will be discussed below.

NGOs, the providers of the services, also have their problems when compared to government.  They must rely on a stream of income that is voluntarily donated.  Although governments may have to face elections, through taxation they are able to obtain funding from people even though people may not like or want some of the services provided.  NGOs share the insecurity of firms in their reliance on voluntary purchase.  But unlike firms, this provides an incentive to look away from the user of the service (and towards the purchaser), not towards them.  Because they are in a better position than commercial firms to be able to withhold or obscure information about the quality of their services from purchasers this can also act as a disincentive to deal with problems of service quality.  In contrast, and assuming a sufficiently competitive environment, firms have a self-interest in improving the value of their products to their customers.

Although much emphasis has been made of the fact that NGOs are value driven organisations (Zadek, 1996), this does not mean there will be no information problems, or that they will automatically be overcome.  Those values, and views on how they should be acted upon, may not be the same as those of the intended beneficiaries.  Thoreaus anxiety is quite understandable.

Problems of Product and Process
The difficulties faced by all three parties are further accentuated by the fact that the services many internationally funded NGOs are selling and providing are in many cases much less tangible than physical products such as food or clothing.  Poverty alleviation, empowerment, social development, institutional strengthening etc., are notoriously fuzzy and culturally variable concepts (Moore, 1994; Dawson, 1997).  Identifying and communicating their achievement is especially difficult.  The issue of defining and measuring achievements in these areas has been of continuing concern to many European and American NGOs involved in Third World development activities, and have been the subject of three consecutive conferences in the 1990's  (Marsden and Oakley, 1990; Marsden et al. 1994; Oakley et al. 1998).  In 1994 three large British NGOs were involved in major research programmes aimed at identifying means of monitoring these types of achievements (Action Aid, ACORD, Oxfam).  Well known management gurus such as Rosabeth Moss Kanter (Kanter and Summers, 1989:164) have also addressed the issue of evaluating NGO performance, but with unimpressive results.  Kantars suggestion is that the problem of multiple views of performance can be managed by developing an explicit but complex array of tests of performance that balance clients and donors, board and professionals, groups of managers and any of the other constituencies with a stake in the organisation. How the diversity of results produced are to be then weighted and aggregated is not explained. 

As indicated in Chapter Two, intensified research on appropriate means of monitoring and evaluation is one way some donors and NGOs have attempted to address the problem of fit between NGO services and beneficiary needs.  The other has been to identify and promote  means whereby beneficiaries can participate in the design, implementation and analysis of development activities (e.g.  World Bank, 1995).  Peoples participation has also been emphasised as an end in itself, increasingly so within the context of good governance concerns (OECD/DAC, 1995).  The origins of these trends is not of special concern here, what is of concern is the consequence for NGOs where such a strategy is implemented on any significant scale.  There are two information problems involved.  Firstly, to the extent that if either form of participation is a donor concern, how can achievements in these areas be identified and reported? Peoples participation is particularly problematic to report on because as a means of project implementation it is context specific in its application.  As a social value it is also very dependent on cultural context.  Secondly and more importantly for the main argument here, to the extent that beneficiaries are more involved in design, implementation and evaluation it seems highly likely that the diversity of project activities, and associated judgements of their success, will be greatly increased, in contrast to the situation in top-down sector specific projects.  Donors concerned to know what is happening, face not just an incentive problem (re: accurate information from the intermediating NGO) but a basic problem of representation.  How can such a plurality of activities be described and evaluated and communicated upwardly within NGOs and on to the donors in an ordered and manageable manner? How can they manage that diversity?

Differentiating NGOs
The definition of NGOs that has been presented so far is a simple one that does not recognise differences between NGOs.  A further distinction can be made between organisational types which helps give some more structure to the diversity of NGO forms and which helps further differentiate what is problematic.

A common distinction that has been made between NGOs is that between membership organisations and service providing NGOs  (Carroll, 1992; Farrington et al. 1993; Fisher 1993:5; Fowler, 1988).  Membership organisations are those where the beneficiaries are themselves members of the organisation providing a service, and have some form of control over the services their organisation provides.  For example, a small savings and credit cooperative. Service providing NGOs are on the other hand controlled by people who are not intended beneficiaries and the beneficiaries, being outside the service providing organisation, have no electoral process of control over them.  For example, an NGO run by middle class urban people providing health services to rural poor households. 

This distinction is based on aspects of the beneficiaries relationship to the service providing institution, as is the case with the definition of the Third Sector already proposed above.  As above, it is also possible to improve upon this existing definition by focusing on key aspects of this relationship.  Two distinctions about the nature of beneficiaries, combined together, can provide a more comprehensive classification which differentiates four types of NGOs which can easily be recognised in the Third Sector of many countries.  They are as follows:

Figure 5.2: Organisations defined by beneficiary status
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These distinctions are not unique to the third sector but can also be used to differentiate organisations found in the private (business) sector.  In the UK the Association of Chambers of Commerce, and their member Chambers of Commerce can be seen as private sector forms of membership organisations (A) and apex organisations (C).  Similarly, there are business (D) that provide services for other businesses (B) who provide services for end-users i.e. individual customers.

When applied to the Third Sector the four types vary in their consequences.  In the initial discussion of the problematic nature of NGOs above, the NGO was implicitly an operational (service providing) NGO (B) which raised its own funds from the public at large.  SCF-UK was given as an example of such an NGO.  Their problems have been discussed above.   

Membership organisations (A) have a notional advantage over service organisations, where their leadership is subject to some form of election by members.  Even in the absence of purchasing behaviour their executive or staff have some incentive to attend to beneficiaries (members) views, and they are likely to be subject to some structured and informal feedback from members.  Apex bodies of member organisations (C) should share the same advantages.  In addition, it is possible that the apex body may be able to sell services to member bodies and thus obtain a second form of feedback about value.

Support organisations (D) can provide services to any of the other three types of organisations in the classification (A,B,C).  In the eyes of potential funders concerned with poverty alleviation they present a particular problem, since their impact on poverty is mediated by the subsequent behaviour of the organisations they do support with training or other assistance (Davies, 1996a).  Fowler reports that in Bangladesh this uncertainty has been a major factor discouraging other donors from taking over funding responsibilities for PACT (a support NGO) from USAID  (Fowler, 1997b). 

Unlike service NGOs, however, support organisations do have greater potential to levy charges for their services on their (organisational) clients, and thus devolve effective judgement of the value of their services to their clients.  In Bangladesh this option has not been adopted on a significant scale.  The most well known support NGO (PACT) is still not operating on a cost recovery basis, despite being in operation now since early 1990's.  This could be interpreted in a number of ways.  PACT may not have confidence that its services are really in demand.  Or, there may be such an abundance of free services around that there is little incentive for service NGOs (for example) to pay for them.  In both cases this is problematic, the value and viability of this form of NGO remain in doubt.

These problems are not exclusive to specialist southern NGOs.  As will be discussed below, and in Chapter Six, in countries like Bangladesh there are many northern NGOs who were almost  wholly operational but who are now expanding their role as funders of small local NGOs.  Typically these relationships are not seen purely in financial terms.  The funding NGOs see themselves providing capacity development as well.  The problems of assessing capacity development assistance are widely recognised, and no single solution to the problem has yet been identified (Moore, 1994)

Other important distinctions between organisations (NGOs and others) can also be made on the basis of the nature of beneficiaries relationships with the service provider.  For example, there are NGOs whose beneficiaries do not necessarily know they are the intended beneficiaries and even if they do know of their status, have no choice in the matter (Greenpeace, Amnesty International).  In these circumstances beneficiaries have a much more limited ability to inform the NGO of their views, and the NGO's face a more difficult task identifying when it is meeting their needs.  Service and support NGOs that become involved in advocacy work face similar problems.  Because the locus of advocacy work may be in another country, or region, the intended beneficiaries may be completely unaware of its existence, or at least of the details of what is happening. 

Differences between NGOs Theories of the Business
Within each of the NGO categories that have been generated above a wide diversity of NGOs can still be found.  These include some substantial differences in what Peter Drucker has described as the theory of the business.  These are ..the assumptions that shape any organisations behaviour, dictate its decisions about what to do and what not to do, and define what the organisation considers meaningful results.  These are assumptions about markets...These assumptions are about what a company gets paid for (Drucker,1994:96).  In Bangladesh a service providing NGOs such as the appropriately named MIDAS provides credit and training to not-so-small enterprises, and has no social development aspirations (MIDAS, 1993).  On the other hand, other service providing NGOs like Nijera Kori focus on mass organisation, opposition to large scale rural capitalism (e.g. large scale shrimp farming), and are actively involved in local political processes (Nijera Kori, 1993).  Both are large NGOs operating in a number of districts of Bangladesh.

Although NGOs have been defined as a distinct form of organisation on the basis of the relationships involved they can also be seen as a hybrid form.  Using the first set of relationship attributes used above they can be seen as a half way form between a centralised (state oriented and interventionist) and decentralised (capitalist and laissez faire) mode of delivering services.  Their services are being bought on the open market, but these services are being provided for a specific class of people, on their behalf.  Clarke (1997) has emphasised this latter attribute in his own definition of NGOs as private, non-profit professional organisations with a distinctive legal character concerned with public welfare goals.  In the process of their own development, NGOs are making choices on how to manage that relationship.  In doing so they have they potential to develop models which might be of wider interest in their societies.  How they manage to resolve the problems referred to above should therefore be of wider interest, well beyond the Third Sector itself.

5.3 The Growing Significance of NGOs 

The section above has drawn attention to the problematic nature of NGOs, in the process of defining them as distinct forms of organisation.  If this type of organisation was not widespread these problems would be of limited consequence.  However, the evidence that will be detailed below suggests that this is far from the case.  Not only are NGOs proliferating internationally, but other developments associated with their growth are magnifying the significance of the problems that have been identified above. 

Changes in Scale
Over the last 15 years the number of NGOs in high and low income countries has increased dramatically.  In his review of The rise of the Third Sector Salamon (1994:111) has identified dramatic rates of growth over the last two decades in the United States, France and Italy, and more recently in Eastern Europe.  He enthusiastically claims We are in the midst of a global "associational revolution" that may prove to be as significant to the latter twentieth century as the rise of the nation state was to the latter nineteenth (Salamon, 1994:109).  Between 1981 and 1990 the number of NGOs in OECD member states which were involved in development aid grew by 66%, to 2542 NGOs (OECD, 1980, 1990).  The OECD surveys used to gather this data excluded human rights groups, political solidarity groups, research and student exchange groups.  In 1994 Salamon independently estimated that there are some 4,600 Western voluntary organisations active in the developing world (Salamon, 1994:111)

In many low income countries there has been a much more dramatic increase in the numbers of NGOs, often associated with changes towards more democratic forms of government (Bangladesh, Namibia, Nepal), or national level disasters that attract foreign aid organisations (Bangladesh, Malawi, Mozambique).  In Bangladesh the number of NGOs legally entitled to receive funds from overseas grew from 115 in 1981 to 884 at the end of 1994, with a more than half of that growth taking place in the 1990's after the fall of the Ershad regime (NGO Affairs Bureau, 1994).  Associated with those NGOs, and often receiving funding from them, were another estimated 14,000 NGOs registered as voluntary social welfare agencies  Many of these are likely to be membership organisations.  In Nepal the number of NGOs registered with the NGO regulating body, the SSNCC, grew from less than 50 in 1978 to 630 by mid 1992, with the  majority registering in the 1990's (UNDP, 1992a).  In the Philippines, where the regulatory environment has been much more liberal, it is estimated that number of NGOs grew steadily from 23,800 in 1984 to 58,200 in mid-1993 (Clarke 1995:70).   Of the latter figure Clarke estimates that possibly 20,000 are NGOs, as defined above, and that these are the main conduit of foreign funds to the remainder, which are membership organisations.  Similar dramatic increases in NGO numbers have been identified by Ponsapich and Kataleeradabhan (1994) in Thailand, Riddell (1995b) and Campbell (1994) in Kenya, and by others elsewhere.  These figures suggest that Fisher's estimate (1993:5) that there are 35,000 "grassroots support organisations" in the world is a significant underestimation. 

The volume of money involved is large, and increasing.  According to the OECD (OECD/DAC 1995) grants by OECD country NGOs to low income countries have risen from US$ 2,386 million in 1980 to more than US$ 5,634 million in 1992, a rise of more than 42%.  These figures are under-estimates because data were not available from all member countries, most notably the USA.  Riddell and Robinson (1995), both specialists on NGO developments, have independently estimated that more than US$7 billion was channelled through NGOs to the developing world in 1991. 

As would be expected, along with the growth in the number of NGOs and the scale of the expenditure via NGOs, has come an increase in the number of people directly affected by their activities.  The 1993 UNDP Human Development Report estimated that some 250 million people were being reached by NGOs (UNDP (1993:93).  This contrasts with estimates of around 100 million made for the early 1980's (Riddell 1995b:33).  While there may be a substantial margin of error in such estimates information from the level of individual large NGO is also indicative of substantial rates of growth in coverage, at least in terms of people contacted, if not benefiting significantly.  Proshika, one of a number of very large NGOs in Bangladesh, has seen the number of people it is working with increase from 162,000 in 1989 to 660,000 in 1994 (Proshika, 1994).  The Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) now has 1.5 million members but expects that this number will grow to 2.5 million by the year 2000 (Abed, 1995:2).  The growth of very large NGOs has also been seen elsewhere in South Asia.  The Aga Khan Foundation programme in Gilgit, Pakistan reaches over 100,000 people but with EU aid it is planned that coverage will grow to 750,000 (Khan, 1995).  Other large NGOs include Sarvodaya and SANASA in Sri Lanka, SEWA and the Working Women's Forum in India (Edwards and Hulme, 1992, 1995b).

Changes in funding mechanisms
During the last fifteen years there have also been significant changes in the way in which NGO activities have been funded.  In the words of Riddell (1995a:1) In the 1950's and 1960's NGOs and official donors tended to pursue different development agendas.  Largely on parallel tracks and usually linked only by the relationship each had to the host government.  Outside support to emergencies, they were usually ignorant of each others activities and often disinterested in their impact, perhaps suspicious of each others motives.  However, since the 1970's the volume of bilateral and multilateral funds channelled to northern and southern NGOs has increased, the variety of channels used to transfer those funds have increased and the relationship between the two groups has become more one of inter-dependence. 

The proportion of official aid budgets channelled through NGOs has increased significantly.  Riddell (1995a:2) has cited OECD data suggesting that member countries' agencies channel more than 5% of government aid through NGOs, but stresses that this figure is a substantial under-estimate.  It leaves out the contributions of major donors such as the USA, it ignores multilateral contributions to NGOs, funding of NGOs to implement official aid projects, bilateral country programme funding to NGOs and emergency aid.  Data from individual donors shows that the share ranges quite widely from between 10% to 30% in the case of Netherlands, Canada, Switzerland, Sweden and Norway to less than 5% in the case of the USA, Japan and Australia (Riddell, 1995a:2).  The tendency within the latter group of countries is towards an increased use of NGOs as channels for aid.  At the 1995 Social Development Summit it was reported by Vice President Gore that the US government intends that in future 40% of all USAID funds will be channelled through NGOs.  In the UK the amount of ODA funds channelled through the main channel, the Joint Funding Scheme, to British NGOs has risen steadily over the years, from 291,000 in 1976/7 to 29 million in 1993/94, a rate much higher than either the overall growth of aid expenditures (Riddell and Bebbington, 1995:12).

The proportion of NGO budgets funded by grants from government sources has increased  dramatically.  Official aid to NGOs has OECD (OECD/DAC 1995) data suggests that bilateral contributions to NGOs in the 1990's have on average been equivalent to 15% to 20% of the value of grants made by NGOs within the OECD.  Recent World Bank (1995b:23) sources estimate that income from official aid sources now accounts for 30% of total NGO income, and that this percentage has grown from only 1.5% in 1970 (Riddell, 1995b:30).  Recent data collected by Riddell (1995a:3) indicates that in Australia, USA, Canada, Italy, Belgium and Sweden, the percentage is now between 34% and 85%.  Edwards and Hulme (1995:2) report that the share of total income received from the UK government by Action Aid rose from 7% in 1986 to 18% in 1992; by Oxfam from 15% in 1984 to 24% in 1993; and by Save the Children Fund from 12% in 1984/5 to 37% in 1992/3".  In Denmark, the four largest NGOs now receive more than 90% of their funding from the government (Randall, 1997).

Associated with the growth in funds available to northern NGOs from government sources has been the emergence of a range of channels whereby bilateral and multilateral aid is disbursed to southern NGOs.  In the case of ODA steps have been taken in the 1990's to fund major NGOs directly from country programme funds (e.g. BRAC and Proshika in Bangladesh).  Special NGO funding bodies have been set up within aided countries both for post emergency and development work (the BPHC in Bangladesh, the NW Somalia NGO programme, and the Direct Funding Initiative in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania).  This is in contrast to the reliance on small High Commission based funds and the JFS in the 1980's.  Other major bilateral agencies such as Canada and the USA have been far more adventurous, experimenting with a wide range of NGO funding channels and mechanisms (Riddell and Bebbington, 1995:53-85). 

Such changes have not been limited to bilateral donors, both the UNDP and UNICEF have given both northern and southern NGOs a much more important role in their programmes from the mid-1980's onwards.  The World Bank, a lending institution, has funded many NGO activities through the US$1.3 billion expenditure of its Social Fund (Riddell, 1995a:1).  The percentage of World Bank projects with NGO participation has grown from 6% in the 1973-88 period to 50% in 1994 (World Bank, 1995b:1).  The EC now has a major NGO funding programme of its own, spending 300 million on non-emergency NGO projects in 1992 alone (Riddell, 1995a:1), with up to US$10 million being granted to single NGO projects (Khan, 1995).

5.4 The Consequences of Growth 
At least two major consequences can be identified.  One is the growing opportunity for donors views to influence the way NGOs experience and report their work.  The other is the increased distance and invisibility of NGO beneficiaries to many people working in NGOs.

Trends in NGO funding, summarised above, involve a major change in some NGOs traditional relationship to the purchasers of their services.  In the high income countries many northern donor and operational NGOs are now faced with official donors who are the equivalent of large institutional investors in the stock market, whereas before they were only dealing with many small shareholders.  The new institutional donors command attention and influence simply by the scale of their investment in comparison to individuals.  As major investors they are able to finance investigations into the NGO sector in the countries and sectors that concern them (Davies, 1992; Campbell, 1994; Campbell and Clarke, 1996; Riddell and Bebbington, 1995; World Bank, 1993b) and evaluations of the projects implemented by NGOs they have funded (Lewis et al. 1994; Lewis and Francis, 1995, Surr, 1995).  Their terminology and representational devices, such as the Logical Framework, are attended to by NGOs they associate with (Wallace et al. 1997). 

In his review of NGO proposals sent to the ODA Joint Funding Scheme since 1987 Thin (1995:2) reports that since 1987 the use of the Logical Framework as a planning tool, and less commonly as an evaluation tool, has increased from virtually nil to well over 50% of proposals. He also comments that A quick perusal of NGO documents reveal a striking uniformity of language used to describe purposes and strategies amongst a wide range of NGOs (Thin, 1995:4).  More specifically, reviews by Price (1995:1-2) and Cleves-Mosse (See Price, 1995:1) of UK NGO "health and population" projects funded by the ODA-JFS have shown a steady increase in the proportion of projects defined as specific or relevant to ODA priorities, from 39% in 1992-94 to 47% in early 1995 to 53% in mid-1995.  During this period, according to Price, the Health and Population Unit of the ODA has been noticeable in its efforts to make direct contact with British NGOs and to spell out its priority areas of concern.

Is it the case that this is a process of convergence of discourse about development than convergence of methods and practical programmes (Riddell, 1995a:5)? For example, the judgements made by Thin, Price and Cleves-Mosse have been made solely on the basis of the language used in the NGO project proposals.  Practice on the ground may be entirely different.  If that is the case, the value of that form of isolation is by no means clear.  Problems caused by NGO practice may be being sustained, or problems generated by donors may be being avoided.  Ideally, what is needed are forms of representation whose widespread adoption is likely to be of value to the intended beneficiaries of NGO projects.

In recipient countries, such as Bangladesh, NGOs receiving foreign funds have already long been dealing with donor organisations rather than individuals.  Amongst the largest NGOs in Bangladesh there is very little evidence of any funding being provided by individual donors, even at the most modest scale (See Chapter Six).  The most significant change at this level has been the increased physical proximity of the organisational donors.  Special funding arms have been set up in-country (BPHC in Bangladesh and The Direct Funding Initiative unit in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania.  In the case of very large NGOs such as BRAC and Proshika in Bangladesh, special liaison offices have been established to facilitate the relationship between those individual NGOs and their own donors.  With the increased availability of in-country funding to both northern and indigenous NGOs Northern NGOs such as Christian Aid which have traditionally not had offices in-country now feel under pressure to establish such offices (Borden, 1996).  A consequence of these developments is increased opportunities for donors to seek information from operational NGOs, and for those demands to make a difference, for good or ill.

There is a second set of important changes in the structure of relations between NGOs and  donors that have arisen from the overall growth in funding.  Although bilateral and multilateral donors have increased their funding of NGOs, and decentralised this process, the increased availability of funding has not been distributed equally across all NGOs.  There is evidence from some countries that while there have been dramatic expansion in the numbers of NGOs, the increased expenditure that has also taken place has been concentrated in a small proportion of NGOs.  In Nepal in 1992 10% of the 630 SSNCC registered NGOs accounted for 90% of the expenditure of the NGO sector (Davies, 1992:20).  In Bangladesh my own analysis of data from an Association of Development Agencies in Bangladesh (ADAB) survey of the registered NGOs showed that 10% of the NGOs accounted for 66% of the expenditure by NGOs (See Chapter Six).

There is evidence that a similar process is taking place amongst northern NGOs.   Riddell has pointed out that some 200 NGOs (less than 10 per cent of the total) account for some three-quarters of the volume of grants to developing countries (Riddell, 1995b:28) and that In Britain, the sector is dominated by a small group of large agencies: out of some 300 development NGOs, twelve account for over 80 per cent of total voluntary income, and seven of these had incomes in excess of 10 million in 1990" (Riddell, 1995b:29).

As would be expected, the NGOs who receive disproportionately large volumes of donor funding are themselves very large.  BRAC, possibly the largest NGO in Asia, now has more than 13,000 full time staff (Abed, 1995).  Examples of other large NGOs, with between 100,000 and 1.5 million beneficiaries were mentioned earlier.  Larger organisations typically have more layers of staff, between field operations and their CEO.  In the case of Proshika in Bangladesh there were four levels of supervisors of field operations, not counting junior field staff (Davies, 1995).  Within the peoples organisations encouraged by Proshika, there were three more levels of representation.  Such large structures obviously makes it more difficult for senior staff, and donors, to access specific information about beneficiaries than would be the case in small organisations.  On the other hand, any beneficiary who wants their views to be noticed will find their views competing with those of many thousands of others.  When an NGO is working with large numbers of people, in different circumstances, and using a range of services there are also major problems of how to aggregate information into summary statements which are of value to the CEO, donors and government (Davies, 1995).  Despite these developments, Thin (1995:14) has pointed out that in the reports ODA receives from British NGOs, Very few NGO reports carry any discussion of internal politics concerning hierarchical relations among staff, communication flows, and participation of various staff in decision making. 

Not only are large hierarchical organisations encouraged by the expanded funding of NGOs, but there are also emerging hierarchies of organisations.  As indicated earlier, significant amounts of government aid money is channelled through northern NGOs.  Some of these (e.g.  Christian Aid, EZE, ICCO) function as donor NGOs to southern NGOs.  Even northern NGOs which have been operational are now also taking on this funding role with smaller southern NGOs (Riddell, 1995b:28; Goyder, 1995:1; Thin, 1995:2).  Amongst the larger southern NGOs there are now some large and middle sized NGOs (BRAC, CARE, CCDB) which are in turn becoming funders of smaller local NGOs (Chapter Six).

One attraction of this change in roles for previously operational NGOs is that costs which were considered overheads associated with the direct delivery of a service can now be carried by the funded NGO and all the funding provided to that NGO treated as a benefit delivered.  The negative consequence is an increasingly lengthy chain of people between the original purchaser and the final intended user of NGO services.  In between are an increasing number of intermediary organisations.  The difficulties of assessing impact on the lives of beneficiaries, and evaluating the performance of the intermediary bodies are magnified accordingly.

One criterion of the value of a solution in the design of computer software is scalability.  A solution that works when applied on a small scale, may or may not work well when applied on a large scale.  Top-down central planning may work in small family businesses, but it becomes less suitable to large conglomerates.  Twentieth century history suggests that this approach has even more problems when used to run national economies (Hobsbawm, 1994).  Many of the original comparative advantages of NGOs seem to be ones associated with smallness (Tendler, 1982; Fowler, 1988; Clark, 1991): being close to and trusted by the poor, participatory in approach, innovative, and having committed staff (Clarke, 1991).  As Clark and other writers (Edwards and Hulme, 1992) have noted a major challenge is whether NGOs can scale up without loosing those advantages.  How NGOs are able to respond to this challenge will define their relevance as a significant middle-way alternative to state and market based forms of service provision.

The analysis developed above has focused in on two problematic consequences of scaling up that has resulted from the growth in funding available to NGOs, worldwide.  One is the strengthening of the influence of some purchasers, albeit with ambiguous effects.  The other is the apparent disempowerment of users.  A practice-oriented theory of organisational learning may help address both problems.  Firstly, by the design of appropriate forms of purchaser influence.  Secondly, by the development of appropriate means by which NGOs can manage and learn from the increasing number and diversity of beneficiaries that they are working with.

5.5 Conclusions
In this chapter NGOs have been defined and differentiated on the basis of their relationships with other parties.  Attention has focused on the nature of the relationships between purchaser, user and provider of NGO services.  Particular learning problems associated with this set of relationships have been identified.  The central problem is the separation of the roles of purchaser and user of services.  Other problems are caused by the nature of the service being provided, and means used to overcome lack of monetary feedback from users. A sub-set of NGOs described as support NGOs have additional difficulties caused by being at one remove from the final impact on the lives of NGO beneficiaries.  Their problems have wider significance, because using the same framework of analysis, NGOs can be seen as mid way between state and market based forms of service provision.

The significance of these problems has been accentuated by the growing size of the NGO sector, nationally and internationally.  Individual NGOs have grown in size and multiple layers of intermediary organisations are emerging. As a result of this growth the distance between purchaser and user of their services has been increased.  At the same time, the most successful NGOs are having to manage relationships with much larger numbers of beneficiaries.  With the growth of bilateral and multilateral funding of NGOs there is some possibility that donors can have more influence in their relationships with NGOs.  But more assertive demands by donors may have negative as well as positive effects.  How these emerging problems of scale and influence are resolved could mean the difference between NGOs being seen as an organisational form that has been over-encouraged and has reached its limits, or as genuinely innovative developments with potentially wider application.  A theory of organisational learning that can be operationalised may help address these limitations.

In the next chapter the focus will move from this chapters relatively abstract discussion of NGOs in general, to an examination of one specific population of NGOs, those found in Bangladesh.  In the process of developing an analysis of organisational learning at the population level this chapter will also provide an introduction to the analysis of organisational learning in individual NGOs, in the subsequent chapters. 

