
CHAPTER NINE

CONCLUSIONS: REPRESENTING AND ASSISTING ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING
9.1 The Aim of the Thesis
The aim of this thesis was to develop a theory of organisational learning which is useful as a means of both representing and assisting organisational learning.  The focus of the thesis is specifically on NGOs, especially those working in low income countries but with funds from higher income countries.  My particular concern is the ways in which NGOs do and do not manage to learn from the rural and urban poor communities they are working with, and how this process can be improved.  

The overall argument that I have put forward is that evolutionary theory is of value as a means of meeting this challenge.  Firstly, it provides a means of representing organisational learning.  It provides a definition of learning that can be operationalised and associated means of differentiating various forms of learning behaviour.  This framework can be applied at multiple levels of analysis: individuals, organisations and populations of organisations.  Secondly, it can provide means of assisting organisational learning.  Participatory methods of analysis arising out of the theory can be used by NGOs, their donors, and outside researchers.  On a wider scale, evolutionary theory provides a link between the problems of organisational learning and a general problematic which is relevant to Development Studies, described as the management of diversity.

9.2 The Foundations of the Theory
The view of organisational learning developed in this thesis is based on well established foundations.  One is evolutionary theory, as it has developed over the last century.  The other is the growing body of literature specifically concerning organisational learning.  The latter has been significantly informed by evolutionary theory.  This body of theory is increasingly inter-disciplinary in its nature, a feature that should be acceptable with a field such as Development Studies.   In addition to enduring and developing as a body of theory, developments in computer technology have enabled the key ideas about the evolutionary process to be embodied, tested and applied to practical tasks.  One of these applications (artificial neural networks) has been used in this thesis as a metaphor for describing structural changes during learning.  Another (genetic algorithms) has been re-designed as a social process: a participatory monitoring system.

The Definition of Learning
The theory of learning developed in this thesis makes use of homology: commonality of function arising from commonality of origin (of individuals, organisations, populations of organisations).  Being able to use the same basic concepts at different levels of analysis provides the theory with some economy.  Homology is not however identity, and differences in process between levels have been recognised (see below).

Learning has been defined very simply, as the selective retention of information.  Information in turn has been defined as a difference that makes a difference (Bateson, 1979).  This definition 

is not dualistic.  It allows us to see evidence of learning in the structures of organisations, as well as within human discourse.

This definition of information is not atomistic.  There was no assumption that processes of variation, selection and retention worked on a basic set of entities similar to genes or memes (Dawkins 1976).  The units of selection were Batesons differences, which are potentially innumerable.  The value of this definition is that it allows for a process of knowledge that involves continuing differentiation, as well as aggregation.  This is consistent with the multi-level analysis of learning developed in this thesis.  Organisations and populations of organisations were growing in size, accumulating knowledge, but sections of organisations and individuals were becoming more specialised in their knowledge.

Learning, in the form of the selective retention of information, takes place through the iteration of variation, selection, and retention of forms.  For this explanation to be of value these processes need to be identifiable in the real world, within human culture and not just the biosphere.  In its simplest form they can be seen in the processes of human communication, where speech (writing, or other human action) is subject to interpretation by an listener, before they reply or communicate to others.  Depending on context and history, one of a number of possible interpretations is likely to prevail.  One example noted was the way individual Project Officers interpreted the budget guidelines sent to them by CCDBs Dhaka Office in 1994.

This process was elaborated by using the distinction between genotype and phenotype forms of information.  Apparently objective features of communication (or organisational structure) can be seen as the equivalent of genotypes (which are relatively stable over time).  The phenotype is their meaning as experienced by different individual observers, influenced by their own history and context.  That experience of meaning (consequences, associations) effects the likelihood of the reproduction of the original genotype.  This structure and meaning distinction was built into the two stage analysis (of structure and interpretation) of Bangladeshi NGOs in Chapter Six.  It was also built into the description / explanation distinction in the contents required within the PMS in Chapter Eight.

The process of variation, selection and retention involves a minimalist definition of successful learning: survival into the present.  In these terms the PMS designed in 1994 has been successful.  As well as being simple, this minimalist definition is also enabling.  Amongst that which survives variations and embellishments can develop.  These in turn can become subject to processes of selection, etc.  This definition provides some open endedness to the processes of evolution and learning.  This enabling dimension was visible in the multiple formal objectives and informal values that CCDB staff saw in the functioning of the PMS.

9.3 The Structure of Learning
1. The evolutionary algorithm
A basic structural feature of learning is the evolutionary algorithm: the iterated process of variation, selection and retention.  This process was applied during two stages in the field work.  The first was in meeting of a group of NGO in 1992 to collectively analyse which of a number of changes noted in the NGO sector the previous year were the most significant of all.  The process of variation-selection-retention was embodied in a social process that reiterated two activities: choice and explanation.  Choice reduced variety by selection.  Explanation of choices then opened up a new range of variants, in the form of meanings given to that which had been selected.  In the 1992 analysis this process could have been taken further, to explore additional  of layers of meaning associated with the significant changes reported by the participating NGOs.

In CCDB the evolutionary algorithm was the basis of a process used to help CCDB summarises information from the contacts field staff made each month with a large number of beneficiaries.  The main achievement here was one of scale, the coverage of the lives of 16,500 people.  Variation existed in the form of many possible reported events.  Amongst the many reports produced by field staff, senior Project Office staff selected one per domain.  When aggregated across projects this re-created diversity.  This diversity was in turn subject to selection by senior staff.  

Other potential applications of the evolutionary algorithm have been identified.  One is the participatory development of past project histories (or future project plans) in the form of evolving branching structures of narrative.  Participants would choose which branch-end to add a next step in the story.  New branches would emerge where an existing branch was added to by more than one participant.  Branches would die out where no new additions were placed there by participants.  Such constructions could capture something of the contentious nature of history and the way in which it is social constructed.

2. Frequency
While it was argued that learning and evolution are homologous in process one major difference noted was frequency of iteration.  Within a single generation cycle of reproduction there can be an enormous amount of behavioural experimentation.  Differences in frequency can also be noted when comparing individual and organisational learning, and learning at the population level.  It was suggested in Chapter Six that learning at the population level was significantly slower than that within organisations, and in turn this was slower than learning within individuals.  One reason is differences in opportunities for interaction.

Within individual organisations routinised interactions (involving some variation-selection-retention) can take place at different frequencies, allowing different speeds of learning.  Within CCDB organisational routines varied in their frequency, from three yearly down to monthly or less.  The appropriateness of the frequency of different routines depends on the analysis of the environment and the responses that are needed.  CCDB felt that close monitoring of credit repayment was essential to its own survival plans.  These were in turn related to its understanding of likely donor responses to CCDBs financial needs.  There was no evident need for frequent monitoring of other CCDB activities such as grant use by samities or training activities, despite the fact that this could have been in the interests of beneficiaries.  With more frequent information CCDB could adjust its responses in these areas to peoples needs with less delay.  It was noted however that in terms of changes in beneficiaries' lives CCDB was under pressure from its Commission, and some donors, to focus on long term changes, taking place over a period of years.  This seemed to be contrary to the interests of beneficiaries.

3. Direction
In Chapter Three the process of learning (at species, individual and organisational level) was described as a process of continuing differentiation of knowledge about the world.  This process has attributes of direction not because of some vitalistic force, but simply because learning has costs and therefore tends to be selective.  Some areas of knowledge are neglected and others are attended to, especially those with consequences for the person or organisation involved.  This directional focus on certain types of atemporal distinctions about the world is in parallel to the selective way in which an organisation focuses in on certain frequencies of events and not others (noted above).

Within CCDBs structures, described in Chapter Six, there was evidence of increasing differentiation at the head office.  However, at the field office level, in the PPRDP at least, there was evidence of an opposite process (loss of unit offices, relative neglect of training activities).  This direction of learning was against the interests of CCDBs beneficiaries, although it was in CCDBs own interests.  An almost complete absence of differentiation between types of people assisted was noted in the analysis of CCDBs Annual Reflection.  The area where knowledge of beneficiaries was most detailed was in terms of their credit repayment behaviour, as noted by CCDBs internal monitoring systems.  Here CCDB differentiated its knowledge down to the level of sub-groups within the samities.  In the case of reports processed by the PMS, CCDB was relatively neglectful of events at the SRF and PRF level, and very much so in the area of training.  In the population level analysis in Chapter Six the direction of learning by NGOs was not explored specifically, however the qualitative information that was obtained suggested a bias towards the largest NGOs as sources of learning.  

As with the use of the evolutionary algorithm, there is potential for further development of methods in this area.  In Chapter Six (Table 6.8) a tree diagram was constructed of the various differences noted between NGOs.  Some areas of NGO activities were differentiated in great detail, others much less so.  This was based on the re-iteration of the same question, starting from a base consisting of many examples of events to be sorted.  The question was What is the most significant difference between all these xs? (NGOs).  This method has since been elaborated and used elsewhere to map the knowledge held about NGOs, by donor NGO staff and the implications for their capacity building interventions  (Davies, 1998b).

4. Depth
Gregory Batesons use of the idea of different logical types of information has influenced almost all theories of organisational learning that involve some conception of different levels of learning.  The introduction of different levels of learning enables organisations (and presumably people) to learn on a larger scale.  In particular, it allows larger scale aggregation to take place without the need to sacrifice recognition of local detail and variation.  In Chapter One a reference was made to the move in the social sciences towards the analysis of modes of representation.  This movement up one level (in terms of abstraction) enables a macro-level perspective without requiring the denial of local variations in practices.  In the design of artificial neural networks (Chapter Three) the introduction of additional layers increased the ability of those devices to learn to discriminate between complex patterns of raw sensory input. 

The idea of levels defined in terms of differences (...differences between differences, etc.) also enabled a relationship based differentiation between people, organisations and populations of organisations.  Organisations can be differentiated on the basis in terms of the relationships between people (such as those discussed in Chapter Five).   Population of organisations (such as those in Chapter Six) can in turn be differentiated in terms of attributes that describe relationships between organisations (size distributions, mortality rates, etc.).

The differentiation of learning by levels has been evident in some areas but not others.  In the analysis of NGOs in Chapter Five mention was made of how some NGOs, finding themselves increasingly in the role of a donor (or mid-donor), are trying to define their particular role in the larger hierarchy of organisations in terms of the unique value they add (e.g. NGO capacity building).  In the team-based analysis of significant changes in the Bangladeshi NGO sector (in Chapter Six) the process had the potential to elaborate a number of levels of meaning in the events that were examined.  In the analysis of CCDBs existing structures and procedures I did not attend to the differences in logical types of information being dealt with by various staff.  This could have been done by examining how people supervised their junior staff, and how those supervised did the same in turn.  In the operations of the PMS there was a possibility of senior staff selecting reports on the basis of criteria use by junior staff, rather than second guessing by superiors.  This did not happen.  When combined with what was already known about the lack of variation in practice between the various CCDB Project Offices (in Chapter Seven) this suggests that the rhetoric of participation had not yet had much impact on pre-existing views of the world based on hierarchy.  The ability to recognise variations in criteria of performance used by junior staff could be a useful signal of more participatory approaches becoming embedded in an organisation like CCDB.  

5. Scale
Becoming large in scale is both a measure of success and problem.  At the level of organisations, becoming large in size is a form of success in the same sense as survival and proliferation.  Larger organisations such as BRAC can absorb shocks in form of loss of funding which would cause the immediate collapse of smaller organisations.  They can respond to wider variety of opportunities than smaller organisations because they can afford multiple specialisations.  In the analysis of the Bangladeshi NGO sector in Chapter Six the largest NGOs were certainly viewed by other NGOs as the most successful organisations.  

The analysis of NGOs in Chapter Five emphasised the more problematic aspects of increased size, both at the organisational level, and in terms of larger structures of organisations.  Growth in size of an NGO threatens to exacerbate the already problematic nature of the relationship between purchasers and users of that NGO's services.  Larger organisations have more diversity to manage.  This is not necessarily a problem if the organisation's future is linked to awareness and responsiveness to that diversity, as can be the case in many firms.  However, in NGOs the arrival of large donors can magnify existing incentives to look away towards donors rather than to beneficiaries.

From the evidence given in Chapter Six, and available elsewhere, there is no doubt that NGOs in Bangladesh have made significant achievements in terms of increased scale of operations over the last twenty years.  CCDBs PPRDP was reaching 45,000 in 1994.  Proshika was working with more than 600,000.  In the case of CCDB, the growth that has occurred has not been associated with growth in responsiveness to diversity within these large numbers.  Savings facilities offered by CCDB and other NGOs in the early 1990's remained user-unfriendly (Rutherford, 1995), so much so that most NGO staff would never think of depositing their own savings in such facilities (CCDB, 1994i).  After identifying major problems with its own credit services in 1995 CCDB responded in a way that met its own self-interest, but without giving any more recognition to the difference in borrowing needs by its beneficiaries.

It was noted above that the introduction of multiple levels of learning within structures enables them to reconcile the need for comprehensive knowledge of the whole, while still recognising and responding to local diversity.  One possible stimulus to improved learning is a population level consequence of increased scale of NGO operations.  In the analysis of CCDB in Chapters Seven and Eight it was noted that CCDB is increasingly feeling the effects of competition from other NGOs working in its own traditional working areas.  This increased density of NGOs is enabling some beneficiaries and their families to seek and make use of membership in multiple NGOs.  In effect they are becoming the base members of a heterarchy of NGOs.  The problems of lack of sensitivity to local differences, associated with increased scale, may be being resolved through this population level effect.  In these circumstances, the ability to receive a clear message of need from the field level will be a source of comparative advantage for an NGO.  CCDB was clearly still struggling with how to listen effectively in this way.  During the evaluation of the PMS, staff commented about the types of message which were not passed up to Dhaka Office.  These included some of the problems with members joining other NGOs.  Other related problems may have been successfully signalled upwards within CCDB, by being clothed as resolved.

6. Hierarchy, heterarchy and openness
In this thesis the contrast often made between teams and hierarchies has been bridged with the concept of heterarchy.  This allows a continuum of structure varying from one extreme to the other in terms of degree of connectedness and stability (hierarchies being more stable and less inter-connected than teams).  This continuum corresponded to one of openness to new learning.  In human organisations (and artificial neural networks, and in species) the process of learning specific tasks or resolving particular problems involves a move from a generic (open) to a specific (specialised) form of structure. 

Within CCDB there were many and varied organisational routines that allowed for different degrees of openness in different locations.  These were reviewed in the second part of Chapter Seven.  The PMS described in Chapter Eight provided CCDB with a form of openness to the lives of beneficiaries not previously available on such a scale or degree of formality.  In the analysis of events at the population level, there was evidence of the emergence of various forms of heterarchy.  These included networks of special interests and the provision of training by one NGO to another.  Overall, it was argued that the level of openness seen at the population level was greater than that seen within individual organisations such as CCDB.  This is understandable since there is no agreed mechanism of imposing authority over the whole sector, as there is within individual organisation.  Relations between organisations can be more fluid.  However, the greater degree of openness may also reflect the fact that, as noted above, the speed of learning is slower at this level as well.

In the analysis of NGOs in Chapter Five, their role as a form of service delivery was posed as a hybrid or intermediary form between two idealised extremes of centralised (state) provision and decentralised (market) delivery.  In this broad sense, as a whole sector, NGOs embody a middling degree of openness of structure.  The question posed at the end of that chapter was whether the NGO mode had wider relevance, or whether it would reach its limits via growth in scale.  The answer to this question may lie in the way NGOs respond to messages from their field staff about beneficiary reactions to their services, when compared to those provided by neighbouring NGOs.  As noted above, density effects associated with increased scale of NGO activities may provide an environmental stimulus to more careful learning from the field, and thus help overcome the apparent problems of scale.  However, the impact of density effects on NGOs will be mediated by the type of internal monitoring systems used by the NGO, the nature of the information demands by other outside interests (such as donor and government bodies) and these in turn by their theory of the business.  The implications for responses in these areas will be returned to below. 

In the analysis of organisational learning literature it was argued that the work of Senge and Argyris over-emphasised the need for openness to new learning and neglected the maintenance and use of old knowledge.  It should be noted that the PMS worked because the process of iterated variation-selection-retention took place within the framework of an existing specialised organisational structure that geographically differentiated CCDBs work.  The domains of change, fuzzy as they were, also embodied specialised past knowledge.  The same process of summary-by-selection can also take place within branching category structures developed by individuals such as that created in Chapter Six (Table 6.8).  Such branching structures (including organograms) enable the aggregation of experience by a progression of steps, from very locally  relevant criteria to increasingly more generic criteria.  As noted above, it is the existence of multiple levels within these structures that makes this possible.  

9.4 The Context of Learning
The local nature of learning has been emphasised by March, and explained in terms of costs and uncertainty.  The local nature of learning was evident in practice when the interpretations of NGO respondents to the 1992 NGO survey were examined.  It was also evident in the analysis of CCDB in Chapter Six, especially in events such as the annual budget planning process, and attempts to develop new monitoring systems to meet the needs of the CCDB Commission.  In the case of large organisations, recognition of the local nature of learning reinforces the relevance of appropriate stimulation from the wider environment, such as donors, in order to prevent organisational myopia.  

The ambivalence of learning, identified by March, also arises from its local nature.  Rather than getting bogged down in post-modern awareness of the absence of over-arching values researchers can take a dual perspective.  On the one hand one can attempt to develop a systemic view of processes.  One the other hand, this process should be examined purposively, with a view of how it effects specific interests, openly identified as being of special concern.  

The ecologically situated nature of learning has been emphasised throughout the thesis.  The capacity for learning is dependent, in the first instance, on enough unpredictability in an environment to warrant the costs of learning.  In Chapter Six, it was argued that the balance of generalist versus specialist capacities in NGOs was related to the degree of unpredictability in donor-NGO relationships.  A relationship was also evident in the use of different types of meetings within CCDB to address different types of problems (varying in their newness and predictability).  Mention was also made of the effects of co-evolution in requiring quicker means of adaptation.  Competition between NGOs for beneficiaries to belong to their savings and credit programs may be generating such co-evolutionary pressures.  

Rather than use the well established idea of learning simply as a cyclic process, taking place in simple feedback loops, the underlying structural metaphor in this thesis has been that of a web or network.  Actors are faced with multiple constraints and opportunities in the links they have with all other actors.  Bangladeshi NGOs manage relationships with multiple donors, in addition to government authorities and beneficiaries.  Within CCDB changes in staffing not only need to have some internal fit, they must also take into account likely external reactions.  The PMS may have survived because it was able to meet more than one set of needs.  Arising within these webs of connections are more stable and specialised structures, which have had the sustained capacity to reconcile the most important interests, over a period of time.

The ecology of learning includes myself as an observer and others developing theories of organisational learning.  Our locations condition the nature of the theories developed, and thus some reflexivity is required.  The influence of location on the new-learning focused analyses of Senge and Argyris was noted in Chapter Four.  Conversely, Marchs ambivalence may arise from being out of a market for specific solutions.  Marsden and Oakleys continuing lack of resolution may relate to the diversity of NGOs that have taken part of the workshop series that has been the basis for their books.  More than others, Huber was able to recognise the limits to the theorising he was a party to, and began to seek a solution by examining the way organisational learning theorists themselves learn.  My own learning process has not been mentioned, except briefly in the introduction.  A major but recent influence has been the thesis production process itself, which has not allowed anything but a very linear structure to emerge (with no branching footnotes).  This has taken place, perhaps appropriately, after extensive experimentation with methods and ideas over the previous years.  A surprising slow process, given that it happened at the individual level.  It suggests, along with arguments given above about the speed of organisational and population level learning, that the full understanding of learning within individual organisations may well require more than a year or twos exposure through field work.  

9.5 The Management of Diversity 
In Chapter Two the management of diversity was introduced as a problematic that was relevant to Development Studies generally, as well as specifically to the study of organisational learning.  The phrase contains both descriptive and normative meanings: how diversity is and should be managed?  It also contains a coping and enabling dimension.  People, and institutions, may cope or fail to cope with diversity.  In the process they may enable or constrain diversity generated by other actors.

Darwins theory of evolution focused on the origins of diversity.  His achievement was to explain this diversity in non-teleological terms.  He did this by constructing a theory of change, of how organisms adapt over time in response to diversity and change in their environment.  This behaviour in turn effects the level of diversity in that environment.  The nature of the feedback loops between individual behaviour and collective properties are recognised as very complex, and have been described as emergent (if only for want of better understanding).  The open ended and problematic nature of the process parallels that summarised above by the phrase management of diversity.

In Bangladesh, and elsewhere, NGOs must learn to survive in an environment that has its own complexity.  Ideally, in the process of doing so they may be able to recognise the different needs of their beneficiaries and thus enable them to survive and prosper.  Or they may survive without enabling their beneficiaries in any significant way.  The problem with NGOs as an organisational form is the possibility of their needs to survive not being aligned with those of beneficiaries, because a third party (donors) is purchasing their services.  The potential solution is to align NGO survival needs with those of their beneficiaries.  This can be done by designing appropriate forms of information demand that could be expressed by donors, and which are in beneficiaries interests.  

The risks of expecting specific outcomes in the lives of beneficiaries has been noted in the analysis of the results of the PMS, in Chapter Eight, and earlier.  The alternative is for donors to be seeking information about an NGOs capacity to learn from its beneficiaries.  This can be done using the five attributes of learning, which have been noted above.  NGO adaptations to this measure of performance (e.g. quicker learning from beneficiaries, more differentiation of beneficiaries) should be in beneficiaries interests.  

What a donor would be seeking is a different logical type of information than is conventionally sought.  Instead of seeking information about what is happening to beneficiaries, a donor would seek information about an NGOs capacity to know what is happening.  By doing so, donors would be following the same strategy for managing diversity as discussed above.  Relationships with a diversity of NGOs would be managed on a large scale by introducing a new level of analysis.  The criteria used at that level would allow local variations in the actual responses by individual NGOs (e.g. the specific services provided).

If donors took this step then the representation of the process of organisational learning, developed in this thesis, would become a form of assistance as well.  Such a move by donors could compliment the adoption by NGOs of monitoring systems, such as CCDBs PMS, which allows them each to manage a diversity of qualitative information about their own beneficiaries, on a large scale. 
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