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ABSTRACT

This study was conducted to assess the Christian Service Committee (CSC) in light of the

learning organization model with a view to transform its operations to ensure survival.

A modified learning questionnaire was used as a tool to gather data on the CSC staff
perceptions, attitudes and opinions. From the data, the extent to which the CSC has
embraced the learning organization characteristics has been generated. The CSC was
found to be weak in five of the eight characteristics of the Learning Organization. These
were: creating the supportive culture; developing the communication systems; developing
the organizational memory; integrating learning into strategy and policy; and applying the
learning. The three characteristics in which the CSC is rated strong were; accessing

external learning; gathering internal experience and drawing conclusions.

Based on the results of the study the researcher recommended that in order for the CSC to
adopt the characteristics of a learning organization, it has to; create the organization
culture which legitimizes the process of learning, have leaders who legitimize learning,
involve most people in policy making, ensure that the organization minimizes its
vulnerability to the loss of knowledge through the loss of individuals, ensure systems and
procedures are in place to encourage information sharing between departments, develop
policy for the CSC communication systems, and installation of a computer room.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

1.1.1 Non Governmental Organizations in Malawi

A Non Governmental Organization (NGO) is described as any non-profit, voluntary
citizens’ group, which is organized on local, national or international level. It is task
oriented and driven by people with a common interest. Non Governmental Organizations
perform a variety of services and humanitarian functions, bring citizens’ concerns to
Governments, monitor policies and encourage political participation at the community
level. They provide analysis and expertise, serve as an early warning mechanisms and help
monitor and implement international agreements. Some are organized around specific
issues, such as human rights, environment or health (UNDP, 2001). Non Governmental
Organizations depend on donor funding. In recent years, there has been a dramatic
increase in the numbers of NGOs, with no significant increase in funding to the NGO
sector (Lawson, 2000). In Malawi the multiparty democracy has widely been recognized
as a watershed in the evolution of the NGO sector, which was very difficult to establish
during the one party era. As a result, there has been a rapid expansion in the numbers of
NGOs following the dawn of multiparty democracy in 1993. This has resulted in most
NGOs surviving on only one donor adding the general feeling of insecurity, as this means
that the sustainability of the organization depends on that one donor.

As a result, donors take advantage of the insecurity in funding, by imposing their
preferences on NGOs. Non Governmental Organizations that focus on money rather than
their mission change their programmes to suit their donor preferences. This can happen
even when they have good reputation and successful track record. This leads to NGOs
moving further away from the original mission making it very difficult to respond to the

needs articulated by their constituency.



1.2 Organizational Description of Christian Service Committee (CSC)

1.2.1 Background of the CSC

The CSC is a membership organization comprised of 29 churches in Malawi. It is
ecumenical in nature, i.e. it is composed of Catholic churches as well as the Protestants
churches. It was initiated in 1968 as a development arm of the member churches. It has
therefore been in existence for about 38 years.

The top most body of the CSC is the General Assembly, which meets annually. The
Assembly comprises of the two mother bodies of the CSC —the Malawi Council of
Churches (MCC) and the Episcopal Conference of Malawi (ECM). Below the two main
bodies, are twelve Board of Directors representing MCC and ECM. Below the Board is
the Executive Director supported by subordinates namely; Director of Technical Services
and the Director of Finance and Administration. Below these Directors are Heads of
various Departments. Appendix 1 at the end gives the organogram of the CSC.

1.2.2 Programmes and Projects for the CSC

The CSC has done a lot in the area of development as evidenced by the number of projects
and programmes undertaken over the years, although initially it was mainly involved in
relief work. In the late 1980s the member churches decided to set up a separate entity
Churches Action for Relief and Development (CARD) to handle relief activities because
they were perceived to be large and specialized operations and therefore difficult to be
handled effectively by one organization. The CSC’s mandate was therefore to focus purely
on development with Agriculture and Food security, Water and sanitation, and Advocacy

programmes, as main program areas.

1.2.3 Fund Raising in the Christian Service Committee

The sources of funds for the CSC are the following;
(a) External donors (Europe and USA) - for projects and programmes
(b) Locally generated - rents from properties, membership fees from member churches

and drilling contract boreholes.



The CSC does the fund - raising by:

(a) Applying to foreign donors: once a need has been identified, the respective
department writes a project proposal to be ’sold’ to the donor partners. The
proposal goes through the normal internal formalities of discussions and approvals.
It is then submitted to donors for consideration. It should be mentioned that since
the CSC has been dealing with donors within the donor’s respective priority area,
almost invariably the project gets approved and funded,

(b) Applying to local donors: The above procedure is also followed but the response
has been not very encouraging,

(c) Rentals from own properties: The CSC has got 18 properties mainly in Blantyre,
which are being rented out. A substantial amount of rentals is collected from these
properties. In addition, the CSC owns a three storey office block in Blantyre which
also generate a substantial amount of money and boosts the CSC’s finances,

(d) Incomes from borehole drilling rig: where the rig is engaged in contractual
projects and enhances the CSC’s local income generation capacity,

(e) Membership fees: The CSC being a membership organization, members
subscribe to it a fee, though this is relatively a small amount, and

(f) CSC Design and Building Company: In addition to the above, the CSC
incorporated a company in 1997 called Design and Building company. This was
previously a department within CSC, which used to handle all donor funded
building projects of the CSC. Management recommended that due to economic
reasons, there was need to have the department registered as a separate legal entity.
This is a subsidiary of the CSC solely for fundraising.

On the whole, the CSC deals mainly with donors whom they have had long standing
relationships with, -called the traditional donors. The CSC cultivated and developed
relationships with donors mainly in Europe who have been supporting it in all its
programmes. Some donors have remained loyal to the CSC over a very long period, others
have been erratic and others have altogether dropped the CSC. The CSC has not shifted
very much from what it set out to do in the past 20 years.



1.2.4 Efforts of the CSC at Being a Learning Organization

As a learning organization, the CSC believes in networking with others and thereby draws
lessons and strength from experiences from other organizations. As of now, the CSC
interacts with Churches Development Coordination Committee (CDCC), Malawi
Economic Justice Network (MEJN), Dan church Aid partners, Alliance Members in Food
Security (AMFS) and Civil Society on Land Policy. Thus, the CSC has been quite good on

accessing external learning.

In addition, in the CSC, the development of strategy is deliberately organized as a learning
process. There is a deliberate feed back loop incorporated to enable continuous
improvement in the light of experience. Over the years, the CSC constantly built its

capacity and done innovation based on what it has learnt.

However, the CSC tends to be very ‘action oriented’. It is usually difficult to provide
resources and facilities for individual development to all staff members of the organization
because funds are designated for project activities. In addition, departments do not work as
a team because departments are created along programme lines and therefore funding,. As
such, even if people learn regularly from their work at all levels of organization, there are
no systems to feed such learning to other parts of the organization. On the other hand, the
CSC does not have systematic procedures for the regular monitoring, review and
evaluation of all its project, programs and advocacy activities. Such lack of monitoring,
evaluation and feedback has a negative impact on the CSC as the CSC is not able to
identify what has been learned from the work and what lessons could be applied in the

future.

On reporting to donors, there is definite need for improvement. The study done by
Kamanga, Nankhuni, Nkhandwe, & Katundu (1995), made a number of observations on
reportage. The observation was that there seems to be no standard format for reporting. It
seems each donor has his own format. Secondly, reports are generally deficient in analysis
of project achievement or shortfalls i.e. there are no variance analyses between planned
and actual outputs or activities and their causes. In most cases the reports are descriptive.
Thirdly, narrative reports are detached from financial reports so that it is difficult to relate

project achievements to the budget or actual expenditure. There is need to synchronize the



two reports. Finally, it seems there is no definite time frame for submitting reports to
donors. This is reflected in the absence of reports on a number of projects. Thus there is
need for a Monitoring and Evaluation Unit for improving information management and
reporting in the CSC set up. The numerous projects being undertaken need to be properly

monitored and reported on.

Furthermore, there are very poor communication systems in CSC. It is not easy to access
information on the lessons learnt from other parts of the organization because departments
are fragmented. The Chief Executive of the CSC likes calling them, ‘small CSC’s within
the CSC’, because of its fragmented nature of operations. Staff have no access to e-mail,
thus it is not even possible to share information using electronic media such as the Internet
and bulletin boards. The only way information is shared is through an in house newsletter
from the office of the Executive director called ‘Tiyeni Titchere Khutu’(meaning let us be
alert) and the ‘Information spot’, which comes out every three months and week
respectively. Because of its structure and its presence throughout the nation the CSC can
be assisted if it sets up a simple but very comprehensive site on the World Wide Web.

In addition, in the CSC there are no regular monitoring, evaluation and field visits reports
done. If done, it is usually from donor’s influence, thus takes the donor’s perspective.
Consequently, those done for the donors are not routinely analyzed to identify what has
been learned from work and what lessons could be applied in the future. This kind of
evaluation requires ready access to the necessary information and openness about

discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the organization’s practice.

The CSC is very vulnerable to losing its experience when individuals leave. For example,
staff that leave the organization are not required to go through a systematically recorded
de-briefing to ensure that the organization retains their knowledge. Again, the CSC does
not have a systematic database of its projects and program work, which can enable its staff
and outsiders to identify its expertise. The organization has not yet developed systematic
ways of ensuring that knowledge and understanding is made widely accessible to

colleagues both in their own organization and beyond.

In conclusion, therefore, CSC has made some efforts towards becoming a learning

organization. There are efforts like accessing external learning through networking, being



able to integrate learning into strategy and policy and being able to gather internal
experience. However, there are still pockets of problematic areas that need to be
addressed. It is hoped that this research will come up with recommendations on how the
CSC can deal with the problems of creating a supportive culture, communication systems,
developing an organizational memory, applying the learning, and drawing conclusions,
which together with the three above are the eight key functions of a learning
organizations. Unfortunately, for an organization to change to a learning organization, the
organization needs to embrace all the factors. Therefore, with some factors showing

serious impediments to learning, CSC is not a learning organization.

1.3 Research Problem

There is recognition that the donor world is responding fast to the global social-economic
and political change. On the other hand, the assimilation and change process could be slow
for organizations in the developing world due to a number of factors including (a)
educational levels, (b) poor infrastructure and (c) attitudes towards work and work ethics.
These factors, if not properly addressed would result in inefficiency and ineffectiveness.
The CSC has within limitations of its environment made positive attempts to respond to
the changes, though not fully, as discussed above.

The dynamics on the development landscape over the past years have exposed the CSC to
a lot of challenges. According to Mhango (1998) the following are perceived to be the
challenges that the CSC must deal with:

(a) The economics of Europe: - For example: the movement towards a common
currency in Europe has greatly affected the CSC. One of the CSC’s major German
donor partners draws funds from the German government overseas development
funds budget. The German government is being forced to conform to certain
requirements for it to qualify for the common currency move. One measure it has
taken as a result of such pressures has been to cut back on the aforementioned fund
which has in turn affected the CSC’s donors’ funds available,

(b) The opening up of Eastern Europe and Russia has put pressure on the funds
available on the part of the donor partners. They now have to share the funds
between their partners in the South and new partners in the East. Sometimes there
is an apparent legitimate argument that the south has relatively benefited a lot over



the years and a chance should now be given to others. This has led to dwindling of
funds due to competition abroad.

(¢) The mushrooming of other NGOs in the country: This is also a challenge to the
CSC. Previously the CSC used to build the capacity of the churches it works with
in anticipation that one day these churches should build up their own development
desks. Over the years these churches have developed their NGOs, which are called
development desks. These NGOs have brought some more challenges to the CSC,
because firstly, they fundraise from the same church based donors where the CSC
fundraise, hence rise in competition. Secondly, they are doing the same projects
the CSC is supposed to be doing; hence the CSC’s reason for existence is
becoming redundant. Thus, most of these NGOs are in all intent and purpose direct
competitors of the CSC in their activities.

These challenges can only be overcome if the CSC embraces a ‘cultural change’
(Human Resource Development Council, 2005). This is the sort of culture that
encourages the risk taking behavior and functional and constructive conflicts. The
study is aimed at investigating whether the CSC has qualities of a learning
organization to enable her gain advantage over others in this competing
environment. The study is theoretically based on the notion that for the CSC to

survive, it has to embrace characteristics of a learning organization.

According to the reports on the evaluation of the CSC programs by DanChurchAid (2000)
and the strategic plan on the recommended programme directions of the CSC, it is
apparent that there is need for the CSC in the face of competition to be very efficient and
accountable. The present structure of the CSC cannot effectively implement the change.
To be able to facilitate, the CSC would need to have a flexible organization structure
capable of sensing a changing environment and quickly rearranging its inputs and
production system to provide the enabling services needed in the changed environment
(which are characteristics of a learning organization). The CSC must start to employ the
‘business concept’ in running activities if they are to survive. The use of these
organizational concepts from the corporate world would be encouraged in order to
increase its effectiveness, efficiency and impact. The emerging use of the concept of the

learning organization is part of this trend, which has roots in private sector organizations.



The reality for the CSC is that the economic and political environment in which it operates
is increasingly unpredictable. The changing funding context demands that the CSC need to
have the capacity to adapt and change (a learning organization) so as to develop flexibility
to sudden changes in funding. The CSC consciously needs to analyze the changing context
in which it operates and seek to adapt to the changes and continually learn from

experience.

1.4 Research Objectives

This research has been designed to address the following main objective that will provide

the focus of the study:

1. To find out the extent to which the CSC is capable of developing a
continuous capacity to change and adapt to changing environment in which

it is operating in order to survive the current funding problem.

The study will also address the following specific objectives:

1. To assess the extent to which the CSC has embraced the eight key
characteristics of a learning organization model,

2. To find out the factors that staff perceive of the CSC as strong in light of
the characteristics of a learning organization,

3. To find out the factors that staff perceive as weak in light of the
characteristics of a learning organization,

4. To find out reasons for rating the CSC as weak or strong in some

characteristics of the learning organization.



1.5 Research Questions

The study will attempt to answer the following specific questions that are designed to
serve as a basis for the focus of the study:

1. To what extent has the CSC embraced the eight key characteristics of a
learning organization model?

2. What are the factors that staff perceive of the CSC as weak or strong in light of
the characteristics of a learning organization?

3. What are the reasons for the CSC to score high or low in the characteristics of a

learning organization?

1.6 Significance of the Study

The purpose of this research is to assess the Christian Service Committee as an
organization in light of how it has developed the continous capacity to adapt to emerging
demands and change. This information could be used to encourage the exchange of ideas
about how the CSC can rise to the challenge of adapting and continually improving its
performance. This will enhance the CSC’s position to remain relevant as an organization
of social change into the 21% century. One such improvement would be in research and
development and documentation of its activities which, most of the local NGOs lack.
Being the longest serving development agency, the CSC is in a good position to develop a
niche in knowledge sharing with other partners. This may be of interest to most donors
and therefore would reduce unnecessary competition for funding and be able to survive.

The CSC has over the years learnt a number of lessons from its fund-raising experiences

such as:

(@ Donor funding is not infinite i.e. donor partners have also got their own budget
constraints within their economies and can therefore only spare what they can. In
response, the CSC placed all staff on term specified employment contract beginning
September 2005 instead of permanent employment

(b) There is no independence in decision-making due to the above reason under (a).
Sometimes certain decisions by management can be influenced by donors as opposed

to being ‘home grown’.



(c) Over dependency on donor funding is not a very healthy situation for the survival of
the CSC. The CSC has therefore been streamlined to align it to new funding realities.

(d) Donor priorities are not always in line with NGOs’ priorities, therefore there is a
tendency of developing programmes or projects that are donor driven and not needs

driven.

Thus, this study is important for three reasons. Firstly, the CSC will be able to identify
some of its strengths. These strengths can then be exploited for its advantage in the highly
competitive environment it is working in. Secondly, the CSC will also be able to identify
the functions that require most attention, i.e. what needs to be done to strengthen the
organization’s capacity in those areas and then on that basis, the study will recommend
strategies to improve, which may contribute to its success and survival. Finally, the study
will also identify the main barriers to strengthening the learning capacity of the
organization, so that strategies would be established to overcome barriers, which the CSC

may experience if it wishes to continuously adapt and change.

By becoming a learning organization, the CSC will achieve an improved cohesion
between departments. There will be unity of purpose across different parts of the
organization, which is encouraged in a learning organization. By embracing the learning
culture, the organization will achieve increased adaptability, hence the CSC will be better
placed to take advantage of opportunities and deal with challenges and more unpredictable
events. Consequently, there will be an increased impact on the ground. There will also be
increased effectiveness and efficiency because the CSC will make better use of its

resources.

By identifying on weaknesses and working on them, there will be an increased ability to
initiate change in the CSC. This is the learning itself, which provides the organization with
the confidence and information necessary to take initiatives and risks. There will also be
greater opportunities available to the CSC if it is creative. This is because learning
encourages creativity and teamwork. Grass roots knowledge will also be legitimized. This
is because learning is valued no matter where it takes place. Consequently, there will be
increase in staff motivation because staff will feel valued and influential. Thereby, the
CSC will be able to retain staff and their knowledge because there will be better systems

for rewarding the contribution the staff make to the development of the CSC.
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1.7 Content Overview

This chapter has introduced the dissertation. It provides a brief background to the
development of NGOs in Malawi and the organizational description of the Christian
Service Committee. It also highlights the purpose and the significance of the study. The
research questions that guided the whole study and the research objectives are also

outlined. The rest of the study is organized and presented as outlined below.

Chapter 2 is an extensive review of the literature on learning organization, commencing
from defining the term ‘learning organization’, its characteristics and developed the
learning organization model taking into account of the previous literature and discussed
other associated models. The reasons NGOs have taken up the idea of becoming a learning

organization; its challenges and how it can sustain that environment are also discussed.

Chapter 3 presents the methodology used in this study. The design and limitations of the
study are presented. Methods of sampling, data collection, tools for analysis, interpretation

of the data and presentation are also described.

Chapter 4 presents a discussion of the survey findings. The eight function scores of a
learning organization established by the study are analyzed. Flaws in the organization’s
ability to becoming a learning organization are discussed to provide basis for

recommending appropriate strategies.

Chapter 5 concludes with the implications of the findings for successful operation of the
CSC and puts forward recommendations to help meet the challenge of becoming a

learning organization and hence be able to attract donor funding for survival.

1.8 Chapter Summary

This introductory chapter has given a brief background to the development of NGOs in
Malawi since 1993. It has also presented the present performance situation in the CSC.
The efforts that are taken by the CSC to become a learning organization are also
presented. Also presented are the objectives that the study sought to achieve, the research

questions to be investigated, and the purpose and significance of the study.
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The next chapter will discuss the meaning and characteristics of a learning organization.
The chapter also reviews the key characteristics of a learning organization that are agreed
upon by several writers on the concept and the eight functional model of the learning

organization will also be presented.
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CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

Regardless of its dynamic nature, change is a constant feature in human activities.
Consequently, organizations are usually challenged to find ways and means of adapting to
the inevitable impact of the forces of change. Since the last century, society has been
under a constant state of flux due to the forces of globalization and the information and
communication technology. Leading organizations in the developed parts of the world,
have adopted numerous ways of coping with these forces. The learning organization
concept is one of such ways, which according to Skyrme (2003:1), ‘is seen as a response

to an increasingly unpredictable and dynamic environment’.

Today’s wisdom is that future organizational survival will depend on an ability to learn
and apply new learning to alter behavior, which is a characteristic of a learning
organization. This argument has been picked up by managers and is being applied when
dealing with growing instability and complexity and increased competition. Indeed, the
learning organization concept has spawned a number of books within the corporate sector.
It has created an interest from managers and organization theorists looking for ways to
successfully respond to a world of interdependence and change. The ideas underpinning
this concept have a generic appeal and as a result it is the subject of increasing interest
even in the NGO sector and the ‘not for profit’ world more widely. In fact Korten and
Klauss (1984) believe that becoming a learning organization is not simply an option for
NGOs, but a necessary and integral part for sustainable development. This chapter will
survey important studies related to the concept of the learning organization and how the
use of this model is an important factor in the efficient and effective operation of Non

Governmental Organizations.
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2.2 Theoretical Foundation of a Learning Organization

2.2.1 Defining a Learning Organization

The idea of the learning organization has been very influential in shaping policy and
practice in both the corporate and the NGO worlds. There are many diverse definitions of
learning organizations. Garvin’s (1993:78) definition of the learning organization as an
organization which is ‘skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge, and at
modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and insights’ emphasizes the importance
of internal processes. Pedler, Burgoyne, and Boydell (1991: 1) emphasize the importance
of learning for change in their definition of the learning organization as ‘an organization
which facilitates the learning of all its members and continually transforms itself’. Senge
(1990:3) in his ground breaking book ‘The Fifth Discipline’ describes learning
organizations as ‘organizations where people continually expand their capacity to create
the results they desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where
collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continually learning to see the whole

together’.

The definition by Senge (1990) emphasizes the team or collective spirit of a learning
organization. As such each definition has something valuable to contribute to our
understanding but clearly there is no single all-embracing definition of precisely what is

meant by the learning organization.

However, the learning organization is concerned with the implementation, and the
characteristics of organizations which are able to effectively share and use knowledge to
achieve organizational goals, (Easterby Smith, 1997). They are those organizations with
an integrated philosophy for anticipating, reacting and responding to change, complexity
and uncertainty, (Maholtra, 1996).

One important thing to note in the definitions of a learning organization is that they
highlight characteristics such as adaptability, responsiveness, vision and transformations.
What underpins most of these definitions is the desire to create an organizational
environment characterized by change, adaptability, a holistic approach, vision and

renewal. From a review of the concept and meaning of the learning organization, it can be
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concluded that; a starting point in creating a learning organization is when an enterprise
recognizes the need for change, focusing on issues to do with leadership, power, the
devolution of initiative and personal development, linked to the needs of the organization
and wider community. Thus, to summarize it all, Robbins (2001: 573), defines a learning
organization as ‘an organization that has developed the continuous capacity to adapt and
change’. This is the definition adopted in this study. It is broader and encompassing than

these other definitions.

Based on all, learning organizations are able to empower their workers, integrate quality
initiatives with quality of work life, generate productive capital, encourage collaboration
and share the gains, and create continuous learning opportunities. Smilie and Hailey
(2001) have highlighted some strategic areas of importance that make connections
between learning organization and successful NGOs. This was based on studies done on
NGOs in Asia. They argue that learning organizations are able to perform more
successfully in turbulent environment and can introduce the structural changes that are

necessary to cope with new conditions.

2.2.2 Characteristics of a Learning Organization

According to Robbins (2001:573), all organizations learn whether they consciously choose
to or not — ‘it is a fundamental requirement for their sustained existence’. It is easy to
understand how the individuals in an organization can learn. Argyris and Schon (1986),
suggested that an organization may be said to learn when it acquires information
(knowledge, understanding, know how, techniques or practice) of any kind and by
whatever means. In this sense, all organizations learn, for good or for ill, whenever they
add to their store of information, and there is no strictness on how the addition may occur.
This suggests that learning is likely to occur continuously in any organization but may not

have a specific focus or even lead to desired outcomes.

However, a learning organization is where (a) people in that organization are able to put
aside their old ways of thinking, (b) learn to be open with each other, (c) understand how
their organization really works, (d) form a plan or a vision that every one can agree upon,
and then finally (e) work together to achieve that vision (Robbins, 2001). Cummings and

Worley (1997), suggest that most of the literature on the learning organization is
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prescriptive but they identify five interrelated categories that characterize specific features
of the learning organization. These are (a) structure, (b) information systems, (c) human
resource practices, (d) organization culture and (e) leadership. In summary, what this
means is that for managers who want to develop learning organization capability for their
organizations they have to note that learning organizations are (a) adaptive to their
external environment, (b) continually enhancing their capability to change/ adapt, (c)
developing collective as well as individual learning and, (d) using the results of learning to
achieve better results (Skyrme, 2003).

According to Robbins (2001), a learning organization seeks a ‘boundarylessness’
organization through the breaking down of barriers created by hierarchical levels and
fragmented department. It supports the importance of disagreements, constructive
criticism and other forms of functional conflicts. It is characterized by a specific culture of
risk taking, openness and growth. According to Page 5, paragraph 2 of the introduction
chapter, the CSC has fragmented departments. This study will help the CSC discover how

to improve on this

There is also a strong element of ‘self-improvement’ found in the literature, whereby
individuals in a learning organization are not only in an ongoing quest for work —related
knowledge, but also for self knowledge. One aspect of this is the need to understand their
own ‘mental models’ —deeply ingrained assumptions about how the world works, what
motivates people, cause —and —effect relationships- and to be open to challenges regarding

these assumptions.

Another aspect of a learning organization is that, in the same way that, organizations are
more than simple collections of individuals, there is more to a learning organization than
simply a collection of individuals, each of who is learning independently. Some
organizations may appear to know less than their individual members. Similarly,
organizations can continue to work effectively (at least for a while) on the basis of well
established procedures based on what has been learned in the past even when they lose

their brightest people.

This later case means that there are some organizations that are able to build on the

experience of its members and incorporate that experience into its ways of operating in
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such a way that it can temporarily withstand the loss of key individuals. The organization,
here, is acting as if it has a memory, which contains the accumulated wisdom of all its
previous members. Of course, this is not literally true, but it is a useful metaphor. The
individual knowledge can be ably ‘downloaded’ into information systems so that everyone
can be able to access each person’s experience. It is not yet known whether the CSC
makes use and incorporates each person’s experience in the operations. Hence, one of the

aims of this study is to investigate this.

A review of literature by Easterby-Smith (1997) notes that the learning organization,
mostly closely associated with the writing of Senge (1990), is pragmatic, normative and

inspirational.

The literature is pragmatic in that it focuses on how organizations successfully acquire,
share and use knowledge to achieve organizational goals. There is a strong emphasis for
creating knowledge for action, not knowledge for its own sake (Argyris, 1993). Further, it
recognizes that organizations are a part of complex social systems, systems over which it
is unlikely they can exert control. Rather than trying to isolate or protect an organization
from its environment, an organization ought to be closely attuned to it, embrace the
opportunities that changing circumstances can offer, and as more recent theorists have
urged, ‘ride the wave’ (Duesterberg, 2001; Merron, 1997), meaning the organizations have

to go through the challenges the environment offers, rather than running away from it.

Another aspect of the pragmatic orientation is that learning organization theorists, unlike
many of their academic counterparts, have also developed an array of techniques and tools
for doing diagnostic, examining patterns of behavior in organization, and engaging in

‘transformative thinking’ (Wycoff, 1995), where the thinking is more to do with change.

The approach is also normative in the sense that there is a strong set of underlying values
that inform practice within a learning organization, which include a commitment to:
(@) valuing different kinds of knowledge and learning styles and creating a ‘learning
environment’ so each organizational member can realize his/her full potential,
(b) dialogue and exploration of different perspectives and experiences to generate

creative thinking,

17



(c) team work and breaking down traditional barriers or blinders within organization,
and so release creative potential,

(d) fostering leadership potential throughout the organization and reducing
distinctions, such as those between management and staff, between strategists and

implementers, between support and professional staff, and so on.

The writing on learning organization is also normative in the sense that it encourages
organizations to go beyond ‘single—loop learning’, which often focuses on finding
efficiencies and dealing with first order problem (symptoms), to double- and even triple-
loop learning. In double-loop, learning organizations consistently test assumptions,
identify the roots of problems, and are open to fundamental rethinking of strategy.
Organizations practicing double-loop learning are open to examining how organizational
practice diverges from ‘espoused theory’ (i.e. all practices and policies that are open to all
people) and addressing these inconsistencies. In triple-loop learning, the highest form of
organizational self- examination, people are open to questioning the very reason for

existence of the organization.

An effective learning organization will constantly question its assumptions and review its
objectives in the light of its own experience and changes in the external environment. The
learning organization is able to process information into knowledge and combine this with
the fruits of experience to become usable wisdom. The accumulation of accessible wisdom

is what differentiates a learning organization from other organizations.

Argyris and Schon (1978), state that a theory of learning organization calls for a
deepening of the level of questions. They also note a tendency in organizations towards
‘single-loop learning’ in which the emphasis is on more immediately observable processes
and structures, whilst taking organizational goals, values, frameworks and strategies for
granted i.e. it seeks to describe the organizational ideas where learning is maximized. It
tends to be focused on practical implementation, generating action and change to create an
environment that is conducive to learning. There is an emphasis on creating the kinds of
conditions in which individuals and collective creativity and performance flourish which
contribute to the organizations ability to achieve results. This type of learning leads to

adaptation, but only within the existing organizational framework for action.
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However, a learning organization is regarded as an ideal (Smith, 2001a) or a vision
(Human Resource Development council, 2005). This vision according to Finger and
Brands (1999) is towards which organizations have to evolve in order to be able to
respond to the various pressures facing them. The learning organization literature is
inspirational in the sense that the models are presented as something of ideal types.
Individuals as well as the organization are engaged in an ongoing quest for knowledge,
their struggle to unlearn dysfunctional behaviors is continuous, and because change is
constant, they must constantly change.

Organizations face some difficulties such as existence of gaps between organizational
words and actions, resource constraints that can inhibit training, unclear and conflicting
vision (Braham, 1995): as well as the in ability to make optimum use of trained personnel,
and lastly inability to manage information overload. This inhibits the learning culture.
Edwards (1997), argues that NGOs, often have ‘activist culture’ with people who may see
learning (which is a characteristic of a learning organization), as ‘luxury’ rather than ‘real
work’. In activist culture, organizations are action oriented, where they tend to prioritize
activities on behalf of other things, for example learning. They also have hierarchical,
centralized, control-oriented structures, in which learning is restricted and experimentation
is discouraged. Skyrme (2003), state that managers should note that there are some
inhibitors to becoming a learning organization and these include

(a) Operations/fire fighting preoccupation (i.e. not being able to create time and sit

back and think strategically),

(b) Being too focused on systems and process to the exclusion of other factors,

(c) Reluctance to train or invest in training other than for obvious immediate needs,

(d) Too many hidden personal agendas and

(e) Too top-down driven, over-tight supervision resulting in lack of real

empowerment.

Having noticed that there are inhibitors to becoming a learning organization, this study
will also find out whether some of these inhibiting factors exist in the CSC. Such
information will be used to recommend strategies on how the CSC can improve its

systems.
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The notion implied in this writing is that the CSC’s ability to become a learning
organization will make it adaptive to the forces of change facing it. This requires what is

called a ‘cultural change’ that demands organizations with all their staff to:

(a) create and communicate a shared vision for the organization,

(b) make information in the organization accessible to all,

(c) help employees manage change by anticipating change and creating the types of
change desired by the organization,

(d) empower employees to act,

(e) acknowledge and support the need to take risks,

(f) learn to manage the organization’s knowledge by (i) keeping information current,
(if) maintaining historical knowledge and (iii) addressing increasing volumes of

information (Human Resource Development council, 2005).

2.3 The Eight Function Model of the Learning Organization

The scholars who have conducted thorough research work on learning organizations agree
that there is no simple description of a learning organization, but hold that there are certain
key characteristics that are unique to a learning organization. They suggest that there are a
number of basic features, which an organization needs to have in order to become a
learning organization. The framework for understanding the key functions of the learning
organization are covered by Slim (1993), and also discussed by Britton (1998). Eight
characteristics are identified by researchers in the field as follows:

(a) Creating a supportive culture,

(b) Gathering internal experience,

(c) Accessing external learning,

(d) Developing appropriate communication systems,
(e) Drawing conclusions,

(F) Developing organizational memory,

(9) Integrating learning into strategy and policy,

(h) Applying the learning.
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An associated model, as presented by Kandola and Fullerton (1994) and aptly captured by
Armstrong (2003) attributes the following six factors to such an organization. These are

(a) shared vision,

(b) enabling structure,

(c) supportive culture,

(d) empowering management,

(e) motivated workforce and

(F) enhanced learning which results from the existence of processes and policies that

promotes a culture of learning among the workers.

Another model by Pedler et al (1991), as quoted by Torrington and Hall (2002), identifies
eleven necessary conditions for creating a learning company. They believe that a learning
company is that which has the following characteristics:
(@) A learning approach to strategy,
(b) A participative policy making,
(c) Information technology harnessed to inform and empower people to ask questions
and take decisions based on available data,
(d) Formative accounting and control, where accounting systems are designed to assist
learning from decisions,
(e) Internal exchange,
() Reward flexibility,
(9) Enabling structures,
(h) Frontline workers expected to be, and used as, environmental scanners,
(i) Inter-company learning, where learning is not restricted to the organization, but
extended to organizations which are suppliers, customers or even competitors,
(1) A climate, which is created which supports learning,

(k) Self-development is encouraged in all members of the organization.

Therefore, a learning organization is one in which the learning strategy is more than a
human resource or a staff development strategy. Indeed the challenge of CSC is to

embrace all the necessary conditions for a genuine learning organization.

The model by Britton (1998) was developed from an extensive review of the literature on

both NGOs and learning organizations. It is a useful one not only for the NGO sector but
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also for any organization, which is serious about changing. The model truly gives reliable
guidance to the successful design and use of learning organization and its tools. Besides it
can shed light on the task of digging and uprooting the roots of change problems in CSC.
Therefore, the model will guide the process of this research.

2.4 The Environment of a Learning Organization

The above section has explored some key concepts and methods, which facilitate
improved learning in organizations. However, translating these into organizational
practice is likely to pose a number of challenges. What is required is an organizational
environment that facilitates such practice; the environment of a ‘learning organization’.
Senge et al (1994) capture some key dimensions of change required to build a learning
organization in a useful framework. The dimensions of this framework are described

below:

2.4.1 Guiding ldeas

According to Eyben (2003), there is positivism in development practice, and dominant
professionals have been economists. Bureaucratic organizations, based on a positivist
paradigm, tend to find reflection difficult, due to their centralized control, mechanistic
thinking, high levels of specialization, and over specification of plans (Olson and Euyang
2001; Morgan 1986). Reflection is described as ‘active , persistent and careful
consideration of any belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that

support it and the further conclusions towards which it tends’ (Dewey, 1933:118).

Despite high levels of uncertainty within the development environment, there is a pressure

to be able to predict, and to appear infallible.

Ellerman (2002) notes a tendency amongst donors to seek a one best way to achieve
poverty reduction outcomes, and become wedded to these official views. This attachment
to single solutions seriously limits learning within the organization, and the ability of

partners to share ideas and learn together.
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It is argued therefore, that a shift in fundamental assumptions — a new paradigm is needed
for development agencies to become learning organizations (Eyben, 2003; Hinton and
Groves, 2004; Ellerman, 2002). The alternatives proposed include an ‘open learning
model’ (Ellerman, 2002), a complex system’s approach (Hinton and Groves, 2004), or
critical theory (Eyben, 2003)-the key characteristics of all being a more open and
experimentalist, holistic and pragmatic perspective where it is unlikely organizations can

exert control, and the encouragement of greater collaboration.

The three proposed alternatives originate from the systems thinking. Systems thinking
highlights the need to see, or think in ‘wholes’ rather than in parts, drawing attention to the
importance of recognizing relationships and feedback loops in the complex and dynamic
environments in which people work, interact and learn. Reality is complex and it is
important to recognize and appreciate the interdependency of the different elements of any
system as well as to changes over time in order to fully understand and analyze (Senge
1990: 92). Flood (1999), likens systems thinking to opening contrasting ‘windows’ on a
particular, bounded action area to generate a more holistic appreciation of issues and

dilemmas.

Human thought is not capable of knowing the whole but it is capable of seeing greater
connectedness between the known elements and of recognizing and appreciating better
what is unknown. Viewing an action or situation through all of these windows and inter-
relatedness of the issues and dilemmas revealed by each, will suggest more creative
courses of action and transformation from which improvements can be made. Taking a
systematic approach to an issue in a social organizational context will reveal a number of
interpretations of any particular action context. The aim of the systems thinking is not to
achieve a new and improved model of reality, but that interpretations or models should be
used to explore and discover, and in this way generate a more meaningful understanding

of the context in question.

The open learning model (which is  characterized by being more open and
experimentalist), a complex system (which is characterized by being more holistic and
pragmatic), and a critical theory (which is characterized by encouragement of greater
collaboration) helps people to recognize their connectedness to the world and the

consequences of their action, it constitutes a shift from linear thinking, helps people to
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reflect on their current mental models, and thus expose prevailing assumptions; it provides
a shared language for improved team discussion and dialogue; and it allows a shared

vision to emerge through collaborative feedback process.

2.4.2 Theory, Method and Tools

Achieving a paradigm shift might seem a daunting proposal. Change begins to happen
through the introduction of new theory, tools and methods, and the elimination of old ones
(Chamber’s and Petit, 2004; Hobley and Shields, 2000; Senge et al 1994). David and
Mancini (2004) observed that whilst the philosophy of Action Aid promoted the
participation and rights of a range of stakeholders, their internal procedures did not reflect
this. They recount how Action Aid reinforced their guiding ideas by developing more
consistent accountability and reporting methods. This meant a shift from a traditional
upward reporting system to a more participatory 360 degrees learning approach called
ALPS (Accountability, Learning and Planning System). Other alternative theories, tools
and methods, which facilitate reflective and reflexive learning include: action learning,

systems thinking, double loop learning, participative enquiry and immersions.

Reflexivity is ‘self critical epistemological awareness. It means critical straining for honest
reflection on how one’s own ego, mindset, institutional context, and social and political
interests combine to select and shape personal knowledge’ (Chambers, 2002; 153).
Reflection is as is described above; an ‘active, persistent and careful consideration of any
belief or supposed form of knowledge in the light of the grounds that support it and the
further conclusions towards which it tends’ (Dewey, 1933:118). Reflective learning
requires one to question organizational norms and policies, rather than only their
manifestations and impacts. This happens in double-loop learning where learning occurs
when error is detected and corrected in ways that involve the modification of an
organization’s underlying norms, policies and objectives (Argyris & Schon (1978:2-3).
For it to be effective, it must be holistic or systematic in nature, i.e. it should try to capture

inter-relationships which explore different perspectives on an issue.

Systems’ thinking is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for

seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots. Systems thinking is a discipline for
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seeing the ‘structures that underlie complex situations, and for discerning high from low

leverage change’ (Senge 1990: 68-9).

Cornwall, Pratt and Scott-Villiers (2004), describes an enquiry as a means by which
further information is obtained through which can help to build a better understanding of
the bigger picture and to interrogate and challenge assumptions. This can take a range of
forms whether as an individual or group process or through activities of observation,
investigation or dialogue. Some strategies that have been used to improve the quality of
dialogue and enquiry include those from the discipline of action research including action
learning, co-operatives enquiry and participatory enquiry. These approaches involve the

establishment of small groups or ’sets’ of participants who meet on a regular basis.

In action learning, each brings to the group a situation or problem they are engaged in, for
example, a policy they are working on, or an issue relating to work relationships. They
share their experiences relating to the issue with group, and through reflecting together
gain a deeper understanding of the issue, its dynamics and dilemmas. On the basis of the
new insights, ideas for action are developed. Between group meetings participants
consciously reflect on their current ways of working and expire new and better ways of
operating to address the particular issue under enquiry. They then return to the group with
an account of the consequences of their actions for further reflection and exploration
(Pedler and Boutall 1992; Reason and Heron 1999).

Forms of the enquiry can differ in the number of participants involved, whether they have
individual or shared questions around which to enquire and the nature of the actions taken
between meetings (active research or simple reflection on practice in the light of

discussions (Reason and Heron 1999).

Marshall (2001) notes that each person’s enquiry approach will be distinctive and
disciplines cannot be cloned or copied. She has made a conscious commitment to self-
reflective practice, and as such she dedicates time to this purpose, making notes to capture
and track her sense-making processes. Chambers (2002) also notes that the act of writing a
diary helps reflection, and gives one something to return to, when later experiences may

have caused unconscious manipulation of memory.
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Another stimulus for reflection is by challenging oneself through exposure. Immersion
programmes involve development agency staff who are principally based in or developed
countries undertaking extended visits to the field to spend time with poor people. These
are opportunities for learning more about poverty through enquiry and dialogue, but also
for reflecting on ones personal assumptions and testing them against the realities observed.
Accounts of such reflective processes are often quite powerful and reveal radical shifts in

thinking.

Principally these are methods that encourage a broader and more inclusive analysis of
issues and problems as well as putting emphasis on individual, personal reflection on ones

own attitudes, beliefs and how these influence learning, decisions and actions.

2.4.3 Innovations in Infrastructure

Infrastructure refers to the means through which an organization makes resources
available to support people in their work, in other words, time, management structures,
incentives, money, information and contact with other colleagues, etc (Senge et al, 1994).

This raises a whole range of issues and areas for change to facilitate learning.

In terms of management, decentralized structures allowing for participation, flattened
hierarchies which reduce power differentials, and small units that communicate and
interact well with one another all facilitate better learning relationships (Finger and Brand,
1999). In development agencies some mentalities often associated with disciplinary
training and departmental membership, and strong hierarchies associated with more
bureaucratic agencies are counter to learning (Hobley and Shields, 2000; Pasteur and
Scott-Villiers 2004). They tend to result in relationships of competition or of fear; and do

not foster openness and sharing.

Recruitment, job descriptions, training, performance assessment, incentive systems and
promotions criteria can all be adapted to ensure capacity and incentives for reflection and
learning (Chambers et al, 2001; Hobley and Shields, 2000). Pasteur and Scott -Villiers
(2004) highlight the importance of creating a space for learning; ensuring that time is
available for learning and that this activity is valued by managers; and that existing

procedures could be better adapted to help facilitate learning. There are tendencies within
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the CSC, which may be typical of other development bureaucracies, to reward competition
independence over team working, honest reflection and sharing. The drive to spend
budgets also tends to devalue investment of time in other aspects of the aid delivery
process, such as understanding the working context and investing in relationships (ibid).

2.4.4 Skills and Capabilities

Relevant skills and capabilities are also essential if individual members are to be able to
apply new theories, tools and methods. Skills such as reflection, effective dialogue and
systemic conceptualization may not come naturally to people and are not typical
components of academic training (Senge, Roberts, Ross, Smith, & Kleiner, 1994).
Organizations may need to invest in awareness raising, training and skills development in
this area to ensure that organizational policy is effectively transformed into practice
(David and Mancini, 2004; Pasteur and Scott-Villiers, 2004). Bloch and Borges (2002)
describe in some detail how they developed new skills for more effective listening,
dialogues and communication, linking these to the monitoring and evaluation system so
that they could monitor qualitative improvements over time. This required considerable
investment of time and effort in order to achieve profound change in team behavior.

However, Bloch and Borges (2002; 468) note: ‘there are no miracles- changes take time’.

2.4.5 Awareness and Sensibilities

Senge et al (1994) suggest that as new skills and capabilities are learned and practices,
then new awareness will emerge: an ability to ‘see’ the underlying structures driving
behavior, and assumptions and practices that may previously have gone unguestioned.
This type of sensitivity is a form of emotional intelligence, defined by Goleman (1998) as
a person’s ability to be sensitive to others, recognize their own emotional response and use
this awareness effectively in interaction. Emotional intelligence is important to learning,
because enquiry processes often focus on issues of tension and power dynamics are often
at play (Larbi-Jones, 2004; Pasteur and Scott -Villiers, 2004). Emotional intelligence is
hard to learn, per se, however as individual or groups consciously attend to these factors in
their practice of reflection, dialogue and reflexivity; awareness will begin to become

apparent.
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2.4.6 Attitudes and Beliefs

Changes in attitudes and beliefs represent a shift at the deepest level of an organizations
culture. This signals that learning has really become embedded in the organization, rather
than being merely an espoused value (Schein, 1992). Characteristics such as an ability to
surrender control, to admit uncertainty or fallibility, a broadening of ones analytical
perspective, increased levels of risk taking and improved communication, transparency
and trust, all start to become internalized (Finger and Brand, 1999). All these are
ingredients of a learning culture in an organization; hence an organization improves in the

learning if they are embedded in an organization.

As attitudes and behavior start to become internalized within the organization, this should
not imply the achievement of a new steady state. The principle of questioning holds for
assumptions about learning as well as about other areas of organizational practice. This
process of reflecting on the learning process itself is termed by Argyris and Schon ‘triple
loop learning’ (1978), and involves inquiring into the context of learning as well as the
content of learning. Or as ‘deutero-learning’ (Bateson, 1972) which is the highest form of
organizational self-examination, where people are open to questioning the very reason of

their existence of the organization.

Therefore the learning organization can be seen as being based on architecture of guiding
ideas, innovations in infrastructure and theory, methods and tools which support the
learning practice of individuals, teams and the organizational whole. New skills and
capabilities should be complemented by fundamental shifts of individual and collective

attitudes to ensure enduring change in the learning organization.

2.5 Why NGOs Should Take Up the Idea of Becoming a Learning Organization

Power, Maury, and Maury (2002) argue that though many businesses are modeling the
learning practices neither the-for - profit environment nor corporate structures fit well with
the environmental and organizational forms needed for grassroots development. The
absence of shareholders and profit as priorities for NGOs, as noted by Bloch and Borges
(2002), means that values that are related to principles and mission, tend to dominate. Yet

the concept of being a learning organization and the transformation promise of
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effectiveness clearly resonate deeply in a great range of organizations. The reasons why

this is like this is described below:

First of all, there is a long tradition in the NGOs of recognizing untapped human potential
in all human beings as well as the transformative power of learning. Even in the earliest
years of international development, significant support was given to literacy and adult
education, primary and secondary schools, and to some extent higher education. Beyond
valuing education simply as a ticket to a better standard of living, there were thinkers who
saw education as more than an investment in skills and capacities: non-formal learning in
particular was recognized as a process of sparking critical awareness and consciousness,
leading to both individual and social change (Friere, 1970). In his book, ‘The Pedagogy of
the Oppressed’ (1970) is among the most brilliant and influential expressions of this
tradition, showing that critical analysis of one’s reality can be a powerful tool for
empowerment and collective action. In the African context, the idea that development
should be a mutual learning experience was powerfully expressed by Julius Nyerere as
early as 1968 (Oakley 1991, cited in Cornwall, 2001). Both thinkers were inspired by
Christian thought as well as socialism, and their work — rather than viewing learning in a
strictly instrumental way — shared a redemptive vision, as well as a commitment to

liberation from oppression in the here and now as the right of all people.

A second aspect of learning organization theory with which NGOs feel comfortable is the
emphasis on embracing change. Most people join NGOs because they want to change the
status quo — whether in a relatively restricted way such as improving nutrition, housing, or
educational opportunities, or in a more profound way, such as addressing the root causes
of poverty, and challenging those economic and political structures that perpetuate it
(Roper and Pettit, 2002). For NGOs, change is both desirable and necessary.
Consequently, how to generate knowledge for action and be constantly monitoring a
dynamic environment in order to identify opportunities and anticipate challenges have
strong appeal. Non Governmental Organizations themselves are also seeking to embrace
change to become more flexible and adaptive in a rapidly changing global context, and to
become more strategic in addressing deeper structural inequalities and policy issues
(Edwards and Hulme; 1996). For some, the approaches hold the promise of helping to

introduce urgently needed shifts in culture, vision, and purpose.
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Another aspect with which many NGO professional will identify with relates to the focus
on changing internal structures and practices that inhibit learning and, in turn, fulfillment
of an organization’s mission. In most NGOs nowadays, there is a lot of work to do with
‘institution building’ or organizational capacity building. The learning organization
literature has the merit of going beyond much of the mainstream capacity building guides
put out by Organizational Development consultants and technical intermediaries, which
often have a prescriptive feel and are not characterized by their sensitivity to different

economic, socialism and cultural contexts.

The limitations of the conventional capacity-building guides are a function, in part of the
influence of neo- liberal thinking on management and governance. This is particularly
pronounced as NGOs have come under pressure to live up to their idealized role of
providing models of good practice for others to follow (Cornwall, 2001), and to do so
efficiently. Learning organization approaches with their emphasis on flatter organizational
structure nurturing the leadership potential in all staff, closer connection with and greater
accountability to clients, better internal communication, the efficacy of teamwork may be
seen by some as a potential antidote to more traditional organizational practices of many

NGOs which can often be hierarchical, narrowly construed and non participatory.

However, Kelleher, McLaren & Bisson (1996), Power et al (2002), and Padaki (2000b)
suggest that as a normative theory, the learning organization does not argue explicitly for
internal democracy and because it does not examine ‘deep structures’ and power in
equalities within organizations, it is unlikely to have transformational- live impact it
aspires to (Kelleher, 2002). Related to this, because learning organization theory emerges
from the private sectors and consequently is not concerned about development, much less
development that is firmly grounded in a grassroots approach, the scope of its interest in
transformation is in fact quite limited (Powers et al, 2002). Regarding the degree to which
it is pragmatic, Padaki (2002b), argues that it actually distracts from attention to
management fundamentals, and may generate more heat than light. Bloch and Borges,
(2002) on the other hand, find potential in those strands of organizational learning theory
that focus on critical reflection, transforming values and personal behavior (Agyris and
Schon, 1978).
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2.6 The Learning NGO

Ellerman (1999) argues that NGOs, including some with enormous influence and
resources, tend not to change because they try to identify ‘the one best way’, and become
deeply wedded to these beliefs. This creates significant obstacles to becoming a learning
organization, as people focus on explaining a way of failures (bad single-loop learning)
rather than question the dogma or dominant paradigm (double and triple —loop learning).
Bloch and Borges (2002) suggest that NGOs tend to get stuck in single —loop learning
because their planning and evaluation tools focus on the operational level, and fail to
engage people in critical reflection on underlying issues of behavior, values and agency.
They agree with Edwards (1997) that the complexity and diversity of the development
process means that to develop capacity for learning and to make the connections is more

important than accumulating information.

Non Governmental Organizations efforts are also made much more complex because it is
not a solo enterprise. Of course, business is not a solo enterprise either, but, there is a
considerable literature on joint enterprise. However, the private sector literature focuses on
developing characteristics of a learning organization in order to maintain an edge over
competitors. The competitive lens is not the most useful for analyzing actors in NGOs.
Non Governmental Organizations in different countries of different sizes, with different
missions, mandates and accountability structures have to collaborate with each other in the
hope of having impact. Even within a given organization, there can often be many
hierarchical levels and a variety of sector or units, as well as remote offices, each with
their own cultural contexts, each of which may have different worldviews. The challenge
in the NGO is to instill learning capabilities, including the learning challenge of
consistently and effectively working with each other’s, in a range of very diverse
organizations, which operate at different and/or multiple levels and in profoundly different

contexts.

Musyoki (2002) asks whether the principles of learning organization are relevant or useful
in complex bilateral programmes looking at a joint rural development effort of the Dutch
and Kenyan governments in Keiyo and Marakwet districts. He examines how participation
was institutionalized at different stages of the programme, as both learning and a conflict

generating process. In the politicized context of bilateral programmes, Musyoki (2002)
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finds that the ability to carry forward any learning from one phase to the next is hindered
by high staff turnover, national politics, diplomatic considerations, and shifts in the
international development agenda. Learning organization theory tends to assume some
degree of consensus of shared vision, both of which can be elusive in NGO programmes

that involve multiple actors, competing interests and conflicting goals.

2.7 Characteristics of the Development and Humanitarian Work That May Present
Particular Challenges

2.7.1 Accountability

It is common ‘wisdom’ in the private sector that a company’s primary responsibility is to
maximize shareholder value. This implied accountability and responsiveness to customers,
and to a more limited extent to employees, to the extent that doing so serves to maximize
profits and return on investments. Compared to the NGO sector, private sector
accountability is quite straightforward, particularly since there is an arguable congruence

of interests among its immediate stakeholders.

This apparent congruence can of course be disrupted if a company develops a monopoly
over the market, if influential shareholders are exclusively focused on short term profit, or
(increasingly rarely) if labor is highly organized in a right labor market. Today, there is a
growing awareness of the need not only to satisfy the shareholders, but also to protect the
company’s reputation (and deflect public criticism), and to minimize practices that are

environmentally unsustainable-the so —called ‘triple bottom line’ (Elkington, 1997).

Accountability is not necessarily so straightforward for NGOs. Powers et al (2002) are
most explicit in identifying the conflict of interest between two primary stakeholders of an
NGO- its donor institutions and the clients of the NGOs services or actions. Because
donors control the pursue strings, they often exert undue influence on how the NGO views
accountability. Consequently, monitoring and evaluation systems, how reports are
developed and used, and criteria for success are determined not by those the NGOs sets
out to serve, but by donors. As explained in chapter one, this is the case even at the CSC.
This obviously has consequences for how learning processes are structured and whose

interest they serve. Reporting systems and procedures are geared to control over resource
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flows rather than to learning and innovation. This study will find out if CSC’s monitoring
and evaluation systems are a source of knowledge rather just as a means of ensuring

accountability.

2.7.2 Measurability

Non Governmental Organizations are not producing and selling. They are interested in
both process and outcome. Outcomes are multi-dimensional and often not easily
measurable, e.g. empowerment, and organizational capacity process. The things you can
most easily count are often things that do not tell you very much. There are fundamental
questions to consider about who does the measuring, who benefits for monitoring and
evaluation procedures, and whose learning and knowledge is valued (Estrella, Blauert,
Campilan, John, Julian, Irene, Deb, & Roger , 2000).

The challenge of measurability runs up smack against the accountability issue. Numerous
papers note that their monitoring and evaluation systems are designed to conform to donor
demands (Mebrahtu, Earl, and Carden, 2002). Bloch and Borges (2002), in their work with
reproductive health rights NGO in Brazil, describe efforts to engage staff in deeper
reflection on their own values and behavior, and to build skills for more effective
listening, dialogue and relationships.

They link this effort to the NGO’s monitoring and evaluation, so that qualitative changes
in organizational response and performance can be measured over time, and so that staff
can reflect on their own behavior in the process of defining indicators, documenting

progress, and learning from the evaluation process, and so break with ‘defensive routines’.

The rapid growth of advocacy work is challenging many NGOs to develop effective ways
to monitor, measure, and learn from programmes. Coates and David, (2002), explore the
complex and changing nature of advocacy, drawing on experiences of Action Aid and the
World Development Movement. They suggest that conventional monitoring and
evaluation and impact assessment methods are likely to be inappropriate or even counter
productive. A focus on measuring short term advocacy impacts, for example, may
undermine longer term aims such as strengthening the capacity and voice of partner

groups to effect deeper change. Similarly, causality can be hard to pin down. Efforts to
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assess the impact of one organization may create perverse incentives that undermine joint

action.

Coates and David (2002), argue that an analysis of power and power structures should
guide advocacy strategy and inform the ways in which advocacy is evaluated. Their
review adds to a growing body of work on the challenges of doing and assessing advocacy
and policy change work (Chapman, 2002; Veneklasen and Miller, 2002; Cohen, Rosa,
Gabriel, 2001; Roche, 1999; Brown and Fox, 1998). To contribute to organizational
learning those applying conventional monitoring & evaluation approaches to advocacy
work are advised to join the search for alternative tools and methods. The new tools and
methods will have to take into account the longer-term impacts of the advocacy
programmes such as strengthening the capacity and voice of partner groups to effect
deeper change, and also the impact the programme has on the joint action. This will help
the CSC to encourage reflection on their behavior in the process learning from the
evaluation process. Monitoring and evaluation being one of the important characteristics
of a learning organization, right tools and methods will be used in evaluation.

Improved strategies for and collaborative reflection which seek to build a more holistic
understanding of an issue or problem are necessary in order to achieve the kinds of insight
that result in profound learning and change. The implications of this type of learning for
an organization are thus less to do with knowledge management systems and processes
and more concerned with developing new tools for dialogue and holistic analysis and
attitudes and skills for working collaboratively. There are also implications for the guiding
ideas (or paradigms) upon which organizational practice is founded, and the types of

organizational culture, structures, incentives and procedures which dominate.

2.7.3 Self-Inflicted Complexity

Non Governmental Organizations are notional for the imbalance that is almost inevitably
found between aspirations, capabilities, and resources (human, financial and temporal). As
Twigg and Steiner (2002) note, one of the most significant, and emphatic findings of their
research is that overwork and pressures of work are not minor factors in NGO operations
and performance, but systematic weaknesses which in their view is a major obstacle to the

update of new approaches. Mebrahtu, et al, (2002) also identify time as a major constraint.
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Another challenge is staff turnover, especially those organizations that embrace

voluntarism.

Despite emphasis on learning and knowledge creation, many NGOs feel themselves to be
in a vicious cycle. In most organizations people work, are not rewarded for reflecting on
their work, for reading and listening to what others have to say, for systematizing and
sharing on experiences so others can critique their work, both within the institutions and in
broader NGO community. They also work with ever more ambitious NGO agendas,
increasing numbers of relevant actors and stakeholders and more complex change
processes. As learning is by doing, real learning becomes even more important. Yet
increased complexity increases demands on staff and strains existing infrastructure,
meaning there is even less time for reflection and learning. When and how can this cycle
be transformed into a virtuous cycle of reflective practice? Where learning would be

acquired and reflected upon at their organization or broader NGO community.

Much literature on learning in the context of knowledge management focuses on ways of
improving access to knowledge based on the assumption that more knowledge leads to
better outcomes. This assumption has been questioned (Ackoff, 1989; Senge, 1990). The
purpose of learning in the context of organizations is to improve practice, i.e. there should
ideally be an action outcome (Binney and Williams, 1995; Pedler et al, 1991; Pedler &
Boutall, 1992).

Learning is viewed by many authors as a cyclical process whereby people reflect on
actions, knowledge and experience, and as a result reframe their perceptions of their
original experience or strategy (leading to new actions or strategies in the future (Kolb,
1984; Binney and Williams, 1995). The stage of reflection and questioning is critical to an
effective learning cycle. The quality of the reflection is key to achieving the next stage in
the cycle of learning, the reframing of the initial understanding or beliefs relating to that
action. This outcome makes the learning process different from the simple acquisition of

new knowledge (Pedler and Boutall, 1992).
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2.8 Sustaining the Learning Practice

Hailey, and James (2002), identify a number of successful South Asian NGOs,
characterized by good learning practice, and emphasize the importance of top leader’s
commitment to learning and critical inquiry for creating a learning culture. Although less
explicit than in the Hailey and James article, the role of top leadership for moving change
the system is clearly significant. A clearly key aspect for successful organizational
learning is to structure learning processes in such a way as to enhance individuals learning

capabilities and sense of urgency.

Wallace (2002) illustrates the point that individual learning would be shared regarding
delivery of service. The challenge that many organizations would be left with is how to
institutionalize that learning within respective organizations, particularly when head

quarters staff had not been much involved.

Debede (2002), details the challenges inherent within a bicultural collaboration that
includes participants with very different worldviews and value system from the
perspective of one of the actors who is trying to get a long stalled project moving forward.
It demonstrates a point made by several other authors (e.g. Hilhorst and Schmiemann,
2002; Mebrahtu, 2002), which is that each of us negotiates our place within systems often
simply to cope. It also illustrates that the extent to which they have insights into
underlying issues of values, power and culture. Very often, organizational evolution is

derailed by the limitations of key individuals to learn deeply and genuinely.

This is highlighted very forcefully in the papers by Kelleher et al (1996), and Ahmed
(2002), both of which deal with gender relations within organizations and efforts to make
organizations more gendered in their policies and practices. To many people, it is in fact,
very threatening to examine the ‘deep structure’ within organizations including the
position of privileges that men hold and which are reinforced by institutional policy with

practice.

Those holding positions of privilege in a society (or organizations) may be totally
oblivious to its many manifestations. While they can gain insights and are willing to

address the more obvious and obliviously unfair examples, they may be completely
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unaware of other aspects, and cannot recognize them even when they are pointed out.
Very often leaders will embrace upon organizational change processes with real
commitment to transform the organization, until they realize how genuine transformation
will challenge their own authority and prerogatives. Even when top leadership remains
committed it is often middle management or upper level professionals who feel threatened
by the constant challenge to basic premises and by the more egalitarian values embodied
in learning organization theory. As Kelleher (2002), observes that as change agents,
organizations may recognize that gender equality requires a very different set of power
relatives in an organization, yet it is seldom, if ever asked by organizations to lead a

cultural revolution.

Where leadership structures are highly politicized, as in the case analyzed by Musyoki,
(2002) learning and change may be very threatening to the status quo. Commitment,
shared vision may not exist, even nominally, and it may be necessary to create alternative,
community-based structures that can build trust and hold officials accountable. Musyoki
(2002), argues for more rigorous attention to the political and a power dynamic at play
within and among organizations, and observes that this is missing from much of the
writing on organizational learning. He also cautions that even alternative structures and
processes of participation can then be formalized in ways that fold them back not the
existing power structure, where in the end it is ‘political dynamics that determine what is
to be learned, by whom, how, and for what purpose’. By understanding reflective and
open processes Where people can develop in their own learning agendas and manage the

outcomes.

2.9 Chapter Summary

This chapter has critically reviewed the diverse definitions of a learning organization
concept. It has also explored some key concepts and methods, which facilitate improved
learning in an organization. The main characteristics of a learning organization and the
eight function model of the learning organization have also been explained. The
environments that facilitate such practice have also been described. It has also examined
reasons NGOs would like to be a learning organization and the reasons NGOs find it
difficult to achieve the practice. The chapter has concluded by touching on how

organizations can sustain such learning practices.
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CHAPTER 3

METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines and discusses the research design, the research methods and
applications including questionnaire design, sampling, and questionnaire administration.
The limitation of this research is also described. The chapter also discusses how the data

were analyzed and interpreted.

3.2 Research Design

3.2.1 Philosophy and Data Sources

It is important to describe the methodology and technical approach that was adopted in
addressing the purpose and objectives of the study. This is necessary in order to appreciate
the nature of the research and the manner in which the study was designed and conducted
as this has implications for reliability and validity of survey findings. There are several
philosophies that guide research studies ranging from positivism to phenomenology.
Positivism adopts the philosophical stance of the natural scientists preferring working with
an observable social reality and whose end results can be law like generalizations.
Phenomenology in contrast, is an argument that the social world of business and
management is far too complex to lend itself to theorizing by definite laws (Saunders,
Lewis, and Thornhill (2000). They argue that generalizations do not hold true in an ever-

changing world of business organizations.

The fact that there is wealth of literature on the learning organization, with some writers
coming up with conceptual frameworks on the subject, is the cause of the researcher to
progress from theory to data. This study lends more towards positivism as it is the
researcher’s belief that an organization needs to be a ‘learning organization’ if it is to be
successful. On the other hand the issues of the learning organizations involve people’s

perceptions, which may be subjective. Consequently, the survey involved the collection of
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qualitative data. Therefore, the researcher used more of deduction to answer the research

questions developed largely through induction.

The study has been carried out in the CSC. The researcher has been motivated to conduct
the study in her organization due to funding situation at the organization, which demands
that as an organization it has to change in order to meet some expectations by the donors.
The concept of the learning organization being one of the most contemporary approaches
to change is chosen by the researcher in order to examine how the CSC operates in eight

key characteristics of this model.

The researcher administered one type of the questionnaire to employees from the various
departments including their heads of departments in order to understand the weaknesses
and strengths in the CSC’s ability to becoming a learning organization. These provided an
insight into the gaps that the CSC could work on to become a learning organization. The
study used both the closed questions and open-ended questions in order to enhance
validity. The questionnaire included open-ended questions in order to give chance to
respondents to articulate answers in their own understanding. On the other hand, closed
questions sought specific responses based on areas to be tested. Open-ended questions
only would make respondents gloss over issues, which would not necessarily be within the
bounds of this study.

3.2.2 Questionnaire

The study used a modified learning NGO questionnaire by Britton (1998) to get the
employees perceptions of the Christian Service Committee on its ability to embrace the
characteristics of a learning organization. The initial testing had revealed some
redundancies in the questions and consequently twenty four questions than envisaged were
extracted from the standard learning NGO questionnaire that had forty questions. The
modified questionnaire resulted in twenty four questions in the questionnaire. The twenty
four statements that the questionnaire is comprised of, described the eight key
characteristics of a learning organization as prescribed by Slim (1993), namely: creating a
supportive culture, gathering internal experience, accessing external learning, developing
appropriate communication systems, gathering conclusions, developing organizational

memory, integrating learning into strategy and policy, and applying the learning, are
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covered. The testing of the questionnaire allowed a proper selection of items in it.

Participants responded to these questions on a four — point likert rating scale as follows:

Table 3.1 Likert Rating Scale

Scores

Strongly Disagree | 0

Disagree 1

Somewhat Agree 2

Agree 3
4

Strongly Agree

The rating of responses from 0 to 4 simplified the completion process. The ease of

completion is in itself a tool for enhancing a high response rate.

The researcher views the questionnaire as the best tool for measuring the expectations and
perceptions of employees on the ability of the CSC on embracing the characteristics of a
learning organization. The questionnaire offers a more feasible way of collecting data on a
wide variety of aspects of a learning organization than would be offered by unstructured
interviews. A particular advantage of this learning questionnaire is that it is a tried and
tested instrument (Britton, 1998).

The questionnaire contained both open-ended questions to give respondents chance to
articulate answers in their own understanding and the closed questions gave way of

capturing the eight key aspects of a learning organization that Slim (1993) had covered.
3.3 Research Methods and Application

3.3.1 Population of the Study

There were 105 members of staff who were employed by the Christian Service

Committee. For the purposes of this research, the staffs were divided into two categories:

The CSC Senior members of staff (management), and the CSC Junior members of staff.
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This was done deliberately, so as to make the study more encompassing and present the

varied perceptions of the diverse respondent categories more appropriately.

3.3.2 Sampling Plan

Under Christian Aid sponsorship, a consultant firm, Development Associates, reviewed
the 2000 strategic plan and produced some fresh strategies that resulted into the CSC
being put into zones. The CSC has therefore assumed a zoned model so that she
effectively plays its facilitation role. Thus the way employees of the CSC are spread over
the country invites the use of random sampling so that all employees were given same
chance of being selected for the sample and hence ensure all employees are represented,
and therefore avoid bias. There are three regional offices in CSC and five zone offices
namely; Mzuzu, Blantyre and Lilongwe; and Champhira, Ntaja, Mponela, Ndirande and
Phalombe respectively. In all these geographical areas, the services that are rendered to the
communities are different. This therefore necessitated the researcher to get inputs from
each zone and regional offices.

In drawing the sample for this study, the population was divided into two strata — the
senior managers and junior staff. A random sample was selected from each stratum. A
total sample of 55 was selected from the population of 105 as explained below. It was
necessary to divide the employees into strata and take a random sample from each stratum
because senior members of staff are very few in size such that if the sampling would be a
simple random sample, there was a probability of getting too few or none of the small

number of the senior members of staff.

Due to the fact that there is variation in the service, the questionnaires were administered
to eight managers at each geographical point so that perceptions of managers are captured
at all points. Where there are more than four members of staff on each project, the
researcher administered the questionnaire to four members of staff on that project (It has
to be known that the minimum number of employees on each project was four). One
project in Ntaja had three members of staff; hence the three were the only interviewees.
Lilongwe had eighteen members of staff running two projects, namely; Agriculture and
food security project and Radio project. The questionnaire was administered to eight

members of staff representing four on each project. Blantyre office had forty six members
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of staff running four projects. The questionnaire was administered to sixteen members of
staff representing four on each project, namely; water and sanitation, HIV/AIDS,
Advocacy, and Core Administration. Most of the employees at Blantyre, Lilongwe and
Ndirande are security staff; hence it was the researcher’s view that not more than four
members of staff should be interviewed. Employees at the Blantyre office may have
different perceptions on the characteristics of the learning organization due to variations of
the projects being run. This is expected to compensate for any bias emerging as a result of
concentrating the study in the Blantyre office. In each of the programs, four staff members
were selected randomly, except at Ntaja where all staff members were interviewed as

tabulated below:

Table 3.2 Sampling Plan

Mzuzu Lilongwe Blantyre | Phalombe | Ndirande Ntaja | Mponela | Champira | Total
J 4 8 16 4 4 3 4 4 47
S 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 8
N 6 18 46 6 14 3 6 6 105
B 2 10 30 2 10 - 2 2 50
INDEX

J = Junior members of staff that were sampled
S= Senior members of staff that were sampled
N= Number of total employees at the area

B= Employees not interviewed

A random sample of 55 employees responded to the learning questionnaire, which
represent 100% response rate - representative of staff members’ perception of the CSC.
The researcher interviewed at least one member from all zones and projects department.
3.3.3 Senior Management Staff

For the purpose of this study, senior management staff consisted of the heads of

departments, supervisors, zone coordinators, directors, and regional managers. The CSC at

present had sixteen managers representing 15% of the total population of 105 members of
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staff of the CSC. A sample of 8 senior management staff was selected to complete the

questionnaire.

3.3.4 Junior Members of Staff

The junior members of staff were chosen to participate in this study because they are the
ones who were in the field with the beneficiaries more than other the CSC staff members.
It was, therefore, envisaged that they would be in a better position to provide data about
the changes from the grassroots, which are legitimized at the most senior levels. For this
study, the field staff members were also chosen for the interview. These members of staff
are directly involved with projects on the ground, therefore should be in better position to
understand how information is processed from the grassroots to the head office. The
interview had to be employed on junior members of staff on answering the questionnaire
because the study required an above level understanding, hence the need for the researcher
to assist the respondents in answering the questionnaire. The junior staff members were 89
in number, representing 85% of the total population of 105 members of staff of the CSC.

A sample of 47 junior staff members was respondents in this interview schedule.

The total number of sampled interviewees from the different respondent categories is
presented in a table below:

Table 3.3 Numbers of Interviewees by Category

Senior members of | Junior members of | Total
staff staff

In total therefore, this research used data collected from 55 respondents, representing 52%
of the total 105 staff members of the Christian Service Committee. Targett (1990) argues
that provided the sample size is greater than thirty, the sampling distribution of the mean
should be normal. He states that according to statistical theory, the approximation is valid

provided the sample size is greater than 30. The central limit theorem requires a sample
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size of 30 or more. Therefore, the statistics in the sample design mean that the results are

generally reliable in representing the views of the employees in the CSC.

3.4 Ethical Considerations

Confidentiality, privacy and anonymity of the respondents and all participants of the study
were upheld. Participation was voluntary and the researcher never attempted to put under
pressure on a respondent to be interviewed or to complete a questionnaire. The researcher
informed all participants of the objectives of the study and always reminded the
respondent’s that as far as this study is concerned, no one would ever be able to use their

responses for purposes other than for this research undertaking.

3.5 Data Analysis and Interpretation

The Learning NGO Questionnaire — Calculation Sheet by Marc Steinlin (1998) (Table 3.3,
Appendix 3, Table 3.4, Appendix 4, Table 3.5, Appendix 5), was used to calculate the
averages of the data collected. The data from the questionnaire was used to enter on the
analysis sheet (Table 3.6, Appendix 6). The total scores of each respondent from the
analysis sheet, for each Learning Organization characteristic were entered in their
respective columns. The average ratings were found by dividing the totals for each column

by the number of the respondents.

Each characteristic of a Learning Organization has three statements in the Questionnaire.
The individual question scores were entered and the totals for each column calculated (the
columns represented eight key characteristics of a learning organization by Britton (1998).
The analysis sheet by Britton (1998) (Table 3.6, Appendix 6) enabled the responses to
each of the questions to be allocated under one of the eight headings, which represent the
eight functions of the learning organizations. The calculation sheet developed by Sterlin
(1998) was used to calculate the averages of the data collected (Table 3.3, Appendix 3,
Table 3.4, Appendix 4, and Table 3.5, Appendix 5). When the individual question scores
had been entered, the totals for each column were calculated. The average ratings were
found by dividing the totals for each column by the number of the respondents. The

minimum score for any one column was 0 while the maximum score was 12.
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The Learning Questionnaire uses the eight function of a learning organization as a basis
for assessing the organization’s strengths and weaknesses. The overall average scores for
each of the functions from the survey have been interpreted as follows; scores less than an
average of 6 out of the possible 12 reflected areas where the CSC was weak and scores
from an average of 6 out of the possible 12 and above reflected areas where the CSC was

strong.

The average ratings of seniors and juniors were compared using a bar graph. The gaps in
their approach and understanding between the senior staff and junior staff were located
and analyzed. This helped to locate if there are any wide disagreements between

individuals’ scores for a particular function and its significance.

In the final analysis, reference was made to the original questions which were twenty four
in number and three for each characteristic of the learning organization to examine each
individual’s assessment of specific questions. Using the Microsoft Excel, the table was
generated where key characteristics of a learning organization using the three statements
on each characteristic were analyzed. This helped to identify the explanation for
particularly high or low scores since the individual questions would provide guidance on
what is weak and what is strong in the CSC. This process helped to identify functions,
which the CSC could acknowledge as its strengths and also functions, which require most
attention and what need to be done in order to strengthen the organization’s capacity in
inadequate areas. This made it easy to identify the main barriers to strengthening the
learning capacity of the CSC and how this can be overcome. Thus the analysis was guided
by the research questions and objectives presented in Chapter 1 of this dissertation.

3.6 Limitations of the Study

This research was limited in the following ways:

The study was conducted at the Christian Service Committee only. Although the Christian
Service Committee has been in existence for a long time to be able to capture the
perceptions of other NGOs and therefore statistical enough for inference, the NGOs are
many in numbers and hence different missions, objectives, mandates, accountability

structures and in different countries of different sizes. Future studies on the application of
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the concept of learning organization to NGOs should as much as possible be used to draw

a greater number of organizations.

In addition, as part of the methodology, only 55 members of staff of CSC are selected and
stratified into two groups selecting 8 from senior members of staff and 47 from junior
members of staff, leading to a very narrow sample size, more so from the senior members.

Deductions from such a narrow sample may not hold well in other similar organizations.

3.7 Chapter Summary

This chapter has described the methodology and technical approach that was taken to
address the research questions and objectives. Specifically, population of the study,
samples, research strategy, questionnaire design and administration have been described.
The chapter has also described how the data were analyzed and interpreted. The next

chapter presents and discusses research findings.
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CHAPTER FOUR

SURVEY FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents findings on the assessment of the Christian Service Committee
(CSC) in light of the learning organization model. Staff members of the CSC provided
their perceptions, attitudes and opinions about the CSC’s ability to embrace the
characteristics of the learning organization. These perceptions are analyzed and presented

in this chapter.

4.2 The Findings

These results were taken from a sample of 55 employees of the CSC. The goal of the
researcher was to assess the extent to which the CSC has embraced the eight key
characteristics of the learning organization. This was done through the modified Learning
NGO Questionnaire by Britton (1998). The questionnaire required the staff to rate the
characteristics of the learning organization according to the current level of disposure. An
open question gathered ideas on the characteristics that staff felt the CSC management

could do to improve the situation (see Questionnaire in Appendix 2).

4.3 Rating by Respondents on Learning Organization Characteristics of the CSC

Using the Learning Organization Questionnaire, employees were asked to rate the extent
to which the CSC was capable of embracing the learning organization characteristics.
Each characteristic of a learning organization has three statements in the questionnaire.
The twenty-four statements that the modified questionnaire is comprised of, described the
eight key functions of a learning organization as suggested in the Eight Function Model by
Britton (1998). Subjects responded to these statements on four — point Likert rating scale
with 0 representing strongly disagree and 4 representing strongly agree. The analysis sheet
by Britton (1998) (Table 3.6, Appendix 6) enabled the responses to each of the questions
to be allocated under one of the eight headings, which represent the eight functions of the

learning organizations. The Learning Questionnaire — Calculation Sheet by Steinlin (1998)
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(Table 3.3, Appendix 3, Table 3.4, Appendix 4, Table 3.5, Appendix 5), was used to
calculate the averages of the data collected. This offered a more feasible way of linking

the collected data to the literature and objectives of the study.

The eight key functions were further analyzed into individual’s specific statements. This
process helped to identify functions, which the CSC could acknowledge as its strengths
and also functions, which require most attention and what need to be done in order to
strengthen the organization’s capacity in inadequate areas. The summary of the average

ratings are shown in Table 4.1 below.

Table 4.1 Summary of the Average Ratings by Respondents

Characteristics Average Rating Standard Deviation
Accessing External 7.1 2.5
Learning

Drawing Conclusions 6.9 2.0
Gathering Internal 59 2.0
Experience

Developing Organizational 5.3 2.6
Memory

Integrating Learning 5.2 2.5
Applying the Learning 4.8 2.2
Communication Systems 4.5 2.0

According to Table 4.1, which presents the rating of CSC by staff members, the
organization scored less than 6 out of a possible 12 in 5 of the 8 characteristics. This score
represents less than half of the maximum score and thus below average for those
characteristics namely; creating the supportive culture, developing communication
systems, developing organizational memory, integrating learning into strategy and policy
and in applying the learning. The CSC has however, scored 6 or above in accessing

external learning, gathering external learning and drawing conclusions.
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Based on the results the staff perceive the CSC as generally not a learning organization. It
is clear from the Table 4.1 that the CSC is yet to develop the continuous capability to
adapt and change. The results show that the CSC did well in three out of eight
characteristics. The gaps exist in the CSC for it to embrace most characteristics, namely:
creating a supportive culture, communication systems, developing organizational memory,
integrating the learning into strategy and policy and applying the learning. The CSC is
however, doing well in the gathering internal experience, accessing external learning and
drawing conclusions. With an estimated standard deviation of 2 in most characteristics,

there are relatively low variations within the total scores on each characteristic.

The staff has expressed dissatisfaction with the CSC’s capability of embracing most of the
learning organization characteristics. There is need for the CSC management to create a
supportive culture, develop communication systems, develop organizational memory, and
integrate learning into strategy and policy and apply the learning. The CSC needs to
realign its strategies to be able to change at the pace of environmental change or well
exceed the staff expectations.

4.4 A Comparison of the Senior and Junior Employees Rating

A sample of senior staff and junior staff were asked separately to rate the extent to which
the CSC is capable of embracing the learning organization characteristics. This process
helped to identify if there is a wide disagreement or similarity between the ratings of
senior and junior employees for a particular function and its significance. Summaries of
total average scores from juniors and seniors on each characteristic are tabulated in Table

4.2. A bar chart on the two average ratings was also drawn as in Figure 4.1 below.
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Table 4.2 Summary of Average Rating For Juniors and Seniors

Learning Organization | Juniors Rating Seniors Rating
Characteristics

Learning Culture 4.9 7.6
Gathering Internal 5.8 6.5
Experience

Discovering 7.1 7.0
Communication Systems 4.4 51
Drawing Conclusions 6.9 6.9
Remembering 5.0 6.5
Integrating the Learning 4.5 6.4
Applying the learning 5.0 6.9

Average Ratings of Seniors and Juniors
8

-Raﬁ ngs for seniors

Characteristics of the Learning Organisation

Figure 4.1
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4.4.1 Discussion of Results

A comparison of the average ratings between seniors and juniors shows that there are
wider differences in perception on four characteristics, namely: applying the learning, the
learning culture, integrating the learning and remembering. The senior staff rated the
learning culture, integrating the learning, applying the learning and remembering higher
than the junior staff. The differences in perception may only be due to self-bias by senior
employees.

The junior staff and senior staff have however rated drawing conclusions and discovering
in almost the same way. Both juniors and seniors rated drawing conclusions and
discovering above 6 out of the possible 12 (see 4.3.1). The agreement in rating shows that

the CSC is doing well in drawing conclusions and discovering.

On the other hand, both juniors and seniors rated communication systems below half of
12(see 4.3.1). This is a cause for concern and provides a definite starting point for the
organization’s improvements. The employees expect the CSC to ensure the information
flows freely in the organization, that there is easy access to information to the whole

organization and that there is an encouragement on electronic information sharing/access.

All in all, there is a gap in junior employees and senior employees rating of the extent to
which the CSC is capable of embracing the learning organization characteristics. The
senior employees perceive the CSC as an organization, which is doing well in embracing
most of these characteristics while the junior staff perceives it otherwise. This suggests
that these characteristics may only be taken for granted by senior staff in the CSC, namely:
the learning culture, communication systems, developing organizational memory,
integrating the learning into strategy and policy and in applying the learning. There is need
for improving all the characteristics of a learning organization that are perceived to be
below the average of 6 by the junior staff in the CSC.
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4.5 Individual Assessment on Specific Questions

The researcher examined not only the overall scores for each of the functions but also each
individual’s assessment of specific questions. The modified learning NGO Questionnaire
provided eight characteristics that employees considered when evaluating the extent to
which the CSC was a learning organization. Each characteristic has three dimensions the
sum of which makes one characteristic. All employees were asked to rate the CSC on
these dimensions. This was important as it provided reasons why the characteristics of a
learning organization needed most attention or not. It also helped to identify the barriers to
strengthening the learning capacity of the CSC and how to overcome them. Table 4.3,

Appendix 7 below summarizes the results.

45.1 Creating a Supportive Culture

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 33% of the respondents agreed that the members of
staff are rewarded for the contribution they make to the organization and an additional
22% said they ‘agree somewhat’. On the other hand, 45% responded that they disagree
that the members of staff are rewarded for their contribution (9% strongly disagree and
36% disagreed). This means that the majority of staff members (55%) feel that the

members of staff are rewarded for their contribution.

In addition, 35% of the respondents agreed that CSC management encouraged
experimenting and allows mistakes and an additional 24% ‘somewhat agree’ that
management encourages experimenting and allowing mistakes. On the other hand, 41%
responded that they disagree to this characteristic (21% disagree, and 20% strongly
disagree). This means that the majority of the members of staff (59%) feel that

management encourages experimenting and allowing mistakes.

However, 58% of the respondents disagreed that the CSC encourages individual
development, while 26% said they agree and 16% ‘somewhat agree’. This means that the
majority of the members of staff (58%) believe that the CSC does not encourage

individual development.
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According to the studies done by The Swedish Mission Council (2002) the learning
culture is very important in that if organizational learning is to be a collective,
organization-wide activity, it must become part of the organization’s culture. The
organization has to have an environment which enables, encourages, values, rewards and
uses the learning of its members both individually and collectively. Creating a Supportive
Culture legitimizes the process of learning. While this is the case from a conceptual
framework perspective of what is expected from a learning organization, the results
indicate that the CSC is good at embracing the espoused values of rewarding staff
contribution and encouraging experimenting and allowing mistakes. But the individual
development is not encouraged at the CSC. This, therefore, suggests that although the
CSC is generally good at encouraging experimenting and allowing mistakes, and
rewarding staff contribution, gaps do exist in creating supportive culture.

This implies there is a need for the CSC to draw a human resource development plan
where resources and facilities for individual development will be made available to all
members of the organization, for example, access to distance learning and self study
materials; attendance at training events and conferences. In this way, the CSC would be

able to encourage individual development.

45.2 Gathering Internal Experience

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 34% of the respondents agreed that the CSC has
systematic monitoring and evaluation and an additional 24% said they ‘somewhat agree’.
On the other hand, 42% responded that they disagree (4% strongly disagree, and 38%
disagree). This shows that the majority of the members of staff (58%) feel that the CSC

has systematic monitoring and evaluation systems.

On building spare capacity to allow members of staff to reflect on lessons learnt, 44% of
the respondents agreed that the CSC has built in spare capacity and an additional 33% said
they ‘somewhat agree’. On the other hand, 23% responded that they disagree (5% strongly
disagree, and 18% disagree), which implies that the majority of the members of staff
(77%) feel that the CSC does build on the spare capacity to allow members of staff to

reflect on lessons learnt.
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In addition, 31% of the members of staff agreed that staff work as teams and meet each
other’s expectations and an additional 22% said they ‘agree somewhat’. On the other
hand, 47% responded that they disagree (15% strongly disagree, and 32% disagree). This
means that the majority of the members of staff (53%) at the CSC feel that the CSC staff

work as teams and meet each other’s expectations.

From a conceptual framework perspective, the process of gathering internal experience
and changing it into practical and accessible lessons learned is at the center of the learning
organization. The results show that the majority of the staff feel that the CSC uses the
systematic monitoring and evaluation systems, individual staff and departments are
encouraged to view each other as working partners, constantly striving to find out and
meet each other’s expectations and needs and that members of staff feel there is built in

‘spare capacity’ to allow members of staff to reflect on lessons learned.

This implies that the CSC management needs to continue ensuring that all monitoring,
reviews evaluation has an explicit learning function while ensuring that there is a regular
review of the wider use made of monitoring, review and evaluation data. They need to
continue building in spare capacity to allow time for individual and collective reflection.
In addition the management need to ensure that the documents include specific actionable
recommendations and use ICT to enable greater accessibility of ‘grey literature’ and
develop an internal database of staff/partner expertise and that work proposals include a

section on whom and what have been consulted during their preparation.

45.3 Accessing External Learning

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 73% of the respondents agreed that the CSC has
open cooperation with other organizations and an additional 16% said they ‘agree
somewhat’. On the other hand, 11% responded that they disagree (2% strongly disagree,
and 9% disagree). This shows that the majority of the members of staff (89%) feel that the

CSC has open cooperation with other organizations.

While 56% of the respondents disagreed that there is wide range of contacts at all staff
level, 25% said that they ‘somewhat agree’ and an additional 19% responded that they
agree (10% agree and 9% strongly agree). This shows that the majority of the staff
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members (56%) feel that there is no wide range of contacts at all staff levels when making

decisions.

In addition, 69% of the respondents agreed that the CSC has links with wide range of
networks and an additional 18% said that they ‘somewhat agree’. On the other hand, 13%
disagreed that the CSC has links (4% strongly disagree, 9% disagree). This shows that the
majority of staff members (87%) feel the CSC has wide range of networks.

Partnership work with other organizations is becoming more common and this approach
opens up the boundaries of organizations to learn from one another. While this is the case
from a conceptual framework perspective, the results show that the majority of members
of staff believe that there is an open cooperation with other agencies at the CSC, and that
CSC has links with wide range of networks. The members of staff however feel that there

is not a wide range of contact by the CSC staff at all levels, in decision-making.

This implies that there is need for the management at the CSC to encourage its members
of staff to develop a wide range of contacts with other agencies and to actively learn from
their experience whilst ensuring that networking is seen as an important and legitimate

activity and time should be allowed for networking.

4.5.4 Communication Systems

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 28% of the respondent agreed that information flows
freely in the organization, and an additional, 53% said they ‘agree somewhat’. On the
other hand 19% of respondents said they disagree (4% strongly disagree, and 15%
disagree). The implication of these results is that the majority of the members of staff
(81%) feel that information flows freely at the CSC.

On the other hand, 69% of the respondents disagreed that there is easy access to
information in the whole organization, and 11% said they agree that there is easy access
to information and an additional 20% said they ‘somewhat agree’. This implies that the
majority (69%) of the staff members feel that there is no easy access to information in the
CSC.
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According to the same Table and the Appendix, 63% of the respondents disagreed that the
CSC encourages electronic information sharing/access. 12% of the respondents agreed
that there is an encouragement of electronic information sharing and an additional 25%
said they ‘somewhat agree’. This means that the majority (63%) of the staff members feel

electronic information sharing is not encouraged at the CSC.

With today’s availability of information and communication technology, there is an
increasing assumption that a learning organization simply requires the communication of
information. The danger is that the illusion of ‘more is better’ encourages greater and
greater emphasis on moving information and less on identifying and exchanging
knowledge. Internal email networks that encourage the thoughts sharing of information are
more likely to add to the organizations problems by overloading recipients than helping
those individuals to find solutions. What is needed is a focus on quality and relevance of

what is communicated rather than simply increasing its quantity and availability.

Looking at the studies conducted by INTRAC (2002), electronic media would encourage
the thoughts sharing of information and then help employees to find solutions to their
problems because knowledge would be identified and exchanged. In these days of
Information and Communication Technology, knowledge sharing is very important, even
though there is need to be very cautious of sharing knowledge rather than just information
(Powell: 1999).

While this is the case from a conceptual framework perspective, the results indicate that
access to information in whole organization is difficult. Electronic information sharing or
access is not encouraged. The members of staff strongly feel they do not have access to
email and the Internet is not used to share information nor the bulletin boards. However,
the organization seems to be doing better in leaving the information to flow freely
throughout the organization, crossing departmental or sectional boundaries. This therefore,
suggest that much as information is left to flow freely within the organization, the gaps
that exist on electronic information sharing or access and members of staff difficulty to

access information in the whole organization, needs to be rectified.
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4.5.5 Mechanisms for Drawing Conclusions

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 22% of the respondents agree that Monitoring and
Evaluation reports are routinely analyzed at the CSC, and additional 31% said that they
‘agree somewhat’. On the other hand, 47% responded that they disagree that monitoring
and evaluation reports are routinely analyzed at the CSC (38% disagree and 9% strongly
disagree). This means that the majority (53%) of the respondents believe that monitoring

and evaluation reports are routinely analyzed.

In addition to the above, 66% of the respondents agree that there is regular analysis around
identified theme of work at the CSC, and an additional 25% said they ‘somewhat agree’.
On the other hand, 9% responded that they disagree (2% strongly disagree and 7%
disagree). This shows that the majority of respondents (91%) believed that the CSC has a
regular analysis around an identified theme of work.

According to the same Table and the Appendix, 64% responded that they agree that the
CSC encourages continuous improvement and an additional 27% said they ‘somewhat
agree’. On the other hand, 9% said they disagree (2% strongly disagree and 7% disagree).
This implies that the majority of the members of staff (91%) believe that the CSC

encourages continuous improvement.

From a conceptual framework perspective, a mechanism for drawing conclusions is
described as the process, which converts information to knowledge, through a process of
knowledge creation. The results show that the CSC uses a continuous improvement
approach when analyzing the knowledge and experience gained from its practice. It also
regularly focuses on a theme of its work and draws conclusions based on an analysis of all
its practical experience and understanding of the current ‘state of the art’. The CSC also
routinely analyses its monitoring and evaluation reports that are produced, to identify what

has been learned from the work and what lessons could be applied in the future.

The implication for this is that there is a need for the CSC management to continue using
the organization’s monitoring and evaluation systems as a source of knowledge and not
just as a means of ensuring accountability while ensuring that all monitoring and

evaluation reports address lessons learned and ways in which these can be applied.
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45.6 Applying the Learning

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 31% of the respondents agreed that there is
systematic use of learning in practice and advocacy at the CSC, and an additional 29%
said they ‘somewhat agree’. On the other hand 40% responded that they disagree (31%
disagree, 9% strongly disagree). This shows that the majority of the members of staff
(60%) believe that the CSC has systematic use of learning.

In addition to the above, 24% of the respondents agreed that the change at the CSC is done
according to new knowledge and insights, and an additional 16% said they ‘somewhat
agree’. On the other hand, 60% said that they disagree (16% strongly disagree and 44%
disagree) which shows that the majority of the staff members (60%) believe that the CSC

does not change according to new knowledge and insights.

Furthermore, 25% of the respondents agreed that the CSC builds capacity and innovation
based on learning, and an additional 35% said that they ‘agree somewhat’. On the other
hand, 40% responded that they disagree (2% strongly disagree, and 38% disagree), which
shows that the majority of respondents (60%) believe that the CSC is able to build
capacity and innovation based on learning.

Applying the Learning is a very important feature of a learning organization as shown in
the discussion of results section. The ultimate test of a learning organization is the ability
to apply what has been learned. Only when learning is applied in the work setting can one

say that a continuous learning cycle has been created.

A recent study by Carlson and Lennart (undated, p8) of learning in ‘Development Co-
operation’ points out ‘if the purpose of learning is improving the effectiveness of aid, then
learning becomes an issue which cannot be confirmed to one party only. Effective learning
does require that both parties learn and that they have an opportunity to share their
experiences and jointly work out an agenda for action’. This has important implications
for understanding and developing the learning capacities of all ‘partners’ in a development
enterprise. While this is the case from a conceptual approach perspective, the results from
the survey show that the majority of the members of staff feel the CSC does apply

learning, except where change is not done according to new insights and knowledge.
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This implies that there is need for the CSC management to change its practice and
priorities to reflect new knowledge and insights in its efforts to constantly improve its
effectiveness, while not holding on to outdated work practices and priorities simply

because change is ‘uncomfortable’.

4.5.7 Integrating the Learning

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 22% of the respondents agreed that policy making
involves staff members at all levels of the organization, and an additional 15% said they
‘somewhat agree’. On the other hand, 63% responded that they disagree (36% strongly
disagree, 27% disagree). This shows that the majority of respondents (63%) believe that
the CSC does not involve staff of all levels in policy making.

In addition, 42% of the respondents agreed that the CSC has operating systems which
assist learning, and additional 45% said that they ‘somewhat agree’. On the other hand,
13% responded that they disagree (4% strongly disagree and 9% disagree). This shows
that the majority of respondents (87%) believe that the operating systems at the CSC assist

learning.

Further, 17% of the respondents agreed that learning is made available through out the
organization in the CSC, and an additional 20% said they ‘somewhat agree’. On the other
hand, 63% responded that they disagree (43% disagree and 20% strongly disagree). This
shows that the majority of the respondents (63%) believe that learning is not made
available throughout the organization in the CSC.

Just as the Swedish Mission Council (2002) has shown, in their study, Integrating the
Learning is a very important issue in the organization because it provides a framework for
decision making and resource allocation, which is grounded in the organization’s own
experience and what it has learned from other agencies. One way of building lessons into
an organization is to develop strategies and policies which embody the lessons it has
learned. Integrating learning into organizational strategy is more challenging but
potentially rewarding. This happened at People in Aid (1997), a group of UK-based

development organizations, pooled their experience to develop ‘The people in Aid Code
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of Best Practice’ which benchmarks exemplary practice in the management and support of
aid staff.

While this is the case from a conceptual framework perspective, the results show that
lessons learned are not built into the organization by producing strategies and policies,
which embody the lessons it has learned. The majority of the staff members feel that
policy making in the organization does not involve them at all level and also feel that
learning is not made available throughout the organization. However, the members of staff

feel the operating systems assist the learning at the CSC.

This implies that there is need for the CSC management to involve the staff members at all
levels of policy making in the organization, according to what the members of staff can
contribute to the process and not simply their status while also ensuring that learning
gained by one part of the organization is quickly made available to others even if it may

appear to be of little immediate relevance.

4.5.8 Developing Organizational Memory

According to Table 4.3, Appendix 7, 30% of the respondents agreed that there are a range
of mechanisms for remembering at the CSC, and an additional 25% said they ‘somewhat
agree’. On the other hand, 45% responded that they disagree (30% disagree, 15% strongly
disagree). This shows that the majority of the respondents (55%) believe that the CSC had

a range of mechanisms for remembering.

In addition to the above, 12% of the employees responded that they agree that the CSC
uses systematic de-briefing when staff leave the organization, and an additional 11% said
they ‘somewhat agree’. On the other hand, 77% of employees responded that they
disagree (24% strongly disagree, 53% disagree). This shows that the majority of

employees (77%) believe that there is no systematic de-briefing of leaving staff.

Finally, 38% of the respondents agreed that there is systematic database of projects to
identify expertise at the CSC, and an additional 29% said they ‘somewhat agree’. On the
other hand, 33% responded that they disagree that there is systematic database of projects

to identify expertise (22% disagree, 11% strongly disagree). This shows that the majority
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(67%) of the employees believe that there is systematic database of projects to identify

expertise at the CSC.

According to studies done by The Swedish Mission Council (2002), remembering is a
crucial element of organization learning. If learning is locked inside the heads of
individuals, the organization becomes wvulnerable to losing its experience if those

individuals leave the organization.

A learning organization needs mechanisms which enable an individual’s memory to be
‘down loaded’ into knowledge management system so that everyone can continue to
access that person’s knowledge long after the individual may have moved on from that
organization. While this is the case from a conceptual framework perspective, the results
of the survey show that the majority of staff members at the CSC feel the organization has
a range of mechanisms for remembering, such as database and information center. They
also feel that there is a systematic database of projects to identify expertise. However, the
members of staff feel there is no systematic debriefing of leaving staff.

This implies that there is need for the CSC Management to put in place mechanisms for
remembering the experience of its current and previous work to ensure that the
organization is not vulnerable to losing its experience when individuals leave. For
example, they may ensure that staff members that leave the organization go through a
systematically recorded de-briefing to ensure that the organization retains as much as

possible of their knowledge and contacts.
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4.6

Chapter Summary

This chapter has presented and discussed results or findings from the study. The

perceptions, opinions, beliefs or attitudes of staff relating to the ability of the CSC to

embrace the learning organization characteristics have been outlined. The findings have
revealed that the CSC has scored less than 6 out of the possible 12 in 5 of the 8

characteristics of the learning organization namely; creating the supportive culture,

developing communication systems, developing organizational memory, integrating

learning and applying learning. The senior staff rating was slightly higher than that of the

juniors probably due to senior’s self-bias.

The findings have revealed that the CSC staff members perceive that the CSC does not

fully satisfy the characteristics of a learning organization. The above five characteristics

are not satisfied because the majority of staff believed that:

a

a

Q

The CSC did not encourage individual development,

There was no wide range of contacts at all staff levels when making decisions,
There was no easy access to information in the CSC,

Electronic information sharing was not encouraged at the CSC,

The CSC did not change according to new knowledge and insights,

The CSC did not involve staff at all levels of policy making,

Learning was not made available throughout the organization in the CSC,

There was no systematic de-briefing of leaving staff.

However, the majority of staff members believed that:

a

a

Q

The CSC members of staff were rewarded for their contribution,
Management encouraged experimenting and allowed mistakes,

The CSC had systematic monitoring and evaluation systems,

The CSC had built on spare capacity to allow staff to reflect on lessons leant,
The CSC staff worked as teams and met each other’s expectations,

The CSC had open cooperation with other organizations,

The CSC had a wide range of networks,

Information flowed freely at the CSC,

Monitoring and evaluation reports were routinely analyzed at the CSC,

The CSC had regular analysis around an identified theme of work,
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o The CSC encouraged continuous improvement,

o The CSC had systematic use of learning,

o The CSC also was able to build capacity and innovation based on learning,
o The operating systems assisted the learning,

o The CSC had a range of mechanisms for remembering,

o There was systematic database of projects to identify expertise at the CSC.

The next chapter outlines recommendations that have been derived from literature and
survey findings to provide a basis on which the CSC can formulate or develop effective
strategies in order to be able to change at the pace of change of the environment, and

thereby guaranteeing success.
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CHAPTER FIVE

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

5.1 Introduction

An assessment of the Christian Service Committee in light of a learning organization model
has revealed that the CSC as an organization does not fully satisfy the characteristics of a
learning organization. The data collected from randomly selected employees has shown a
need for more attention in most characteristics if the CSC were to operate as a learning
organization. The importance of learning organization has been shown in chapter two. The
following conclusions have been drawn based on the survey and recommendations formulated
in order to lay out a practical path for the CSC to improve its capability to become a learning
organization. This chapter presents conclusions drawn from the results and a list of

recommendations, followed by suggestions for further areas of research.
5.2 Conclusions
Conclusions have been drawn from four key areas:
a) Characteristics of a learning organization in which the CSC is strong,
b) Characteristics of a learning organization in which the CSC is weak,
c) The reasons why the CSC is rated as being weak in certain characteristics,
d) The reasons for the CSC not scoring high in the strong characteristics of a learning

organization.

5.2.1 Staff Perceived CSC as Having Strong Characteristics of a Learning

Organization in the following areas:

o Accessing external learning

o Gathering internal experience
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o Drawing conclusions
According to the conceptual framework and model of a learning organization on page 19
which the study is based, the above three are features of such organizations. The CSC is rated
high in these three characteristics (with scores of 50%, 58% and 58% respectively; Table

4.1, Page 48) and it thus meets the characteristics of a learning organization in each of them.

5.2.2 Staff Perceived CSC as Having Weak Characteristics of a Learning Organization

in the following areas:

o creating the supportive culture,

o

developing the communication systems,

developing the organizational memory,

o

integrating learning into strategy and policy and

o

applying the learning.

o

5.2.3 Reasons for Rating the CSC Weak in Certain Characteristics

As presented in the discussion of results section, Table 4.1, page 48, the score for each of the
above was less than 50% which according to the interpretation in chapter 3 do not allow the
CSC to satisfy the requirement for a learning organization in those characteristics.

In terms of Creating Supportive Culture, most respondents (58%) (page 53, paragraph 4) felt
that the CSC is not providing the necessary support and encouragement for training, and
rarely gives feedback to employees on their level of performance and seldom utilizes their

opportunities for attending courses and conferences.
As regards to the Communications Systems, the majority of staff members (63%) (Page 57,

paragraph 2) felt that the current system does not have adequate provision for the use of

electronic media that would allow employees to access information and communicate with
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each other. Based on the survey findings and discussion section, 69% (Page 57, paragraph 1)
of staff felt that it is not easy to access information on the lessons learned from other parts of
the organization. The communication department is not adequately resourced to enable the
organization to keep its information system and record keeping up to date.

When it comes to another important feature of a learning organization, which is Applying the
Learning, the survey findings have shown that the majority of staff members (60%) (Page 59,
paragraph 4) felt that the CSC is finding it difficult to change its practice and priorities to
reflect new knowledge and insights in its efforts to constantly improve its effectiveness. The
organization holds on an outdated work practices and priorities probably because change is

uncomfortable.

Most changes at the CSC are made after the board approves of them. Following the CSC
Constitution, the board is supposed to meet four times a year. However, the board rarely
meets to approve new issues. Usually the board would only meet once or twice a year. All this
happens, because of the cash flow problems. This, in turn affects the culture because change

takes a long time to be implemented.

In Integrating the Learning, which is another important characteristic of a learning
organization discussed in chapter four, the majority of staff members (63%)(Page 60,
paragraph 3) believed that in the current system, policy making does not involve staff at all
levels in the organization according to what they can contribute to the process but rather their
status. According to the same discussion section, (Page 61, paragraph 1), members of staff
also felt that learning gained by one part of the organization is not made available to others
even if it may be of value. This is because technical meetings, which are supposed to be used

to share most of the learning points in different departments, are rarely done.

As regards Developing Organizational Memory, which is one of the eight key characteristics
of the learning organization discussed in the survey findings and discussion chapter, 77%
(Page 62, paragraph 2) of staff members felt that the organization does not have a range of

mechanisms for ‘remembering’ the experience of its current and previous work. It is very
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important for a learning organization to have mechanisms which enable individual memory to
be ‘downloaded’ into knowledge management system so that everyone can contribute to
access that person’s knowledge long after the individual may have moved from that

organization.

5.2.4 Staff Perceived That Some of the Characteristics of the Learning Organization
Were There at the CSC But Not As Strong for the Following Reason:

Based on the discussion section, the CSC has been rated 6 and above, (Page 42, paragraph 1)
in three most important characteristics of a learning organization, i.e. accessing external
learning, drawing conclusions, and gathering internal experience. However, the majority of
staff members (56%) (Page 56, paragraph 1) felt that there is no wide range of contacts at all
staff levels when making decisions. CSC does not encourage its staff to develop a wide range
of contacts with other agencies and to actively learn from their experience. It seems

networking is not seen as important and legitimate activity and thus time is not allowed for it.

5.3 Recommendations

For the CSC to become a learning organization, and hence enhance its performance, the

following recommendations are suggested:

1) The CSC must demonstrate that it has become genuinely committed to learning at all
levels, by raising the profile of learning through addressing each of the eight key functions
above. The most important of these is to create an organizational culture which legitimizes the
process of learning by resourcing it adequately and rewarding (in all sorts of ways) those who
contribute to active use of the organization’s bank of explicit wisdom. Management should
conduct awareness sessions so that employees know and use the opportunities that exist for

learning.

2) Since building learning into each individual’s job design and job description gives added

legitimacy to activity and also provide an important reminder to managers about the staffing
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levels necessary for ensuring a learning approach to development, the CSC should encourage
learning by building it in to job descriptions, by allocating time and other resources for it and
by talking about it at team meetings, individual’s supervisions and work review meetings and
through staff appraisal schemes. There is also need for timely feedback; otherwise according
to general comments from staff during the interviews, the performance appraisals are not

enough to get the feedback.

3) Leaders and managers have a critical part to play in developing a learning approach to
CSC’s work. The CSC leaders and managers must legitimize learning in the organization in
whatever way they can. Leaders who provide a vision open a window to a larger, meaningful
world that people may not see for themselves. Without such a leader, the yearning spirit of the
employee will wither, (Daft & Lengel, 2000). The aim of the managers should be to
exemplify the ‘reflective practitioner’s approach’ in all that they do. This means practicing
what they preach by opening up their own work to scrutiny as well as encouraging others to
do so. Also the managers/leaders must be prepared to address the resource issues, which may
well, arise from assessing learning capacity at both individuals and organizational levels.
Because learning is fundamental to the development process, one of the priorities for CSC
must therefore be to educate its donors and supporters about the nature of the development

process itself.

4) The CSC management should encourage staff to build links with other NGOs. They should
use these links to seek out and learn from (benchmarking) examples of ‘best practice’ in the
activities and functions upon which the CSC wishes to build its reputation. Employees need to
be encouraged to network with other agencies or departments. Lack of networking between

agencies leads to little information sharing and no access to external learning.

5) A deliberate effort should be done to ensure systems and procedures are put in place to
encourage information sharing between departments, for example, technical meetings. The
technical meeting should be a forum where different departments access information on the
lessons learned by other parts of the organization. As a result, the development of strategy

would be deliberately organized as a learning process. Feedback loops would be incorporated
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to enable continuous improvement in the light of the exchange of what strategies are followed
and which are abandoned. Keeping overheads down (which s common excuse in NGOs)

should not be a common scapegoat for low priotisation and meager investment in learning.

6) The policymaking should involve people at most levels in the organization, according to
what they can contribute to the process and not simply their status. Thus, policy formulation

should not be at management level only.

7) The information spot and Tiyeni Titchere Khutu news letters that the office of the
Executive Director produces, to relay lessons learned from other parts of the organization,
should include challenges met, impact of the problems, lessons drawn by the concerned
departments, highlights of the activities done, or to be done by a department, and possible
solutions applied for other departments to apply similar strategies should they face similar

problems. The newsletters should be produced on consistent basis.

8) The CSC needs to install a website for electronic information sharing/gathering to improve
resource mobilization. The information function should be adequately resourced to enable the

organization to keep its information system and record-keeping up to date.

9) Since very few staff has access to communication media due to shortage and restriction to
use of available computers, there is need to set up one or more computer in one room which
can be used as a common room which can be on-line for every staff to access information and
e-mails. The CSC management should be innovative enough to ensure they adopt new
systems and technological change quickly.

10) The CSC communication policy needs to be redrafted or revisited to meet current
Information and Communication Technology. Otherwise, communication technology will not

be considered a priority issue in CSC.

11) The CSC should ensure that it is not vulnerable when staff leaves. For instance, staff that

leaves the organization (even those who are dismissed) should go through a systematically

69



recorded de-briefing to ensure that CSC retains its knowledge. This would make the

organization not vulnerable to losing its experience when they leave.

12) The CSC management should endeavor to call for board meetings at least four times a
year as recommended in the constitution. One reason why change takes too long to be
implemented is because the board approves policy changes. The members of staff feel the
board is quite conservative and due to financial problems, it rarely meets to approve change

issues.

5.4 ldeas for Future Research

In the aid business, doing well is not enough. Setting an example is not good enough in itself
either, if the example does not translate into more widespread improvement. ‘If aid agencies
feel their operational work is good and offers lessons worth emulating, they must ensure that
others learn from and build on those lessons. All agencies then, must be learning
organizations, not just organizations that learn well, but agencies that successfully disseminate
those lessons and promote uptake of good practice’ (Thin, 1997). This will ensure their

success in the industry.

Research is the search for new knowledge. As such, further research into other NGOs with the
same objectives on its capability to embrace the learning organization characteristics is
necessary for comparisons purposes. This would also provide ideas that would assist
management to improve the capacity to become a learning organization and to sustain the
business. Feedback from these NGOs would suggest the ideas contained in the tools that
would spark off a great deal of valuable discussion and reflection and sometimes lead in

directions, which would be quite unanticipated.
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APPENDIX 2

The Learning NGO Questionnaire

Please indicate the following:

The ‘organization’ under consideration in this questionnaire is:

Read through each of the following statements and place a tick in the box which best describes your view.

Characteristic

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree Agree
1.  Staff are rewarded for
the contribution they
make to the
organization’s (V)] (1) 2 3) 4

learning e.g. through
positive feedback,
time off for study,
employee recognition.

COMMENTS

2. The organization uses
systematic procedures
for the regular
monitoring, review 0) 1) 2) (3) 4
and evaluation of all
of its project,
programme and
advocacy activity.

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

3. Information flows freely throughout the
organization, crossing departmental,
sectional and locational boundaries
without hindrance. l.e. people do not hold
on to information which would be useful
to others.

©)

M

@

@)

(4)

COMMENTS

4.  The organization has mechanisms for
‘remembering’ the experience of its
current and previous work through the
development of readily accessible
databases, resource / information banks
and information retrieval systems.

(0)

1)

@

@)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

5. The organization systematically uses its
learning to improve its own practice
(quality improvement) and / or to
influence the policy and practice of other
organizations (advocacy).

©)

M

@

@)

(4)

COMMENTS

6. Policy making involves people at most
levels in the organization, according to
what they can contribute to the process
and not simply their status.

)

)

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

7. Monitoring and evaluation reports (and
field visit reports where appropriate) are
routinely analyzed to identify what has
been learned from the work and what
lessons could be applied in the future.

(0)

1)

)

®)

(4)

COMMENTS

8.  The organization enters into open co-
operative relationships with other
organizations in order to share and
encourage mutual learning from each
other’s experience.

(0)

1)

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

9.  The organization has enough built in
capacity to encourage staff to take
periods of time out from their daily
operational responsibilities in order to
reflect on their work experience and
learn lessons from it.

(0)

1)

@

®)

(4)

COMMENTS

10. Managers at all levels create a climate
which encourages experimentation
and acknowledges that mistakes are
an inevitable part of this e.g.
managers admit their own mistakes;
blaming is minimized so that people
can openly and honestly discuss the
issues.

(0)

1)

@

®)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

11.  The organization encourages its staff to
develop a wide range of contacts with
other agencies and to actively learn from
their experience. Networking is seen as
an important and legitimate activity and
time is allowed for this.

(0)

1)

)

®)

(4)

COMMENTS

12.  ltis easy to access information on the
lessons learned from other parts of the
organization.

©)

Q)

)

@)

)

COMMENTS

13. The organization is not vulnerable to
losing its experience when individuals
leave. For example, staff who leave the
organization go through a systematically
recorded de-briefing to ensure that the
organization retains as much as possible
of their knowledge and contacts.

(0)

1)

)

®)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

14. The organization is prepared to
change its practice and priorities to
reflect new knowledge and insights in
its efforts to constantly improve its
effectiveness ie the organization does
not hold on to outdated work practices
and priorities simply because change
is ‘uncomfortable’.

()

M

@

@)

(4)

COMMENTS

15. Learning is built into the organization
through the development and
updating of systems, operational
procedures and other ways of sharing
the lessons gained from individuals’
experience.

)

)

)

®)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

16.

The organization has a systematic
database (not necessarily
electronic) of all its main areas of
work activity, which can enable
staff and ‘outsiders’ to identify
where expertise resides.

(0)

M

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS

17.

The organization regularly
focuses on a theme of its work
and draws conclusions based on
an analysis of all of its practice
experience and an understanding
of the current ‘state of the art’.

(0)

o))

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS

18.

Staff have access to a wide range
of communication media
(including email) and are
encouraged to share information
using media (including electronic
media such as the internet and
bulletin boards).

(0)

o))

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

19.

Individuals, groups and sections
view each other as working
partners and constantly strive to
find out and meet each others’
expectations and needs.

(0)

M

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS

20.

Resources and facilities for
individual development are made
available to all members of the
organization. eg systems for
coaching and mentoring;
guidance through management
supervision or staff development
specialists; access to distance
learning and self-study materials;
attendance at training events and
conferences.

(0)

o))

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

21.

The organization is linked to a
wide range of networks and uses
its contacts with other agencies to
gather useful knowledge and skills
and to benchmark (i.e. the art of
comparing an organization’s
performance with the best
practices of other organizations in
key areas of activity) itself against
best practice.

(0)

M

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS

22.

The organization uses a
continuous improvement approach
when analyzing the knowledge
and experience gained from its
practice. Staff are encouraged to
constantly ask themselves “How
could we do this better?”

(0)

o))

)

@)

(4)

COMMENTS
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Characteristic

Strongly Disagree Somewhat Agree Strongly
Disagree Agree Agree
23.  The learning gained by one part
of the organization is quickly
made available to others even if
at first it may appear to be of 0) (1) 2 3) 4)
little immediate relevance.
COMMENTS
24.  The organization is constantly
building its capacity and
innovating based on what it has
learned. 0) (1) 2) 3) 4
COMMENTS
Notes:
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Table 3.3: Rating Of CSC by Junior Staff
The Learning NGO Questionnaire —Calculation Sheet 1(Adapted: M. Sterlin (1998)

APPENDIX 3

Name of Organization

No of Respondents

Enter the total scores of each respondent for each Organizational Learning area in the
respective columns. The averages of the totals indicate the NGOs strengths and weaknesses.

Respond.
No.

Learning
Culture

Gathering
Experience
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Drawing
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Integra-
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SD
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APPENDIX 4
Table 3.4: Rating Of CSC by Senior Staff

The Learning Questionnaire—Calculation Sheet No 2. (Adapted: M. Sterlin, 1998).

Name of Organization
No of Respondents

Enter the total scores of each respondent for each Organizational Learning area in the

respective columns. The averages of the totals indicate the NGOs strengths and weaknesses.

Respond. | Learnin | Gathering Discovering | Communicating Drawing Remembering Integrating Applying
No. g Experience Conclusions
Culture
1 9 10 8 5 8 8 8 9
2 3 4 4 4 7 7 5 5
3 9 5 8 5 9 5 8 9
4 8 7 7 6 7 7 8 7
5 6 6 7 4 5 2 3 4
6 8 5 3 7 5 9 6 8
7 9 6 8 5 5 7 6 5
8 9 9 11 5 9 7 7 8
Totals | 61 52 56 41 55 52 51 55
Ave 7.6 6.5 7.0 5.1 6.9 6.5 6.4 6.9
SD 2.134 | 2.070 2.507 0.991 1.727 2.138 1.768 1.959
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APPENDIX 5

Table 3.5: Rating Of CSC by both Juniors and Seniors: Calculation Sheet 2(Adapted: Marc Sterlin (1998)
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APPENDIX 6

TABLE 3.6: The Learning NGO Questionnaire — Analysis Sheet (Adapted From B.

Britton (1998))

Instruction

Go through each of the questions in the questionnaire. Place your scores for each question

(from 0 to 4) in the appropriate space below. Add up the totals for each column. This will give

you an indication of your organization’s broad strengths and weaknesses since the maximum

score is 12 for each column.

Supportive | Internal External Communicate | Drawing Organization | Integrating | Applying
Culture Experience Learning | on Systems Conclusions | Memory Learning
Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5
Q9 Q8 Q7 Q6
Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13
Q20 Q19 Q18 Q17 Q16 Q15 Q14
Q21 Q22 Q23 Q24
Totals Totals Totals Totals Totals Totals Totals Totals

Note: Q = Question Number in the Questionnaire.
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APPENDIX 7

Table 4.3: Respondents Assessment on Specific Characteristic

Characteristic Strongly Agree | Somewhat | Disagree | Strongly Total

Agree Agree Disagree N=55
% % % % %

Creating Supportive Culture

Rewarding Staff contribution 11 22 22 36 9 100

Encouraging experimenting & 0 35 24 21 20 100

allowing mistakes

Encouraging 10 16 16 40 18 100

individual development

Gathering Internal Experience

Systematic M&E 10 24 24 38 4 100
Built in spare capacity to allow staff 2 42 33 18 5 100
to reflect on lessons learnt

Staff work as teams and meet each 9 22 22 32 15 100

others needs

Accessing External Learning

Open  cooperation  with  other 22 51 16 9 2 100
organizations

Wide range of contacts at all staff 9 10 25 40 16 100
level

Links with wide range of networks 42 27 18 9 4 100
Communication Systems

Information flows freely 7 21 53 15 4 100
Easy access to information in whole 2 9 20 49 20 100
organization

Encourage electronic  information 5 7 25 25 38 100
sharing

Drawing Conclusions

M&E reports are routinely analyzed 4 18 31 38 9 100
Regular analysis around identified 13 53 25 7 2 100
theme of work

Continuous improvement 9 55 27 7 2 100
Applying the learning

Systematic use of learning 4 27 29 31 9 100
Change according to new knowledge 9 15 16 44 16 100
and insights

Building capacity & innovation 5 20 35 38 2 100
Integrating Learning

Policy making involves staff at all 4 18 15 27 36 100
levels

Operating systems assist learning 4 38 45 9 4 100
Learning is made available 2 15 20 43 20 100

throughout the organization

Developing Organizational Memory

Range of mechanisms for 5 25 25 30 15 100
remembering

Systematic de briefing of leaving staff 5 7 11 53 24 100
Systematic database of project to 13 25 29 22 11 100
identify expertise
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Dear Martha:
The revision is well done. | have included a few more comments. Please review them
carefully. Also note the following:
1) You need to paginate the pages and format the spacing properly.
2) Refer to style manuals on how to write page humbers for Table of Contents.
Remember that the pages preceding the main text which starts at the
Introduction page are paginated with lower case Roman numerals. You start
pagination with Arabic numerals from the Introduction page. See paginations
in books.
3) For Tables in which you presented data, Use Table 1, 2, 3, etc. instead of
Appendix 1, 2, 3. When you refer to them in the text, you can state: According
to Table 6, Appendix . You can place all the Tables under one Appendix
by the way. Changing these would not require much work.
4) Itis important that you place the References before the Appendix which should
come at the end.

| have about three more weeks before I return to Malawi. You can send me

your revised work anytime.

Your research paper is coming up very well indeed and keep up the good work and
give the paper a finishing touch.

Regards,

Tesfaye
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