IMPROVE PERFORMANCE BY
ASKING 9 QUESTIONS
Discover how good your organisation is at learning
White paper

The last few years have been a tough time for the vast majority of companies. It has often been
necessary for reorganisations to cut hard and deep. The economic crisis has delivered some
heavy blows, causing many people to leave – including some with knowledge that is difficult to
replace. This has more than occasionally led to an inward-looking perspective. Meanwhile, the
world outside has been fundamentally changing.

“

‘Learning’ is an essential skill for keeping up to date and seizing
opportunities. But becoming a ‘learning organisation’ doesn’t just
happen by itself. How good are your learning abilities?

Practically everyone agrees that things will never be the same again. The pace of change in the
market and within companies that need to keep up with it keeps increasing. And did you think
that it couldn’t get any faster? Think again. The speed with which consumers – and also
companies in B2B markets – switch their preferences keeps getting faster. Turnaround times and
product cycles are getting shorter, and time to market permits no unnecessary delays. To stay on
its feet in this world, each organisation needs to be able to adjust to all the changes around it in
a flash. Only a different kind

of organisation can manage to do so. Previously, the more

vertically oriented ‘silo model’, with its accompanying top-down (or sometimes bottom-up)
movements actually managed this pretty well. Information flowed up, while projects flowed
down. And everyone knew where they were.
But when speed is crucial, that model becomes outdated. Two-way traffic is no longer enough.
Most directors and entrepreneurs have in fact already realised this. But old structures, cultures
and behaviours are often rigid, and prevent an organisation from properly learning to react to
this dynamic context. It’s hard to get the organisation ready to engage with this dynamic, but it
can be done. The question is: how?
The answer to this constant stream of changes is ‘the Learning Organisation’. This is an
organisation that learns due to there being strong connections through which crucial knowledge
and information can spread throughout the entire organisation. The Learning Organisation is not
just a model on a drawing-board; it’s a living organisation that enables one change to speedily
follow another. A willingness to adapt is part of this kind of organisation’s DNA. By quickly and
efficiently sharing current and new knowledge, these not only become the property of the entire
organisation but also become enriched in the process. It’s the ability to smoothly interact with
newness that makes a Learning Organisation resilient, close-knit, versatile and adaptive. Besides
all this, it provides the space and structure that allow the focus to be where it should be. On the
customer.
AWARENESS ALONE IS NOT ENOUGH
It would appear self-evident that good internal communication and swift knowledge-sharing
determine the strength of each organisation to an important degree. But this is not always borne
out in practice, as such knowledge does not automatically lead to more connections, better
collaboration, inspired co-creations and innovations large or small. Merely being aware that
people within an organisation should keep learning from one another in order to succeed
collectively is actually not enough. Often, the urgency of the situation at hand leads to a lack of
time or priority in properly shaping the internal relationships. It can then make good sense to
apply external pressure at the right moment. External people, who know what they are doing and
clearly see which phase a process is in and which interventions are effective at which moment,
can then have a lot of added value.

FOUR ELEMENTS
One of the awkward things about a transformation into a more adaptive organisation is that you
need to start out from the existing situation. It’s the people who work there, the current systems
and an often self-evident culture that form the starting point for every change. This means that
each successful intervention that leads to sustainable results must take place across several
different axes and aspects of operational management. Without properly coordinating the
processes, direction, behaviour and leadership, it’s impossible to drive much sustainable change.
These four mutually dependent elements together make the difference. It’s only when all these
aspects are properly in tune with each other that any improvements made can be sustained
long-term. Experience teaches us that many organisations do consider themselves to be adaptive
and able to learn, but that they rarely are in practice. Being a Learning Organisation may appear
simple, but true manoeuvrability and swift knowledge-sharing are the result of a carefully
attuned structure and culture in which behaviour, processes, direction and leadership reinforce
one another.
Naturally, the question is how much of a Learning Organisation yours is. Have you got there
already, or is there room for improvement? Here are therefore 9 confrontational questions. The
more honest you are, the more meaningful your insights will be.

1

Within your organisation, is the vision more important
than the boss?
One of the characteristics of a Learning Organisation is that knowledge and
direction are familiar throughout the organisation. The vision harmonises the
way in which individual members of staff do business. This can only occur if
the vision is not only understood but also comes alive everywhere. Only then
is the direction of the organisation no longer solely dependent on the CEO,
thereby enabling decentralised knowledge-sharing to get to work.

2

Does the old adage ‘knowledge is power’ apply to your
organisation?
At the end of the 16th century, Francis Bacon was certain that ‘knowledge is
power’. But in the 21st century, this truth is leading to more and more friction.
We strive to share knowledge, but thereby undermine our own power and
indispensability. If you can see members of staff operating on their own little
islands, you have been warned. This kind of culture and structural
characteristics hold you back from quickly adjusting to changing
circumstances. One of the necessary conditions for change is to first break
though the old adage, but it’s also one of the most difficult things to do.
Sharing knowledge erodes one’s individual position. The challenge is to
replace this value system with another.

3

Do the best questions only get asked afterwards?
‘In hindsight…’ is the kind of cliché that is often the answer to a question
that’s only asked afterwards. And it tends to put paid to further discussion.
How often do you conclude that the best questions and objections only arise
afterwards, rather than during the run-up to carrying out a modernisation?
How often do you get put right before anything’s actually gone wrong? Within
a Learning Organisation, where it’s natural to share trust and knowledge, the
best questions are also – or perhaps rightly so – asked during the preparatory
phase.

4

Do your people know when they are performing well and
what their added value is?
During periods when people and organisations are under pressure and lots of
changes are taking place, anxiety and unrest lead to a defensive and hesitant
attitude. People barely know where their knowledge has added value, and
this anxious reflex gives them the tendency to retreat into the familiar. The
emotional focus lies on retaining what already exists. In a Learning
Organisation, that pattern is broken, enabling individual members of staff as
well as teams to recognise their added value. Knowing when you perform
well, even when the context changes, delivers the self-confidence required to
quickly absorb changes.

5

Are knowledge and expertise assured in the long term?
Knowledge about processes, the market, customers, and developments by
rivals in one’s own or adjacent sectors, often lies only with a few people
within an organisation: the ‘indispensables’. That’s dangerous, because it is
only when their knowledge is shared throughout the organisation that this
critical factor for success can be assured over the longer term. Consider this
carefully: how dependent are you collectively on these individuals? The
answer will tell you a lot about the continuity of your organisation.

6

What is your latest product or service to result from a cocreation?
How often and at what stage do you look for external input? How do you
learn from your customers, suppliers and rivals? Actively seeking out such
external stimuli contributes hugely to the speed and harmonisation of your
products or services on the market. When co-creation occurs on a regular
basis, many aspects of behaviour, direction and leadership are raised to a
higher level.

7

How do you celebrate the mistakes that you and your staff
make?
Dealing badly with mistakes is one of the most stubborn barriers to
organisational renewal. Lots of energy and creativity are lost by pretending
that the elephant in the room doesn’t exist. What’s even worse is that
mistakes offer the best learning opportunities. Although it’s only human to
focus on avoiding guilt, it’s also counterproductive. A Learning Organisation
has a culture in which behaviour is focused on learning lessons, and
celebrates each mistake as an opportunity for improvement.

8

Which three competitors are better than you, and why?
When did you last ask yourself or your people this question? Not recently? If
that’s the case, you’re ignoring a great opportunity to use a couple of simple
questions to learn from your competitors and from the insights from within
your own organisation about how things could be done better. A Learning
Organisation focuses on what’s happening outside, and even looks beyond
the borders of its own branch, in order to see what’s happening there. Which
developments could be applied internally? Are there elements to be found at
other organisations that, without copying them directly, could be suitable to
allow you to carry out your own work better, quicker, more efficiently or in a
more customer-centric way?

9

(only if you never asked yourself question 8 before)

Why have you never asked yourself which competitors are
better than you, on which points they beat you, and what
you are doing to change this?
Why have you never asked yourself which competitors are better than you, on
which points they beat you, and what you are doing to change this?
A Learning Organisation does ask these questions, uses them as the starting
point for its own development, and then asks them again to check its
progress.
At the heart of a Learning Organisation is the power to go ahead and ask
those questions that at first appear to expose a vulnerability. But it’s about
more than just asking questions. How well can your organisation actually
deal with the answers?
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