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Learning Organization
Lessons learned will increase Corps -wide competence
USACE University & Learning Network

By Neal Newman
and Debra Brey

From the Emerging Leader’s perspective, it appears
that every aspect of our world is rap1d1y changing — new
initiatives, new focuses, new missions, new threats, and
new opportunities. Since our involvement in the Emerg-
ing Leaders Class of 1998, we have had the opportunity
and privilege of seeing our senior leaders first-hand begin
to strategically align the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
to meet the future needs of our country.

They are undertaking this challenge (set forth under
the People Objective 2 in the USACE Campaign Plan)
with sincere commitment. Our Chief of Engineers, Lt.
Gen. Robert Flowers, and our other senior leaders recog-
nize that for the Corps to become a world-class organiza-
tion, it must transform from an organization that simply
“trains”(for increased individual competence), to one that
“learns” and continually incorporates that learning into
all of its business processes (for increased organizational
competence).

AsBrig. Gen. David Fastabend Northwestern Divi-
sion Commander, told his staffin October 2001, “All the
training in the world wont change the culture. Changing
how we work changes the culture.”

Because changing how we work is so important and
necessary to the future relevance of Corps, Flowers es-
tablished the USACE Learning Advisory Board (ULAB),
to help define a learning organization, and what it loocks
like. The ULAB is a team of general officers, senior lead-
ers from each division, consultants, and three emerging
leaders from across the Corps.

Developing the doctrine

At first glance, the definition of a “learning organiza-
tion” would appear to be self-explanatory. But when one
tries to define it to a group of Corps colleagues who
haven’t heard of the concept, it quickly becomes diffi-
cult.

There are many popular books about learning organi-
zations, each with the author defining a learning organi-
zation based on his or her situation and years of experi-
ence. Even if a book existed that identifies what a learn-
ing organization should look like within the Corps, it
likely would not be easily embraced or understood in an
organization of about 35,000 employees, both military
and civilian, from various disciplines.

With that challenge in mind, the ULAB set out to de-
fine and describe a learning organization in a context (and
relatively few pages) that could be understood by the gen-
eral membership ofthe Corps. (We recognize that any
real change requires understanding and action by af Corps
members.) That effort (which involved review of many
internal and external programs, and considerable hours
of review, documentation, and dialogue)is contained in
the Learning Organization Doctrine, which was briefed
to the Corps’ senior leaders and division and district Com-
manders at the recent ENFORCE.

Not the same-old/same-old

The important thing to keep in mind about the Learn-
ing Organization Doctrine is that it is not another initia-
tive, not another operational or technical manual, not
another change in organizational structure, not amanda-
tory training exercise, and not another fad, theme, or
cliché.

Ignoring the Learning Organization Doctrine is also
not an option for the Corps, if we are to survive as an
agency. Quite simply, the doctrine defines what the Corps
thinks about learning. It encourages empowermentand a
“Just Do It” attitude. It creates a baseline from which
individuals can talk about learning.

This doctrine requires a holistic approach to changing
Corps culture so that we can continually increase our
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organization’s strategic, operational, and technical learn-
ing. The purpose of organizational learning is to con-
tinually increase our competence to help our customers
and stakeholders succeed. If we help our customers suc-
ceed, we succeed.

The good news about becoming a learning organiza-
tion is that it will cost little in additional dollars. The
challenge is being patient, because the process will be
painful. Because we are a structured organization de-
signed to be technically operational, we often first want
to know how to quickly execute or nnplement something
new and get on with our work.

Butin this case, thelearning Orgamzatlon Doctrine
calls for the systematic development of (or change in) our
culture, and we will need time to align all aspects of the
Corps’ culture. Therein lies the pain or struggle of be-

coming a learning organization.
What is a learning organization?

Alearning organization is best defined as one that sys-
tematically learns from its experience what works and
what does not work, and shares that information with
others in the organization so that no one makes the same
mistakes, and everyone improves on their successes. If
this “systematic learning” can become institutionalized,
we will all see the benefits of increased innovation, effec-
tiveness, and performance (not to mention more delighted
customers and motivated employees.)

To achieve this goal, however, it is essential that we
create (rather than just talk about creating) a non-threat-
ening environment where employees feel comfortable
identifying problems and reporting them early so that the
workforce can learn from the experience and incorporate
the “lessons learned” into the way we do business.

We havenotdonea good job of this in the past. Many
employees report experiences with “shooting the mes-
senger.”

The Corps has the opportunity tolearnon several lev-
els. Learning at the strategic level (to create the Corps’
ideal future) will come from continual dialogue with our
customers and stakeholders. An “ideal future”isthe kind
of organization and culture we want to be, based on fore-
sight and analysis of the social and economic forces in
today’s world. Anideal future is a complete description
of what a vision only states briefly.

Learning at the operational and technical levels will
helpus align all elements and resources to work together
toward this ideal future. Sharingthelearning atalllevels
on a continual basis will guide the systematic develop-
ment of our culture.

Cultural change required

To evaluate the cultural changes needed for the Corps
to reach its ideal future, the ULAB selected the “7 S so-
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cial system anthropological model to define culture and
its various aspects.

The “7 S social system” model describes seven mter-
related aspects of culture that must be aligned to bring
any change in an organization’s culture. These 7 S's are
strategy, structure, systems, shared values, stakeholder
values, skills, and style of leadership. Unless all these
aspects are addressed and aligned, the culture will not
change appreciably or effectively, because they are inter-
connected and affect one another.

The Corps can use this model to explain why some
previous attempts to change the Corps did not succeed.
The Learning Organization Doctrine more fully defines
the seven aspects of culture, and provides several ex-
amples tobetter understand each aspect. '

To achieve systematic organizational learning and a
higher level of organizational competence and effective-
ness, Corps leaders must transform the culture of how we
think, meet, plan, and perform our work. They must
consciously shape the culture to the changing context of
business and work affecting the Corps.

This is not easy because culture is recreated every day
by the people within the Corps and the beliefs, values,
mores, and concepts of culture in their minds. During
times of transformation (as is currently the case), under-
standing cultureis critical. The Corps’ relevance to the
world depends on this understanding of culture, and mak-
ing the needed changes.

Learning and types of leaders

The Learning Organization Doctrine discusses the dif-
ferent types ofleaders and how they affect learning. Corps
leaders at all levels will drive the change to become a
learning organization.

Our strategic leaders will focus on “doing the right
things” to keep our organization relevant. Their learning
will occur from continuous dialogue about values and
goals at the highest levels with our customers, stakehold-
ers,and partners.

Our operational and technical leaders, who will
implement the vision and guidance of the strategiclead-
ers, will focus on “doing things right.” Their learning
will come from the process of designing and delivering
products and services in dialogue with customers at the
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