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Cultivating a Learning Culture 

 

 

Cultivating a learning culture 

Among the many topics coming up in professional conversations these days is a desire to strengthen the 
learning culture in our organizations. We want to create an environment in which people freely and 
deeply learn, an environment that creates knowledge and skill as well as passing it on, and an 
environment that supports the organization’s need for innovation, rapid reskilling, and ongoing 
development. 

Many people are not feeling it, though, so it raises the question of how to cultivate, create, build, 
nurture, or strengthen (pick your verb) a culture of learning in our organizations – and what role L&D 
can play in that project. 

On culture 

In A New Culture of Learning (2010), Doug Thomas and John Seely Brown make the point that there are 
several ways of thinking about culture. There’s the traditional Edgar-Schein-like definition that speaks of 
culture as “a pattern of shared basic assumptions” and there’s the culture that is found in a petri dish. In 
a petri dish, “culture” is understood as the growth produced in that environment. 

“In the first case the culture is the environment, while in the second case the culture emerges 
from the environment – and grows along with it.”  ~ Doug Thomas and John Seely Brown 

In the context of rapidly changing workplaces, it seems to me that it’s more useful to think of cultures as 
emergent and changeable than to think of them as monolithic and immutable. For one, that gives us far 
more hope for creating a strong learning culture than might seem possible in a constraining 
organizational context. 
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The petri dish culture analogy is also more in alignment with our ongoing experiences. Culture is a 
socially constructed phenomenon – it exists in a relational space (how we interact with one another) 
and is formed in the values we espouse, the beliefs we carry, the actions we take, and the stories we 
tell. 

Notice the “we.” While culture can be deeply influenced by leadership, it’s not not fully realized without 
the engagement of the people within its scope. If “we” don’t like the culture in which we find ourselves, 
“we” can change it (although I don’t doubt that is sometimes easier said than done). Further hope can 
be found in the fact that culture can be very localized, and that subcultures exist within broader 
cultures. 

On learning culture 

All that heady philosophizing comes down to this point. We can grow the kind of learning cultures we 
need to thrive. We do that, I think, by being as deliberate as possible about what is in our petri dish – 
being thoughtful about our values, beliefs, actions, and stories, regardless of whether we are leaders or 
players. 

Researchers, theorists, and learning leaders have shared many key ideas that we can use to 
conceptualize a petri dish that will grow a vibrant learning culture. In my analysis of quite a bit of 
material on the subject, I synthesized the foundations for strengthening learning culture into three main 
elements – purpose, connections, and mindset. In the writings of both academics and practitioners, we 
can find not only these imperatives, but plenty of actionable tactics that can help us in our own efforts. 

Foundations for cultivating learning culture 

Purpose 

Shared vision 

Leadership engagement and 
support 

Alignment of learning to 
organizational business plan 
and initiatives 

Connections 

Depth in interpersonal rapport 
and trust 

Array of connections inside and 
outside  
the organization 

Engagement in collaboration 
and cocreation 

Knowledge sharing tools and 
practices 

Mindset 

Skilled engagement in learning 
practices: feedback, reflection, 
dialog 

Encouragement of experimentation 
and intelligent failure 

Cultivation of learning orientation 
and curiosity 

Demonstrated actions to empower 
people and value independent 
learning 

 

“We can then build “learning organizations,” organizations where people continually 
expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive 
patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where 
people are continually learning how to learn together.”   
                                                                                      ~ Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline, p. 3 

This article is an edited version of my blog post from February 17, 2020 

https://l4lp.com/cultivating-a-learning-culture/
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Let me help you to cultivate learning culture in your organization. I can provide a customized 
workshop for the L&D team or organization management or consult with you on strategy.  

Please contact me to discuss the possibilities. 

 

Curated Resources 

// General articles on learning culture 

▪ Developing A Learning Culture & Organisation With Nigel Paine, Learning and Development 
Podcast (2019). A discussion of Nigel Paine’s book, Workplace Learning: How to build a culture 
of continuous employee development. 

▪ Human inside: How capabilities can unleash business performance, John Hagel III, Maggie Wooll, 
John Seely Brown, Deloitte Insights (2020). Advocates for leaders to focus on the development 
of capabilities rather than skills. More relevant, the “how to cultivate capabilities” and later 
sections provide concrete advice useful to creating a learning culture. 

// Foundations of the Foundations 

The links in this section will take you to detailed resources that expound on several of the more 
prominent models for learning culture and learning organizations.  

Five Disciplines of the Learning 

Organization 

Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline 

(1990/2006) 

The leader’s new work: Building learning organizations  
by Peter M. Senge, MIT Sloan Management Review (1990) 

The Fifth Discipline: The art and practice of the learning 
organization by Peter M. Senge (2006) 

Interview with Peter Senge, author of The Fifth Discipline, 
a series of Sarder TV clips on key concepts: 

• What is the central thesis of The Fifth Discipline? 

• What are the three core learning capabilities?  

• What are the first 4 disciplines of a learning 
organization? 

• What is systems thinking? 

• What is metanoia? 

  

https://l4lp.com/consult/
https://omny.fm/shows/the-learning-development-podcast/developing-a-learning-culture-organisation-with-ni
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/technology-and-the-future-of-work/building-capability-unleash-business-performance.html
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/the-leaders-new-work-building-learning-organizations/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/163984/the-fifth-discipline-by-peter-m-senge/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/163984/the-fifth-discipline-by-peter-m-senge/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6KZn46u7wKw&list=PUnk-dvYlGfnCwsmPZEPb8Iw&index=6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HCTJaNmYt2w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5wvJRL0a1Cg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5wvJRL0a1Cg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V38HrPnYkHI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4RBtBAAdt20&list=PUnk-dvYlGfnCwsmPZEPb8Iw&index=16
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Dimensions of the Learning 

Organization  

Karen Watkins and Victoria Marsick 

(ongoing since 1993) 

Facilitating learning organizations: Making learning count 
by Victoria J. Marsick and Karen E. Watkins, Gower Press 
(1999)   

Demonstrating the value of an organization's learning 
culture: The Dimensions of the Learning Organization 
Questionnaire by Victoria J. Marsick, Karen E. Watkins, 
Advances in Developing Human Resources (2003)  

High Impact Learning Organization 

Practices 

Josh Bersin (2010) 

High impact learning culture: A new era in corporate 
learning and development by Josh Bersin & Associates, 
slide deck, September 2010 

How to build a high impact learning culture by Josh Bersin 
(2010) 

Note: Those with membership or consulting relationships 
with Deloitte may be able to get a copy of the full original 
report. 

Learning Organization Model 

David Garvey, Amy Edmondson, 

and Francesca Gino 

Harvard Business Review (2011) 

Is yours a learning organization? by David Garvey, Amy 
Edmondson, and Francesca Gino, Harvard Business Review 
(2011) 

 

Work Environment Redesign 

John Hagel, John Seely Brown & 

Tamara Samoylova 

Deloitte (2013) 

Work environment redesign by John Hagel, John Seely 
Brown & Tamara Samoylova, Deloitte (2013) 

 

New Learning Organization 

Characteristics 

Jane Daly and Laura Overton, 

Towards Maturity (2017) 

Driving the new learning organization: How to unlock the 
potential of L&D by Jane Daly and Laura Overton, Towards 
Maturity (2017) 

Learning Organization Gyroscope 

Nigel Paine, Workplace Learning 

(2019) 

Workplace Learning: How to build a culture of continuous 
employee development by Nigel Paine, Kogan Page (2019) 

Learning cultures with Nigel Paine, Learning While 
Working Podcast, April 2021 

 

Learning Culture: The collective set of organizational values, conventions, 
processes, and practices that influence and encourage both individuals and 
the collective organization to continuously increase knowledge, competence, 
and performance.  ~ Josh Bersin 

 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1523422303005002002
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1523422303005002002
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1523422303005002002
https://joshbersin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/2010_LEARNING_CULTURE.pdf
https://joshbersin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/2010_LEARNING_CULTURE.pdf
https://joshbersin.com/2010/06/how-to-build-a-high-impact-learning-culture/
https://hbr.org/2008/03/is-yours-a-learning-organization
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/pages/center-for-the-edge/articles/work-environment-redesign.html
https://emeraldworks.com/research-and-reports/strategy/driving-the-new-learning-organisation
https://emeraldworks.com/research-and-reports/strategy/driving-the-new-learning-organisation
https://www.nigelpaine.com/book/workplace-learning-how-to-build-a-culture-of-continuous-employee-development/
https://www.nigelpaine.com/book/workplace-learning-how-to-build-a-culture-of-continuous-employee-development/
http://www.sproutlabs.com.au/blog/learning-cultures-with-nigel-paine/
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// In Depth  

These links provide in-depth insight on the various foundations of learning culture and may help you to 
better understand dynamics and consider tactics for your own situation.  

Foundations Recommended Resources 

PURPOSE  

Shared vision 

 

The essential components of a successful L&D strategy by Jacqueline Brassey, Lisa 
Christensen, and Nick van Dam, McKinsey (2019) 

Now more important than ever: The purpose-driven organization literature review 
summary by Karina Freitag and Stacia Garr, RedThread Research (2020) 

Leadership 
engagement and 
support 

 

The dawn of system leadership by Peter Senge, Hal Hamilton, & John Kania, 
Stanford Social Innovation Review, Winter 2015 

Putting lifelong learning on the CEO agenda, by Amy Edmondson and Bror Saxberg, 
McKinsey, 2017  

Alignment of 
learning to 
organizational 
business plan and 
initiatives 

How to create a comprehensive high-impact learning strategy by Claire Schooley, 
Forrester, 2008 

 

 

CONNECTIONS  

Array of 
connections 
inside and outside 
your organization 

How to effectively build and leverage a personal learning network (PLN) by Mirjam 
Neelen & Paul A. Kirschner, 3 Star Learning Experiences (2018) 

Personal knowledge mastery, Curated resources by Harold Jarche 

Depth of 
interpersonal 
trust  

How fearless organizations succeed by Amy C Edmondson, Strategy + business 
(2018) 

Engagement in 
collaboration and 
cocreation  

12 Habits of highly collaborative organizations by Jacob Morgan, Forbes (2013) 

Knowledge 
sharing tools and 
practices 

Becoming a knowledge-sharing organization by Steffen Soulejman Janus, World 
Bank (2016) 

On the nature and value of social software for learning by Jon Dron and Terry 
Anderson, AU Press, Athabasca University (2014) 

 

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/the-essential-components-of-a-successful-l-and-d-strategy
https://redthreadresearch.com/2020/04/16/now-more-important-than-ever-the-purpose-driven-organization-literature-review-summary/
https://redthreadresearch.com/2020/04/16/now-more-important-than-ever-the-purpose-driven-organization-literature-review-summary/
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dawn_of_system_leadership
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/putting-lifelong-learning-on-the-ceo-agenda
https://www.slideshare.net/smcdanield/howtocreateacomprehensivehighimpactlearningstrategy
https://3starlearningexperiences.wordpress.com/2018/09/04/how-to-effectively-build-and-leverage-a-personal-learning-network-pln/
https://jarche.com/pkm/
https://www.strategy-business.com/article/How-Fearless-Organizations-Succeed?gko=63131
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jacobmorgan/2013/07/30/the-12-habits-of-highly-collaborative-organizations/#4502d0443683
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jacobmorgan/2013/07/30/the-12-habits-of-highly-collaborative-organizations/#4502d0443683
https://teachingcrowds.ca/discuss-the-chapters/chapter-1-on-the-nature-and-value-of-social-software-for-learning/
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MINDSET  

Skilled 
engagement in 
learning practices: 
feedback, 
reflection, dialog  

Lifelong learning & learning to learn (Interview with Arun Pradhan on learning and 
the jobs of the future) by Jeffrey Dalto, Convergence Training (2018) 

Learning better from work: Three stances that make a difference by David Perkins, 
Michele Rigolizzo, and Marga Biller, Learning Innovations Laboratory, Harvard 
Graduate School of Education (2013)  

Encouragement of 
experimentation 
and intelligent 
failure  

Strategies for learning from failure by Amy Edmondson, Harvard Business Review, 
2011 

Building a culture of learning at work, by Adam Grant, Strategy + Business, 2021 

Cultivation of 
learning 
orientation and 
curiosity  

Spotlight series: Why curiosity matters, Harvard Business Review, 2018 

The science of curiosity: Interview with Mario Livio, author of Why? What Makes 
Us Curious, World Economic Forum, 2017 

Demonstrated 
actions to 
empower people 
and value 
independent 
learning 

How to support self-directed learning in a learning organization by Mirjam Neelen 
and Paul A. Kirschner, ATD (2017) 

Scaffolding self-direction at work, Curated resources by Catherine Lombardozzi  

// Recommended for your bookshelf 

Workplace Learning: How to build a culture of continuous employee development 
Nigel Paine, Kogan Page (2019) 

Driving Performance Through Learning: Develop employees through effective workplace learning 
Andy Lancaster, Kogan Page (2020) 

The Fearless Organization: Creating psychological safety in the workplace for learning and growth 
Amy C. Edmondson, Wiley (2019) 

A New Culture of Learning: Cultivating the imagination for a world of constant change 
Douglas Thomas and John Seely Brown, Self-Published (2011) 

The Fifth Discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization 
Peter M. Senge,  Crown (2006) / Doubleday (1990) 
For tactics, see also: The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook (1994) and The Dance of Change (1999) 

The Connected Manager: Why some leaders build exceptional talent – and others don’t 
Jaime Roca and Sari Wilde, Portfolio/Penguin (2019) 

The Curious Advantage 
Paul Ashcroft, Simon Brown, and Garrick Jones, Laiki Publishing (2020) 

Creativity, Inc.: Overcoming the unseen forces that stand in the way of true inspiration 
Ed Catmull with Amy Wallace, Random House (2014) 

https://www.convergencetraining.com/blog/lifelong-learning-learning-to-learn
https://www.convergencetraining.com/blog/lifelong-learning-learning-to-learn
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/mrigolizzo/files/empowering_learning_-_three_stances.pdf
https://hbr.org/2011/04/strategies-for-learning-from-failure
https://www.strategy-business.com/article/Building-a-culture-of-learning-at-work
https://hbr.org/2018/09/curiosity
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/09/the-science-of-curiosity?utm_content=bufferb22c7&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/09/the-science-of-curiosity?utm_content=bufferb22c7&utm_medium=social&utm_source=twitter.com&utm_campaign=buffer
https://www.td.org/insights/how-to-support-self-directed-learning-in-a-learning-organization
https://l4lp.com/curated-resources/scaffolding-self-direction-at-work/

