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Learning How to Learn 

In an era of endless disrup ion. learning is an organisation·s only s s ainable co petitive advantage. 

In a 1997 Harvard Business Review article ti led.· he Living Co pany'. Arie de Ge s declared: ·1n the 

fu re. ;he abili o learn faster ;han competi ors ay be • e only sustainable competitive advantage·. 

Of course. cha ge has always been vi s. T e lis of high profile cor ora e casual ies is a lo g one: 

Koda . General otors. Sears Roebuck. u s Steel. Borders. Pan Am. o name a few. Bu t ey represented a 

slow descen o e bo om. Today·s digi al environment brings revo lu ions that can change he ru les of 

success almos overnigh . Wi ness the rapid demise of Nokia a d Blackberry. NO gian s of the 

smartphone industry. fo lio vi g the launch of he iP one in 2007. 

"Welcome to the 

Exponential Age" 

Robert Goldman 

chairman of the Internat ional Medical Commission 

De Ge s·s prediction was based on Da tinian 

principles. where a species· Ii e expectancy 

depends on its ability o generate favourable 

varia ions ha· enable i. o flo rish as he 

environment changes. ·surviva l of e fi es • 

signifies hose variat ions best suited to he 

shifting environmeni. For organisa ions to survive. 

however. they mus generate favourab le variat io s purposef lly wi hin eir li fe imes. In an increasingly 

urbulent world. he crucial life-s s aining co pe e cy is learning how o win at learning. Executives 

appear o recognise th is impera ive a d frequently exhor their companies o become 'learning 

organisa ions·. Still. any businesses fail to instil he right prac ices fo r developing a thriving learning 

c lture. 

The following five pri ciples have proven o be powerful drivers of organisational learning. 



DEFINE WHAT TO LEARN 

Learning is a demanding pursui . To be s ra egic. orga isational leaders mus direc intellec ual 

resources oward the right goals hrough a rocess of guided lear ing. 

By ·ar he most advan ageous learn ing is outside-in. his means oni g practices to achieve a superior 

understanding of the external environment before loo i g in vard. esearch by the consumer prod c s 

giant U ii ever confi r s the primacy of understanding customers. Their inves igation concl ded at 

c s o er cen ricity. no opera· ional efficiency. is a firm·s ain so rce of competi ive advantage. T e 

winning way is to turn learning abou customer needs into a collec ive obsession. 

LEARNING IS A JOURNEY, NOT AN EVENT 

In oo any co panies. learning is trea ed as a seasonal occupation. given i;s due a s rategy ime. hen 

brushed aside as hey turn their a .. en ion bac o operational ma ·ers. B • c a ge doesn·t s·op on e 

ou side. so no co pany can afford o s op learning o e inside. 

lnstilli g learni g as a habit s arts with he individual. We learn continuously from diverse sources such 

as ne vspa ers. books. conversa ions. and experiences. bu these insig s are soon lost. Research y the 

nineteen· h-cen ury psychologis ermann Ebbingha s shows that i e absence of coun er-measures. 

the average person loses up to 90 percent of new information after 30 days. e recomme ds hese 

an ido es: promp ly record new learning: revie v hese insigh s regularly: and apply hem in prac ice as 

soon as you can. 

QUESTIONS ARE MORE IMPORTANT THAN ANSWERS 

Learning is engendered by asking the right questions. In fact. producing answers witho the rig 

ques ions ca be downrigh dangerous. 

Wha often brings organisations down are t' e ques ions hey failed o as . Just look a he ragic 

collapse of General o ors before it was rescued by he governmen . As heir market share and 

pro I ability declined. hey obsessed over t eir cos disadvantages versus Toyo a. and. in t e process. los 

• o ch wi h heir c sto ers. Ques • ions exploring a decline in eir c s • o er sa isfac • ion- t e roo cause 

of heir ar et share collapse- were simply not p rsued. 

A ey pa of a leader's mission is o promo e • he habi of 

as i g q es io s that invi e explora ion a d dialog e. and ha demonstra e an ho es in eres in he 

answers. Bu here is an importan cavea . Questio scan also be used as weapons. hese are e 

intimidating ·go;cha- i d. designed o expose ignorance or inco pe ence. shut down disc ssion. and 

produce fear and evasiveness. no learning. 

LEARNING FROM MISTAKES 

In oday s urb lent environmen . outcomes are arder o pred ic an ever. a d the chances of being 

vrong are rising. eve heless. unless organisa ions are prepared to take ris s. hey cannot expect to 

reap rewards. 



Faced wi h his challenge. many CEOs urge employees o a e ·pruden risks·. bu the inevi able fa ilures 

are often p nished. crea ing a cul ure of risk aversion. Altho gh seemingly co nter-in uit ive. encouraging 

sensible ris taking is all about ow an organisation deals with the reverse side of he coin- mis ake 

ma ing. 

There are dumb mis akes and smart mista es. Dumb mis a es are repeating previous mista es. be ing 

more han he organisa ion can a ord to lose. and ac ing wi hou a strong-enough case. Bu lef over are 

smart mista es. nder o e er cial condit io : tha the value of the learni g is grea er than the cos of the 

mis ake. This approach shifts he culture fro blaming to learni g. and forces e organisation o define. 

measure. a d act on what has been learned. 

GETTING AWAY FROM THE URGENT TO THINK ABOUT THE IMPORTANT 

In • e words of fu uris Paul Saffo. ·o r dile ma is the growing gap be een he volume of info rma ion 

and our ability o ake sense of i •. Our problems ace mulate at a rapid pace. How can we make crea; ive 

decisions in such an intense environment? 

The remedy lies in unders anding how our brain works. When ve have been hammering away a a 

problem. t' e secre is to o go on ha mering; i is to wi hdraw and cha ge our men al s ate. 

Ni ola esla is famous for inven ing t e i d c·ion o·or. bu i. wasn· easy ge ing ·here. Tesla slaved 

obsessively for years with countless designs but was stymied and gave up in despair. on • s later. while 

walking in a Budapest park. the answer flew in o his head unbidden. In at unexpected instan . he 

remendous indus rial val e of al ernating current was unlocked. 

This co Id never have happe ed wi hou his prior men al engagemen - here is no subs i te for hard 

wor - but the brea hrough came w en a differen se of s imuli opened his mind. 

Will ie Pietersen 
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