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Fumiyuki Nishimura

A Study of Organizational Learning in Work-Site Operations Organizations:
A Case Study of an Equipment Network-Type Public Utility Business

I Introduction
1 Background and purpose of this study

Against the backdrop of a declining birthrate and aging population,
Japanese companies face increasing difficulties in securing human resources
and handling technologies, and strengthening field capabilities has become
an important management issue. Field capabilities, which can be rephrased
as the capability of a work-site operations organization, have a strong
relationship with organizational learning through knowledge transfer and
skill transfer. In this study, the organization that carries out work-site
operations, which 1s “actual work,” not “administrative work,” is called the
work-site operations organization, and the study target is organizational
learning in the work-site operations organizations of Japanese companies.

The purpose of this study is to present academic contributions and
practical implications regarding the promotion of organizational learning in
work-site operations organizations in order to maintain and improve the field
capabilities of Japanese companies. This paper conceptualizes the
organizational learning of the work-site operations organization from the
viewpoint of organizational theory and sets a hypothesis that it verifies
through case studies, based on which the relationship of organizational
learning in the formal organization and the Communities of Practice (CoPs)
within a “double-knit organization” (McDermott, 1999) is determined, and
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practical suggestions are finally presented regarding the factors that promote
organizational learning.

2 Previous studies and problem presentation

In the field of organizational learning studies, as Huber (1991) and
Ando (2000) pointed out, there has been a lack of conceptual studies,
hampering the systematization of organizational learning theory. The reason
for this is that there is no established definition of “organizational learning”
and organizational theory is not being applied to a great extent. First, the
definition applied this study regarding the subject and object of learning and
the interpretation of learning results will be clarified based on previous
studies.

Regarding the subject of learning, many studies have been made with
“organization” as the learning subject, but there are also studies that regard
the learning subject as the “individual.” In modern organizational theory, the
system of collaboration among organizational members is regarded as an
organization itself, and Simon (1997) has pointed out the importance of
transmitting information among individuals or groups in organizational
learning. Therefore, the subject of organizational learning in this study is
defined as an “organizational member,” who acts based on an organizational
personality (Barnard, 1938). In many organizational learning studies, the
object of learning is represented by the term “knowledge” in a broad sense.
Therefore, the object of organizational learning is also referred to as
knowledge. While some studies interpret learning outcomes as “changes in
organizational behavior,” Huber (1991) argues that learning does not
necessarily result in behavioral changes. The result of organizational
learning in this study is interpreted as “changes in the knowledge of
organizational members through knowledge transfer among organizational
members.”

In addition, this study refers to the concept of organizational theory,
and as the subject of organizational learning is regarded as an “organizational
member” in the collaborative system, the perspective is taken that learning
in “fields” with the different characteristics of “formal organization” and
“informal organization” constitutes a general category of organizational
learning.



3 Setting the research questions

This study aims to conceptualize organizational learning from the
viewpoint of the “content” level, “propagation” range, and “timing” of
organizational learning to develop the concepts of lower and higher learning
of Fiol and Lyles (1985) and the information (knowledge) distribution process
of Huber (1991) applied in previous research on organizational learning.
Based on these premises and viewpoints, the research question (RQ) was set
as follows:

RQ1: “How can we conceptualize the content, propagation, and timing of
organizational learning?”

In addition, two sub-questions (SRQ) were set.

SRQ1: “How is organizational learning carried out in formal organizations?”

SRQ2: “How is organizational learning carried out in CoPs?”

In other words, organizational learning is conceptualized and then the
concept of organizational learning is derived for both formal organizations
and CoPs, which are places of informal learning.

In addition, to find a new learning structure from the viewpoint of
organizational learning that was not found in previous studies of double-knit
organizations (Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002; Matsumoto, 2012), the
following RQ was set:

RQ2: “In a double-knit organization, what are the characteristics of
organizational learning in formal organizations and CoPs, and what are the

relationships between them?”

4 Methods (detailed in Chapter 3 of this thesis)

Since there is a lack of conceptual theory in organizational learning
studies, in this study, although the hypotheses were established deductively,
I decided to conduct a case study to verify them inductively.

IT Main Discourse
1 Establishment of hypotheses (Chapters 1, 2, and 4)

The main relationships between organizational theory and
organizational learning are summarized. After that, the three analytical
perspectives of the content, propagation, and timing of organizational
learning in formal organizations and CoPs were derived, targeting
organizational units within a company. There then follows an overview of the

organizations and employment systems of large Japanese corporations
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(hereinafter referred to as “Japanese corporations”), and representative
previous studies are presented on the learning of their “work-site operations
organizations” (Hisamoto, 2008; Koike, 2005; Matsuo, 2006; Nakahara, 2012),
followed by a discussion of organizational learning in work-site operations
organizations. As a result, the contents of organizational learning in the
work-site operations organization were classified into three levels,
propagation into three patterns, and three timings, and four relationships
(hypotheses for RQ1) were derived.

2 Verification by case study (Chapter 5)

As an example, I selected the technical department of a public utility
business (hereinafter referred to as an “equipment network-type public utility
business”) that holds a large amount of business equipment in a network in
its field of business, as under these circumstances stable and continuous
organizational learning is likely to occur, making it possible to clarify the
underlying learning process.

(1) A case study of organizational learning in formal organizations

To enhance the survey data, I selected multiple operators (four water,
railway, electricity, and telecommunications operators) and conducted a
sample survey by interviewing the persons in charge of the operating
organization (12 persons total). The organizational learning process was
clarified through morphological (quantitative and qualitative) and grounded
theory approach (GTA) analyses of the interview data of all businesses. From
the analysis results for organizational learning in formal organizations,
“standardized knowledge” directly necessary for the performance of duties
was found to be transferred “simultaneously with the performance of duties”
among the organizational members in “relationships defined by the formal
organization.”

(2) A case study of organizational learning in CoPs

The example for organizational learning in CoPs is the knowledge
transfer system of the power distribution department of Kyushu Electric
Power Co., Inc., which is a technical department of an equipment network-
type public utility business similar to the object of organizational learning in
a formal organization. This system, built as an informal learning
environment for employees, has a “knowledge consultation system” and
“intranet community.” The former connects knowledge seekers and
knowledge providers through the knowledge desk (head office), and the latter
1s where participants exchange knowledge on bulletin boards on the intranet.
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Although it is a single enterprise, it was judged that the knowledge transfer
data could be directly analyzed, and the purpose of the survey was to clarify
the content and process of learning (knowledge transfer). The data analysis
was conducted from the perspective of clarifying the learning process
regarding such issues as “what kind of knowledge” is “transferred how”
among “what organizational members.”

Regarding “what kind of knowledge,” we conducted a morphological
analysis (quantitative and qualitative) of the knowledge database of the
“knowledge consultation system,” through which transferred knowledge was
accumulated. The results of analysis confirmed that “non-standard
knowledge” related to job performance, such as “applied knowledge” related
to “field technology,” is transferred through organizational learning in CoPs.
In organizational learning in formal organizations, the transfer of
“standardized knowledge” directly related to the job is the main subject, but
in organizational learning in CoPs, transfer of a wide range of knowledge such
as “nonstandard knowledge” occurs. It can be said that these types of
knowledge play complementary roles.

As for “how it is transferred” among “what kind of organization
members,” we conducted a qualitative GTA analysis by carefully reading the
text data posted to the “intranet community,” confirming that in CoPs,
knowledge is often provided by opportunities such as “knowledge seeking”
and “knowledge providing,” leading to organizational learning. Additionally,
since most of the posters in the “intranet community” are in charge of work-
site operations, we can say that knowledge transfer is mainly carried out
among organizational members based on “informal relationships due to roles
and similarities in formal organizations.”

(3) Hypothesis verification results

A case study of organizational learning in formal organizations and
CoPs partially verified four relationships (hypotheses) about the “content”
level, “propagation” pattern, and “timing” of organizational learning. Higher-
level learning, which leads to a review of organizational norms and rules, has
not been verified. In addition, there were facts discovered by verification that
were not assumed in the hypothesis. That is, the transfer of “non-standard
knowledge” related to job performance is performed between organizational
units, not only in the same hierarchy but in different hierarchies. In addition,
such learning occurs discontinuously, not only through “voluntary triggers”
but also “at the time of event occurrence,” and these combinations are not

fixed. Furthermore, organizational learning such as “knowledge creation by
5



organization” (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) that was not set in the hypothesis
was found in “organizational learning in formal organizations.” These results
verify the hypothesis for RQ1.

3 Discussion of organizational learning in double-knit organization (Chapter
6)

An additional exploratory analysis of the above case studies was
performed to find a new learning structure for double-knit organizations from
the perspective of organizational learning. Based on the results, I first
typified the relationship between each type of organizational learning in the
double-knit organization regarding its content, propagation, and timing
(results for RQ2). Next, while the structure of the double-knit organization in
previous research was treated as two-dimensional and cross-sectional, this
research 1identified a three-dimensional, longitudinal, cross-sectional
structure. This learning structure is shown to lead to higher-order learning,
and the organizational learning process is likely to have a semi-lattice
structure (Alexander, 1965).

In the case study of organizational learning in CoPs, I showed that
“knowledge seeking” and “knowledge provision” are opportunities for
organizational learning. Since it is important to promote these actions in
practice, I conducted a logistic regression analysis of the questionnaire survey
results for users of the knowledge transfer system of the Kyushu Electric
Power Distribution Division, which helped clarify that discontinuous
personnel transfer experiences (Hirano, Uchida, & Suzuki, 2008), personal
characteristics, and workplace characteristics had a positive effect on both
knowledge-seeking behavior and knowledge-providing behavior.

I Conclusion

Based on RQ1, I conceptualized organizational learning in work-site
operations organizations from the viewpoints of content, propagation, and
timing, and verified hypotheses regarding their relationship through case
studies. By developing and demonstrating the concepts of lower- and higher-
order learning of Fiol and Lyles (1985) and the information (knowledge)
distribution process of Huber (1991), this study contributes to the
systematization of organizational learning theory. The answer to RQ2 also
contributes theoretically to categorizing the relationship between formal
organizations and CoPs from the perspective of organizational learning in the
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double-knit organization by identifying a new learning structure.
Furthermore, factors that promote organizational learning are shown that
might hold practical implications for management in a company.
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