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Abstract  

 
A growing number of companies and 

organizations are developing a new learning 
culture, since they realize that learning 
faster than competitors is the only 
competitive advantage which is viable. Those 
who learn faster will be capable of renewing 
their products and provide services faster. 
They will have the advantage in the current 
competitive market. However, getting an 
organization’s learning capacity to gain 
momentum is not that easy. It is not just a 
question of installing a new learning or 
Knowledge Management technologies; it 
requires a transformation that will impact 
the whole organization.  

This paper offers some thoughts on the 
essence of learning organizations and how 
eLearning and Knowledge Management can 
help them to become a learning organization. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
1.1 The conception and birth of a new 

economy  
 
All over the world motivated people are 

developing their competencies by using 
information as building material. Their brain 
is a never-ending construction site where old 
knowledge, skills and attitudes are replaced 
by new paradigms. These paradigms make it 
easier for them to conceive new products and 
services, some of which, backed by investors 

who believe in them, find their way to the 
market. These new products and services 
feed the market with new information. Then 
the cycle restarts. This circle of innovation is 
a natural process in learning organizations. 

 

 
Figure 1 The circle of innovation 
 
It is not difficult to understand that this 

process is responsible for an exponential 
growth of information. Take the rapid 
deployment of information technology and 
worldwide telecommunication infra-
structures into account, and the organization 
can imagine that the process depicted in 
figure 1 is speeding up. If an organization or 
an individual, can not increase their learning 
power (i.e. development of new skills, 
knowledge and attitudes), or their power to 
change (i.e. use resources to transform the 
business processes based on what is learned), 
then the organization will have to leave the 
market. It is therefore imperative to become 
a learning organization. 
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1.2 The new global reality 
 
The new global reality is based on the 

existence of a new, “fifth element”: 
information. Besides the four earthly 
elements: water, air, fire and earth, we now 
have a fifth element. This element is not 
produced by our earth, but by us, the human 
resources. Without us, information would not 
exist the way it exists. We, the learners and 
the innovators among us, are creating a new 
global reality based on information. 

The entire economy and society will 
henceforth be influenced by this new 
element. It is the driving element of the 
circle of information. This will, no doubt, 
have significant consequences for our 
manner of learning, using, accumulating, 
generating and exchanging knowledge. We 
have to adapt to this new environment which 
demands much from people, many of whom 
still regard information as a threat. It is not a 
threat; it is here to stay and we have to adapt 
ourselves to this new situation. 

The exponential growth of information 
has an enormous impact on at least two kinds 
of organizations. 

 
• The first kind is the educational 

institute. It is no longer possible to 
adapt our standard classroom 
courses to keep up with the 
information and the new knowledge 
that are becoming available. 
Classroom teaching can not keep up 
with reality. We have to look 
differently at the role of the 
educational system of a dramatically 
changing society. The first priority is 
no longer to fill students’ brains with 
knowledge, but to teach students 
“how to breathe information”. 
Without this skill it is going to be 
impossible to survive in an ever-
changing world. To achieve this 
transformation, teachers have to 
embrace the new society and look 

for a new role for educational 
institute. Without this commitment 
the educational system will lose its 
driving force in the new global 
reality. 

• The second kind is all companies 
competing with one another in the 
free market economy. For them 
information and the processing of 
information (learning) represent only 
way to survive in the global reality. 
If management does not succeed in 
developing a new management style 
that promotes learning and 
competence development, then 
organizations will cease to exist. It is 
this certainty that causes much of the 
stress in organizations. The road to 
this new culture is not simple and 
will demand much self-sacrifice 
from many managers. 

 
2. Learning power 

 
Learning power is a person’s capacity to 

capture and use information in an effort to 
develop new skills, knowledge and attitudes. 
Without sufficient power, people are not able 
to adapt swiftly enough to what is happening 
in the world. Without this power the circle of 
information is fiction. 

The learning tension is almost a 
physical tension in our brains. The stronger 
the tension, the larger the hunger of 
information. People in the right roles develop 
a high learning tension. Then information 
does not have to be pushed towards 
employees, because employees are motivated 
enough to pull the appropriate information 
from the information flow. 
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Figure 2 The learning power 
 
The learning skill is represented by the 

angle in the figure 2. People have a large 
learning skill if they are able to find 
information in the information flow. This 
means, for instance, that people know how to 
use a search engine on the Internet, that they 
are able to participate in online Communities, 
that they have excellent social skills (i.e. 
assertiveness) and are able to work as a team 
member. If they do not develop their 
learning skills they may have a high learning 
tension, but they will not be able to find the 
right information and their learning power 
will be small. 

At first glance it appears as if this 
challenge, enlargement of the learning power, 
will be too difficult for many of people. This 
way of thinking – this paradigm – is a result 
of the schooling we received. We 
subsequently regard learning as something 
imposed on us: A teacher explains, pushes 
information towards us, and an exam follows 
to check if the knowledge has been captured. 
This mental model of how learning occurs is 
no longer appropriate in the New Economy. 

People will only plug into the 
information flow if they are motivated to 
learn, in other words, if they have a job or a 
role in an organization that they like. 
Without this intrinsic motivation, or learning 
tension, people will not learn swiftly enough 

to keep up with change. We could even go as 
far as to say that the “treatment” of the 
human resources in an organization will 
determine the speed at which that 
organization learns and changes. This new 
people management will be the most 
important incentive for learning 
organizations. 

To capture all this is a law, we can 
determine the learning power as the product 
of learning tension multiplied by the amount 
of information somebody uses to develop his 
competencies 

 
Learning Power = Learning Tension x 
Information Flow 

  
This analogy is based on the basic law 

of electricity where the electrical power 
equals the electrical tension multiplied by the 
electrical current. 

If the organization does not want people 
to learn, remember the following statements 

 
• People do not learn if the 

organization place them in the wrong 
role, or if the organization do not give 
them access to information (learning 
tension = low, possible information = 
low). People with professional 
ambitions will move to another 
organization or team if the 
organization can not offer them 
challenging jobs and learning 
opportunities. People without 
ambitions will stay. 

 
• People will not learn if the 

organization put them in the wrong 
role, although the organization give 
them access to all information the 
organization have (learning tension = 
low, possible information flow = 
high). This statement is very 
important, because in this case 
investments, in for instance 
eLearning and Knowledge 
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Management, will not result in higher 
learning power. Communities of 
Practice will be initiated, but will not 
last because they miss intrinsic 
motivation. 

 
• People will not learn if the 

organization put them in the right role, 
but do not give them access to 
information (learning tension = high, 
possible information flow = low), 
such as refusing them access to the 
Internet, or do not invest in eLearning 
systems or Knowledge Management. 
It is very possible that an organization 
will lose these driven people, because 
they will look for another 
environment in which they can grow. 

 
It is therefore very important to realize 

that eLearning and Knowledge Management 
or sharing will only happen in an 
organization where people can migrate to 
challenging roles in which they can give the 
best of themselves, and where managers 
know how to motivate and mobilize people 
for the achievement of compelling visions 
and strategies. eLearning and Knowledge 
Management are systems that will only be 
used by highly motivated employees. There 
systems are pull-learning systems. The 
organization can not introduce knowledge 
management and eLearning systems without 
changing the whole culture of the 
organization itself. eLearning and knowledge 
sharing are symptoms of learning 
organizations; they do not make learning 
organizations, they support them. 

 
3. Three steps towards eLearning and 

knowledge sharing 
 
All that is missing from figure 3, is the 

importance of the three steps. Miss one and 
fail. This is true for many organizations that 
have failed in their change project. 

 

 
Figure 3 Three steps for achieving 

eLearning and knowledge 
sharing 

 
The first step, changing the management 

culture, is the most difficult step to take. 
Once this step has been taken the other two 
will follow spontaneously. eLearning 
systems will be installed and Knowledge 
Management or sharing will be occurred, 
because technology is really not the issue. 
Most of the systems can be bought or 
developed, and the skills needed to use these 
systems will be developed / trained while 
people use them. 

 
4. “AAA Learning” strategy 

 
AAA-learning strategy; Awakening, 

Absorption, and Action, as depicted in figure 
4, has been the driver towards he application 
selection. AAA-learning combines training 
(classroom), eLearning and knowledge 
sharing by means of Communities of 
Practice. Keeping this concept, it was clear 
that systems or software currently available 
on the market are not always suitable for the 
learning model of the future. Learning, 
coaching, content creation etc. can no longer 
be centralized, the networking and sharing of 
knowledge are going to be the answer to 
tomorrow’s competence development.  
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Figure 4 AAA Learning 
 

4.1 Awakening 
 
If the learning tension is low, people 

will only learn in a classroom environment. 
Information has to be pushed towards the 
learner. This method of learning is still 
acceptable, but in this paper’s concept it will 
be used to awaken people. This learning 
behavior alone does not enable one to keep 
up with the New Economy 

 
4.2 Absorption 

  
If the learning tension increases, 

people’s learning behavior will change 
dramatically. They will not only learn 
through classroom training, but they will 
start using other learning systems. It is this 
phase that eLearning, or web-based learning 
will start occurring. 

 
4.3 Action 

 
Action learning is the learning behavior 

seen in people with a very high learning 
tension. They will starts participating in 
Communities of Practice where they will 
share, for instance, best practices, not 
because they have to, but because they 
understand that if they really want to become 
an expert they have to share information and 
knowledge with others. This is the “GATA” 

age. An age where people “Give Away” and 
“Take Away” information to develop their 
competencies.  

 
4.4 Blended learning 

 
A typical learning trajectory could look 

like this: people are invited to awakening 
sessions. During these, standard classroom 
events, a coach or trainer gives sufficient 
information and knowledge to awaken these 
people. They have to become consciously 
aware of their own incompetence. If their 
learning tension increases (they have the 
right role in organization), a different 
learning behavior develops. They will be 
much more motivated to learn via the web, 
go through eLearning packages (read a book), 
or attend a more intensive classroom event. 
During this phase they absorb a lot of 
information, and this phase is there fore also 
called the absorption phase. Really driven 
people do not stop their learning process. 
They are still motivated to develop their 
competencies that they start with action 
learning. During this phase they start with 
knowledge sharing in Communities of 
Practice. 

This learning process, in which different 
learning environments are used, is called 
blended learning. With AAA learning we 
look at learning, or competence development 
from a holistic point of view, the different 
parts are not important but we should focus 
on the whole process. 

It is very important for an organization 
to reengineer its learning process so that 
people with different learning tensions can 
learn in different learning processes.    

 
4.5 Communities of Practice 

 
Communities of Practice (CoP) is a 

flexible group of professionals, informally 
bound by a class of common interests, and 
the pursuit of common solutions, and thereby 
embodying a store of common knowledge. 
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The main purpose of a CoP is the exchange 
of knowledge between its members. 

During this process different players are 
active in a process of knowledge sharing. In 
the AAA learning strategy this supports the 
action learning process. 

 
5. Conclusion 

 
It is important to realize that eLearning 

and Knowledge Management will 
dramatically change the face of learning. 
This will not be the case for everybody, but 
most certainly for those who work or live in 
a challenging environment that stimulates the 
development of new skills, knowledge and 
attitudes. The impact of eLearning and 
Knowledge Management or knowledge 
sharing will have on the learning power of 
individuals and organizations that take part 
in this new global economy and not on those 
who do not. 
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