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Double-Loop Learning

In part two we learned that the learning process of people and organizations can be modeled as a double loop.



Governing 
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Consequences

Single-Loop Learning

We found that most organizations have built-in features that cause self-sustaining feedback loops. The feedback loops make it difficult or impossible to change the organizations governing values.



Everyone wants to 
achieve their 

intended purpose

Everyone wants to 
suppress negative 

feelings

Everyone 
advocates their 

position.

Everyone keeps 
their strategies 

secret.

Everyone avoids 
scrutiny by other 

people.

Everyone uses 
defensive strategies 

to counter other 
peoples plans.

The organization 
measures and rewards 

local optimization.

One persons gain is 
somebody else's loss.

Most parts of the 
organization are 
interdependent.

Everyone wants to 
maximize winning 

and minimize losing.

Everyone 
evaluates thoughts 

and actions of others 
and oneself.

Everyone attributes 
causes to events 

and the behavior of 
other people.

Everyone wants to 
behave rationally.

Nobody knows 
anyone else's 

strategies.

Nobody trusts 
anyone else.

Most people ascribe 
negative attributes to 

other people.

Plans are crafted so 
that inquiries into 

them are inhibited.

Misunderstandings 
are very common.

We also found root causes - our own governing values, in combination with the organizational set-up. This gives us plenty of levers to change the organization.
We wonʼt attack the basic values, at least not directly. Partly because it is very difficult, partly we do not want to. For example, we do not want people to behave irrationally, or stop trying to achieve their goals.
What we want to do, is to make the basic values work for the organization, and ourselves, rather than against us.



Everyone wants to 
suppress negative 

feelings

Reward mistakes 
that lead to 

learning.

People admit their 
mistakes.

To begin with, we can start rewarding mistakes that lead to learning. A reward can be anything from a pat on the back or a few appreciating words, to a banquet and a fat cheque. Iʼm leaning towards the appreciating words approach 
myself, but the full range of possibilities have been used by various organizations.



Everyone wants to 
suppress negative 

feelings

Reward mistakes 
that lead to 

learning.

People admit their 
mistakes.

The organization 
measures and rewards 

local optimization.

Most parts of the 
organization are 
interdependent.

Use a flow 
organization.

Measure and 
reward behavior 

that lead to global 
optimization.

There are fewer 
dependencies 

between different 
parts of the 
organization

People try to behave in 
a manner beneficial to 
the organization as a 

whole.

We can reduce the interdependencies between different parts of the system by having a flow organization. Note that this is often just a side effect. The main purpose of using a flow organization is usually to reduce lead times and 
inventory. Perhaps the most important thing to do is measuring and rewarding behavior that leads to global optimization.



Everyone wants to 
suppress negative 

feelings

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

People openly 
admit their 
mistakes.

The organization 
measures and rewards 

local optimization.

Most parts of the 
organization are 
interdependent.

There is a flow 
organization.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There are fewer 
dependencies 

between different 
parts of the 
organization

People try to behave in 
a manner beneficial to 
the organization as a 

whole.

Everyone wants to 
achieve their 

intended purpose

Catching mistakes 
early is good for the 

organization.

People disclose 
their strategies and 

plans.

There is little risk of 
a plan good for one 

part of the 
organization to 

cause problems for 
another part.

To achieve their 
purpose, people 
need accurate 

information.

People are 
interested in 

learning across 
organizational 
boundaries.

People trust 
each other.

There are few 
misunderstandings.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Accurate 
information about 
past strategies is 

available

The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

The organization 
can learn and 

evolve.

People no longer have an incentive to hide or distort information. Disclosing strategies and plans is now a strategy that brings rewards. We do need to add a couple more things. People need to understand organizational 
interdependencies, or they will still be interested only in their part of the organization. They must also have a way of communicating strategies and plans that encourages scrutiny. Letʼs focus on...



Everyone wants to 
suppress negative 

feelings

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

People openly 
admit their 
mistakes.

The organization 
measures and rewards 

local optimization.

Most parts of the 
organization are 
interdependent.

There is a flow 
organization.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There are fewer 
dependencies 

between different 
parts of the 
organization

People try to behave in 
a manner beneficial to 
the organization as a 

whole.

Everyone wants to 
achieve their 

intended purpose

Catching mistakes 
early is good for the 

organization.

People disclose 
their strategies and 

plans.

There is little risk of 
a plan good for one 

part of the 
organization to 

cause problems for 
another part.

To achieve their 
purpose, people 
need accurate 

information.

People are 
interested in 

learning across 
organizational 
boundaries.

People trust 
each other.

There are few 
misunderstandings.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Accurate 
information about 
past strategies is 

available

The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

The organization 
can learn and 

evolve.

...the changes. 



Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

There is a flow 
organization.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.
The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

...the changes. 



Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

There is a flow 
organization.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

...the changes. 



The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There is a flow 
organization.

• Management uses a systems 
thinking approach

Go for the Theory Of Constraints, Lean, Peter Senge and Russel Ackoff, and Demingʼs Theory Of Profound Knowledge. First read and listen to talks, then do and teach. Gradually broaden your horizons. This is something you will spend 
your life doing, so make it a part of your daily routine.



The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There is a flow 
organization.

• Be consistent and visible over 
a long time

• Management uses a systems 
thinking approach

You need to make tolerance and willingness to share information part of the culture. Lead by example! When you encounter setbacks, and you will, rise up, brush yourself off and continue.



The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There is a flow 
organization.

• Be consistent and visible over 
a long time

• Management uses a systems 
thinking approach

• Teach communication 
techniques

There are many ways to communicate effectively. Some rely on behavioral therapy, others on techniques and practices. I favor methods like Leanʼs A3 reports, TOCʼs Thinking Process, and the recent improvement, The Logical Thinking 
Process. It is important to pick something that works for the people in your organization. Show that using the techniques makes it easier to make the right decisions.



The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There is a flow 
organization.

• Be consistent and visible over 
a long time

• Management uses a systems 
thinking approach

• Teach communication 
techniques

• Use IO maps, TLTP and 
Evidence-Based Management

Use IO maps from TOCʼs The Logical Thinking Process to map the relationship between strategic goals, critical success factors, and necessary conditions. As far as you can, rely on evidence as input. Design your own experiments when 
possible.



The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There is a flow 
organization.

• Be consistent and visible over 
a long time

• Management uses a systems 
thinking approach

• Teach communication 
techniques

• Use IO maps, TLTP and 
Evidence-Based Management

• Look to TOC and Lean for 
guidance

Reduce the need to compete for scarce resources. Often, but not always, this includes implementing flow organization, and getting rid of things like matrix management, and zero-sum incentive schemes.



Everyone wants to 
suppress negative 

feelings

Mistakes that lead 
to learning are 

rewarded.

People openly 
admit their 
mistakes.

The organization 
measures and rewards 

local optimization.

Most parts of the 
organization are 
interdependent.

There is a flow 
organization.

Behavior that leads to 
global optimization is 

measured and 
rewarded.

There are fewer 
dependencies 

between different 
parts of the 
organization

People try to behave in 
a manner beneficial to 
the organization as a 

whole.

Everyone wants to 
achieve their 

intended purpose

Catching mistakes 
early is good for the 

organization.

People disclose 
their strategies and 

plans.

There is little risk of 
a plan good for one 

part of the 
organization to 

cause problems for 
another part.

To achieve their 
purpose, people 
need accurate 

information.

People are 
interested in 

learning across 
organizational 
boundaries.

People trust 
each other.

There are few 
misunderstandings.

People know how 
to communicate in 

a manner that 
encourages 

scrutiny.

Accurate 
information about 
past strategies is 

available

The organizational 
interdependencies 
are understood.

The organization 
can learn and 

evolve.

Remember that this generic map is just a starting point. It isnʼt complete, nor is it adapted to your company, and its operating environment. Treat this map as a source of inspiration. Adapt to the circumstances you are facing. In order to 
implement the changes, refer back to the change process in the first part of this series. 



Governing 
Values

(Paradigm)

Action 
Strategies

Consequences

Single-Loop Learning

Double-Loop Learning

The organization 
can learn and 

evolve.

If you are successful, you will reconnect consequences of actions, and governing values. This will enable the organization to learn and evolve. Good luck!


