Teaching Smart People How to Learn

Success in the marketplace increasingly depends on learning, yet most people don’t know how to learn.  Most companies not only have tremendous difficulty addressing this learning dilemma; they aren’t even aware that it exists.  The reason: they misunderstand what learning is and how to bring it about.  They tend to make two mistakes in their efforts to become a learning organization.

First, most people define learning too narrowly as mere “problem solving.”  Problem solving is important. But managers and employees must also look inward and reflect critically on their own behavior, identify the ways they often inadvertently contribute to the organizations problems, and then change how they act.  In particular, they must learn how the very way they go about defining and solving problems can be a source of problems in its own right.  Because many professionals are almost always successful at what they do, they rarely experience failure.  And because they have rarely failed, they have never learned how to learn from failure.  So when faced with such a situation, they become defensive, screen out criticism, and put the “blame” on anyone and everyone but themselves.

The second mistake that companies make about learning, is the common assumption that getting people to learn is largely a matter of motivation. Effective learning is not simply a function of how people feel.  It is a reflection of how they think – that is, the cognitive rules or reasoning they use to design and implement their actions.  Defensive reasoning can block learning even when the individual commitment to it is high.  

Companies can learn how to resolve the learning dilemma.  What it takes is to make the ways managers and employees reason about their behavior a focus of organizational learning and continuous improvement programs.  Teaching people how to reason about their behavior in new and more effective ways breaks down the defenses that block learning.  

How Professionals Avoid Learning

Consultants were chosen for a study on this issue as they were the epitome of the highly educated professionals and also were highly committed to their work.   It was assumed that they would be good at learning.  However, it was found that these consultants embodied the learning dilemma.  Whey they were the most enthusiastic about continuous improvement in their own organizations, they were also often the biggest obstacle to its complete success.  

As long as efforts at learning and change focused on external organizational factors, the professionals were enthusiastic participants.  Yet the moment the quest for continuous improvement turned to the professionals’ own performance, something went wrong.  What happened? The professionals begin to feel embarrassed.  They were threatened by the prospect of critically examining their own role in the organization.  They projected blame for any problems away from themselves and onto what they said were unclear goals, insensitive and unfair leaders, and stupid clients.  By constantly turning the focus away from their own behavior to that of others, the professionals bring learning to a grinding halt.  The manager understands the trap but does not know how to get out of it.  To learn how to do that requires going deeper into the dynamics of defensive reasoning – and into the special causes that make professionals so prone to it.

Defensive Reasoning and the Doom Loop

What explains the professionals’ defensiveness is the way the reasoned about their behavior and that of others.  Everyone develops a theory of action – a set of rules that individuals use to design and implement their own behavior as well as to understand the behavior of others.  Usually, these theories of actions become so taken for granted that people don’t even realize they are using them.  One of the paradoxes of human behavior is that the master program people actually use is rarely the one they think they use.  When you observe people’s behavior and try to come up with rules that would make sense of it, you discover a very different theory of action – what is called the individual’s “theory-in-use.”  Put simply, people consistently act inconsistently, unaware of the contradiction between their espoused theory and their theory-in-use, between the way they think they are acting and the way they really act.  

What’s more, most theories-in-use rest on the same set of governing values.  There seems to be some universal human tendency to design one’s actions consistently according to four basic values:

1. to remain unilateral control

2. to maximize “winning” and minimize “losing”

3. to suppress negative feelings

4. to be as “rational” as possible

The purpose of all these values is to avoid embarrassment or threat, feeling vulnerable or incompetent.  In this respect, the master program that most people use is profoundly defensive.  Because the attributions that go into defensive reasoning are never really tested, it is a closed loop, remarkably impervious to conflicting points of view.

Such a master program inevitably short-circuits learning.  And for a number of reasons unique to their psychology, well-educated professionals are especially susceptible to this.  Such people’s lives are primarily full of successes.  People who rarely experience failure, however, end up not knowing how to deal with it effectively.  And this serves to reinforce the normal human tendency to reason defensively.  They have never developed the tolerance for feelings of failure or the skills to deal with these feelings.  This in turn has led them not only to fear failure but also to fear the fear of failure itself.  This leads to an inappropriately high sense of despondency or even despair when people don’t achieve the high levels of performance they aspire to.  Such despondency is rarely psychologically devastating, but when combined with defensive reasoning, it can result in a formidable predisposition against learning.

Learning How to Reason Productively

People can be taught how to recognize the reasoning they use when they design and implement their actions.  They can begin to identify the inconsistencies between  their espoused and actual theories of action.  They can face up to the fact that they unconsciously design and implement actions that they do not intend.  People can learn how to identify what individuals and groups do to create organizational defenses and how these defenses contribute to an organization’s problems.  Change has to start at the top because otherwise defensive senior managers are likely to disown any transformation in reasoning patterns coming from below.  The key to any educational experience designed to teach senior managers how to reason productively is to connect the program to real business problems.  The best demonstration of the usefulness of productive reasoning is for busy managers to see how it can make a direct difference in their own performance and in that of the organization.  

One simple way to achieve this is to have participants produce a kind of rudimentary case study.  The subject is a real business problem that the manager either wants to deal with or has tried unsuccessfully to address in the past.  Writing the actual case becomes the focal point of an extended analysis.  In effect, the case study exercise legitimizes talking about issues that people have never been able to address before.  Such a discussion can be emotional – even painful.  But for manager with the courage to persist, the payoff is great: management teams and entire organizations work more openly and more effectively and have greater options for behaving flexibly and adapting to particular situations.  

