
ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING IN THE GLOBALIZATION PROCESS 

Abstract 

Organizational learning is a critical imperative for global strategic effectiveness. Yet few 
studies on organizational learning in globalization systematically address its process at different 
organizational levels, or ground theories with in-depth empirical data. This paper presents our 
analysis of data from a longitudinal ethnographic study on organizational learning with regard to 
globalization. Using contrasting cases, we explore organizational learning in the context of a 
professional society developing its global strategy. These cases include the organization’s 
interactions with customers and potential alliances in four countries. Based on the analysis of the 
organizational learning process at different levels, we present three claims about organizational 
learning in globalization, along with practical implications of the proposed claims. 
 

  



Problem Statement 
As we move into the age of globalization, organizational learning is attracting widespread 

attention as a critical imperative for global strategic effectiveness. In the early stage of 
globalization, organizations need to learn from the global markets in order to develop 
globalization strategies. Research shows that organizations that learn efficiently from their 
experience are able to expand overseas faster and with fewer mistakes (Tsang, 1999; Harrigan, 
1988). At the same time, organizations often find learning from foreign market environments 
difficult and frustrating (Tsang, 1999; Harrigan, 1988).  

Underlying these issues is the question of how an organization learns as it interacts with 
global customers and alliances? In order to address this question, we conducted a longitudinal 
ethnographic study of a mid-sized non-profit organization in early stages of international 
development. The purpose of this study was two-fold: 1) to contribute empirical evidence to the 
globalization literature by analyzing an understudied type of organization – professional 
societies, and 2) to generate theoretical claims about organizational learning processes, which 
systematically integrate different levels of learning.  
 
Research methodology 

The research methodology of this study is based on the grounded approach suggested by 
Martin and Tanner (1986). This method of inquiry allowed the researcher to firmly ground 
theoretical claims in rich empirical data, and compare hypotheses with other more general 
theories in the field. The researcher was immersed in the organization for ten months as a 
participant-observer. The participant role provided access to nearly all activities and artifacts 
related to globalization. The observer role allowed us to observe the organization at different 
levels, and conduct several types of formal and informal interviews.  

The research site for this study is a medical society located in Illinois. Hierarchically, 
there are mainly three levels: leadership (Board, President and CEO), executive staff, and 
operational staff. These three levels are in decreasing authority.  
 The organization’s past knowledge about the global markets are mainly from three 
sources: its international chapters, a pilot project in India which failed, and a pilot project in 
Brazil which is considered successful. The pilot project with Brazil experimented with “societal 
membership” rather than individual membership. The organization partnered with a leading 
Brazilian society, and provided all members of the society access to the US organization’s online 
journal. In return, the Brazilian organization pays a much lower fee per person than the regular 
membership fee. Due to the large membership size of the Brazilian organization, this model 
generated large financial gains for the US organization. The leadership of the US organization 
called this model “perfect”, and constantly markets it to other foreign medical societies as they 
travel to international conferences.  
 Several foreign societies responded positively after the US leaders described the Brazil 
model, namely Argentina, Poland, Egypt, and Peru. Whereas representatives from Argentina and 
Poland expressed interest in the Brazil model, representatives from Egypt and Peru each 
proposed an alternative model for their country. Although Argentina claimed interest in the 
Brazil model, its proposal was different from the Brazil model and very similar to Egypt’s 
proposal. Nevertheless, Argentina was regarded as a country interested in the Brazil model, 
whereas Egypt was regarded as not interested in the Brazil model. Thus, we have four 
contrasting cases, as shown in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Four contrasting cases 
 

The organization’s learning about the four markets can be summarized as follows. The 
Argentina society kept communicating with the president of the US organization via email. Their 
emails indicated that although their organization has 1200 members, not all of them would join. 
This was different from the Brazil model, which requires the entire society to join. Nevertheless 
in the Board meeting, Argentina was selected as one of the countries to target for the Brazil 
model. Different understandings coexisted in the organization until the staff was asked to draft a 
contract with the Argentina society, and it was clear that Argentina’s proposal would lead to 
financial loss. At this point, the staff confronted the president and drafted an application form 
instead of a contract. Upon evaluation of Argentina’s application, the CEO decided not to pursue 
the Brazil model in Argentina.  

In the case of Poland, the leadership of the US organization contacted the Poland 
organization repeatedly after a meeting in Poland. For six months, the president sent emails, 
reminders, and application forms. However, no proposal or application came from Poland 
despite positive verbal responses they gave in face-to-face meetings. 
 Egypt was at first interested in the Brazil model, like Argentina and Poland. Later they 
proposed an alternative model similar to the Brazil model, but allowing members to join 
individually, called e-membership. Basically, the benefits of e-membership is the same as the 
model proposed by Argentina. Furthermore, the dues suggested by Egypt were ten times those 
proposed by Argentina. In contrast to Argentina, the proposal from Egypt was ignored for four 
months, although repeatedly presented to the leadership and executive staff. It attracted the 
executive staff’s attention when the Brazil pilot project started having problems. A team was 
soon organized to start a pilot project of e-membership in Egypt.  
 The proposal from Peru has been sent to the organization many times. It is a proposal 
about organizing a touring course in South American countries. After receiving it again, different 
members of the organization understood it differently. Like the proposal from Egypt, Peru’s 
proposal did not attract the attention of the leadership until several months later.  
 
Data Collection and Data Analysis 

These four cases were analyzed through observations, interviews, and artifacts. We 
observed formal meetings about globalization, informal conversations, and actions that members 
of the organization took regard globalization. Two types of interviews were conducted: 
structured interviews about the goals, interests, and beliefs of every research informant in the 
organization, and semi-structured interviews addressing self-evaluation, and description of past 
events. In addition, we also collected artifacts  such as email correspondences about 
globalization, survey responses, and past records. The wide range of data allows triangulation 
and systematic analysis of the learning that took place. 



These data were analyzed in terms of the knowledge, interests, and actions of individuals, 
groups, and the organization. Knowledge and interests at a collective level (group or 
organizational) were defined as those shared by all members of the collective. Interests were 
identified through interviews. Knowledge was coded from interview data, field notes, as well as 
written communications. Actions were mainly identified through observations. We coded for 
different types of knowledge, interests, and actions at different levels of the organizational 
system (individual, group, organization). All codes were associated with the source (individual 
or group), which help us identify the corresponding positions in the organization. We analyzed 
the data to answer the following research question: How does this society learn from interactions 
with international customers and alliances, in the context of developing its globalization 
strategy?  

Based on the data analysis, we generated three claims:  
 

1. What becomes collective knowledge of the organization depends on at least two factors: the 
degree of match to the organizational interests, and the authority of the sources of the 
knowledge. Spreading the information to all members of the organization repeatedly does not 
necessarily lead to learning. Knowledge with low relevance to collective interests, and 
knowledge from low authority sources tend to be forgotten as it travels through the 
organization. For example, the organization generated more collective knowledge about 
countries interested in the Brazil model (i.e. Argentina and Poland) then countries interested 
in alternative models (i.e. Egypt and Peru). An analysis shows that whereas 50% of what was 
known about Poland and 38% of what was known about Argentina became organization-
wide knowledge, only 25% of knowledge about Egypt and 5% of knowledge about Peru 
became organization-wide knowledge. In addition, the organization did not act on what it 
learned about Egypt and Peru until the collective interests of the organization switched from 
focusing on the Brazil model to searching for alternative models. Table 1 shows the 
percentage of individual knowledge, which became organizational knowledge, categorized 
by the degree of relevance to organizational interests and authority of source.  

 
Table 1. Percentage of individual knowledge which became collective organizational knowledge 
 

Relevance to organizational interests 
 Low High 

High 
(leadership) 

2% 100% 

Medium 
(exec staff) 

0% 
 

92% 

Low 
(other) 

0% 75% 

 
 Kan (1999) and Brooks’ (1994, 1995) have argued from a theoretical perspective that 

organizational learning is negotiated through power relations. Our study provide evidence for 
this perspective of organizational learning, challenging current models which usually provide 
rational explanations of organizational learning, assuming people have common goals (e.g., 
references).  

Auth
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2.   People distort their interpretations toward the existing schemas for globalization, and 

distortions introduced by authority figures are reinforced until they fail. Obvious 
distortions that led to negative learning could be found in the cases of Argentina, Egypt, and 
Peru. Proposals from these three countries were all understood differently by different 
members of the organization. In 82% of the cases in which someone understood a situation 
differently from a higher-authority person, the person with lower authority accepted the 
version of understanding provided by the higher-authority source. The only exceptions were 
times when the higher-authority figure’s distorted understanding was not only clearly 
mistaken, but also would lead to financial loss of the organization. The following quotes 
show an example of people’s distortions of Argentina’s proposal and how it was reinforced. 
The first email excerpt from Argentina indicates that they would like to recruit members 
progressively over the next two years. This was different from the Brazil model, which 
included all members of the national organization and did not involve recruitment issues. The 
president distorted Argentina’s proposal towards the Brazil model and claimed that it wants 
exactly what Brazil has. Later on, the CEO used this distorted interpretation in discussing the 
business model for Argentina. Another email from Argentina was sent in later to suggest 
recruiting physicians in a conference. Although one of the VPs understood Argentina’s 
intention correctly, she reinforced the President’s distorted understanding in her conversation 
with him. 

 
Distortion of Interpretations towards the Brazil Model: 
Excerpts from Email sent by leader of Argentina organization (Feb.6) 
“The (Argentina medical society) has more than 1200 members, … We don’t know by 
this moment how many of our members would accept to pay for this (Brazil model), but 
we speculate that in a couple of years we could have 600 of our members joining the (US 
organization) this way.” 
 
Fieldnotes of the President’s speech in the March board meeting (Mar.13): 
 (I) went to the Argentina meeting and described the Brazil model to them. They are 
highly enthusiastic about it and want exactly what Brazil has. 
 
Fieldnotes of the CEO from staff international planning meeting (Apr.3): 
The Argentina society has 1200 members, let’s say they pay $12, just like Brazil, we’ll 
have $14,400.  
 

  From a cognitive perspective, distortion of information in encoding and retrieval due to 
existing schemas is a common phenomena (Norman and Rumelhart, 1975). However, when 
it is combined with confrontation-avoidance and power relations in the organizational setting, 
distorted understanding of one individual may escalate to enterprise-wide negative learning. 

 
3.   When people in this organization are reasoning about cases, they know little about the 

goals of international customer/alliances, setting in the foreign countries, explanations 
linking these goals and settings to the results of the international interactions, and 
alternative ways to achieve the goals and results. Research informants in the organization 
were interviewed regarding what they know about Argentina, Egypt, Poland, Peru and Brazil. 



We categorized the shared organizational knowledge about these foreign markets into the 
following case components suggested by Kolodner (1993): actor, goals, settings, events, 
results, explanations, and alternative ways of achieving the goals or results. Each conceptual 
chunk was counted as one piece of knowledge. Table 2 illustrates the amount of shared 
knowledge about each market categorized by case component type. It shows that what the 
organization learned and did not learn about these five countries are highly consistent. This 
might be because people in the organization use the Brazil model as their schema for 
generating questions about foreign markets and remembering features of foreign markets.  

 
Table 2. Shared organizational knowledge categorized by case component type 

 Argentina Egypt Poland Peru Brazil 
Actor-Self - - - - - 
Actor-Int'l 3 2 1 1 5 
Goals-Self 3 2 3 0 3 
Goals-Int'l 0 0 0 0 0 

Setting 0 0 0 0 0 
Events 8 5 7 2 9 
Results - - - - 2 

Explanations - - - - 0 
Alternatives - - - - 0 

 
When an organization apply lessons learned or best practices from one country to another, it 
uses case-based reasoning. Lack of knowledge about the contexts and differences in contexts 
could lead to potential problems when applying best practices from one country to another. 
As situated learning theories point out, practices are embedded in social and cultural contexts 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991; Turner, 1994). The framework of key case components suggested by 
Kolodner could help organizations structure their learning about global markets and thereby 
transfer their lessons learned more effectively. 

 
Educational and scientific importance 

This study contributes to the literature on organizational learning regarding globalization 
in several ways. First, it integrates learning at different levels, and grounds theoretical claims in 
in-depth, longitudinal empirical data collected from a natural setting. Second, it challenges 
current organizational learning models, which rationalize learning and actions. By combining 
empirical data with current learning theories, this study not only provides explanations for how 
the organization learns, but also mechanisms leading to negative learning and lack of 
organizational learning. In addition, it also suggests implications on the design of organizational 
learning tools for globalization, which contributes to literature on knowledge management and 
learning organizations as well.  
 
 


