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Becoming a Learning
Organization in the
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Is CMM the Silver Bullet?
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Abstract

This chapter examines to what extent the implementation of Software Engineering
Institute’s Capability Maturity Model (CMM) of software process improvement enables
a firm to transform itself into an learning organization (LO). It argues that even though
the CMM does lead the software firm forward on the route to learning, it does not go
far enough. By recognizing organizational knowledge and organizational learning as
the twin pillars of the LO, the author develops a conceptual framework against which
the five maturity levels of CMM can be mapped and examined. This allows for an
assessment of whether the CMM serves as a silver bullet in achieving the software firm’s
goal of reaching the visionary state of the LO.
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Introduction

Today, across the world, business firms are exposed to increased environmental
turbulence and uncertainty. There is rapid change in technology and its usage, and
competition in the marketplace has intensified, with customers becoming highly knowl-
edgeable and demanding. With economic realities and priorities shifting constantly,
there is now the emergence of a new global economic order in which knowledge or
intellectual capital—rather than labor, machine power and capital—constitutes the most
critical factor of production as well as a source of competitive advantage (Zack, 1999).
Nowhere is this more evident than in the software industry. By its very nature, a firm
engaged in developing software applications as its primary product shares all the
features of what Alvesson terms as “knowledge-intensive” firms. These firms depict the
following characteristics:

1. “Highly qualified individuals doing knowledge-based work, using intellectual and
symbolic skills in work;

2. A fairly high degree of autonomy and the downplaying of organizational hierarchy;

3. The use of adaptable, ad hoc organizational forms;

4. The need for extensive communication for coordination and problem-solving;

5. Idiosyncratic client services;

6. Information and power asymmetry (often favoring the professional over the client);

7. Subjective and uncertain quality assessment.” (2004, p. 21)

To survive in such a turbulent business environment and achieve global standards with
respect to quality, cost and customer expectations, a software firm must not only treat
knowledge as its most critical resource but also learn to be highly adaptive in everything
it does with the knowledge. It must proactively anticipate emerging trends and directions
with regard to the business environment, customers and technology. It must assimilate
the knowledge and use it effectively to best meet the customer requirements. Therefore,
the software firm must work towards building for itself an all-pervasive learning culture.
It must become what is termed as an LO (Senge, 1990).

The CMM, developed by the Software Engineering Institute (SEI) at Carnegie Mellon
University, is suggested to be a step in this direction (Levine, 2001). The CMM enables
firms to view software development as an engineering discipline and ensure its progres-
sion from being an immature, ad-hoc process to a mature, managed process (Paulk, 1998a).
Ramanujan and Kesh (2004) note that the last few years have seen a significant
investment on the part of software firms to implement the CMM; in most cases, firms also
a report a spectacular improvement in financial performance after they have gone through
the implementation process. However, the question that remains unanswered is, how
sustainable is this improvement effort? That is, does adoption of the CMM enable the
software firm into becoming an LO? The aim of this chapter is to investigate this research
question. This is important because after the initial fanfare associated with the CMM has



 

 

15 more pages are available in the full version of this

document, which may be purchased using the "Add to Cart"

button on the publisher's webpage: www.igi-

global.com/chapter/becoming-learning-organization-

software-industry/24808

Related Content

On-Demand Online Real Estate Information System
Emna Cherif (2013). International Journal of Strategic Information Technology and

Applications (pp. 42-67).

www.irma-international.org/article/on-demand-online-real-estate-information-system/100062

Using Online Gaming as a Teacher Test Prep Model for Mathematics
Shirley A. Disselerand Tawannah G. Allen (2016). International Journal of Strategic

Information Technology and Applications (pp. 56-68).

www.irma-international.org/article/using-online-gaming-as-a-teacher-test-prep-model-for-

mathematics/179546

Representation Type Preferences in Operational Business Process

Redesign: A Quasi-Experimental Field Investigation
Ned Kock (2011). International Journal of Strategic Information Technology and

Applications (pp. 44-66).

www.irma-international.org/article/representation-type-preferences-operational-business/54709

When I Seem More Important than T in IT: The Case of Police Intelligence
Petter Gottschalk (2010). International Journal of Strategic Information Technology

and Applications (pp. 8-22).

www.irma-international.org/article/when-seem-more-important-than/39110

The Interplay of Strategic Management and Information Technology
Zaiyong Tangand Bruce Walters (2010). Strategic Information Systems: Concepts,

Methodologies, Tools, and Applications  (pp. 29-41).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/interplay-strategic-management-information-

technology/36677

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/becoming-learning-organization-software-industry/24808
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/becoming-learning-organization-software-industry/24808
http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/becoming-learning-organization-software-industry/24808
http://www.irma-international.org/article/on-demand-online-real-estate-information-system/100062
http://www.irma-international.org/article/using-online-gaming-as-a-teacher-test-prep-model-for-mathematics/179546
http://www.irma-international.org/article/using-online-gaming-as-a-teacher-test-prep-model-for-mathematics/179546
http://www.irma-international.org/article/representation-type-preferences-operational-business/54709
http://www.irma-international.org/article/when-seem-more-important-than/39110
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/interplay-strategic-management-information-technology/36677
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/interplay-strategic-management-information-technology/36677

