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IntroductIon

The traditional way of measuring learning as a 
result has been through the so-called learning 
and experience curves. The learning curves, 
developed within the production framework 
(Levitt & March, 1988), relate the manufacturing 
cost of a product to the accumulated experience 
in its production. This establishes that its cost 
decreases as the number of units made increases. 
At first, although this relationship was limited to 
the direct labour cost, it later extends to the total 
production cost.

In the 70s, the Boston Consulting Group ap-
plied this idea to the manufacturing sectors with 
experience curves. These curves expand the learn-
ing effect to activities other than those typical of 
production (Albernathy & Wayne, 1974). They 
describe the influence that experience acquired 
through the repetition of a specific activity has 
on the variable cost and/or price.

Another form of learning evaluation is the 
half-life curves that measure the time taken in 
obtaining an improvement of 50% in a deter-
mined measurement performance: The greater 
slope curves indicate a faster learning (Garvin, 
1993).
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These systems of evaluation are, neverthe-
less, incomplete for a learning organization. The 
cognitive level, changes in conduct, and its influ-
ence on performance improvement must be taken 
into account in assessing a company’s learning. 
Surveys, questionnaires, and interviews are, in 
this case, more useful (Garvin, 1993).

The research has, however, advanced with 
great slowness due to two matters: first, as a 
result of the complexity and multidimensional 
nature of the object of study; second, the absence 
of a solid common starting-point, caused by the 
theoretical disagreement that exists concern-
ing the very definition of the concept and its 
dimensions. In this line, organization learning 
(OL), as multidimensional construct, has been 
analyzed through the dimensions related to the 
OL capability, according to a series of phases that 
define a sequential time process, or by means of 
a knowledge-creation process.

Background

In spite of the extensive existing literature on 
OL, there are very few attempts to operate this 
construct (Chaston, Badger, & Sadler-Smith, 
1999), especially case studies that try to induce 
theory from practice (Easterby-Smith & Araujo, 
1999).

OL, as a result, has been treated as a uni-
dimensional construct (Levitt & March, 1988), 
whereas its analysis as a lasting process connected 
with knowledge acquisition and performance 
improvement has allowed us to go further into its 
complex and multidimensional character.

Easterby-Smith, Crossan, and Nicolini (2000, 
p. 789) consider the question of the OL measure-
ment to be lacking in methodological and epis-
temological debate. In most cases, a contingent 
vision prevails in which the methods used are 
appropriate for different kinds of research prob-
lems. In general, the studies in this field reveal 
three perspectives:

a. A macro/positivist perspective that uses 
quantitative methods—its unit of analysis 
being the organization or its significant 
subunits.

b.  A micro/interpretative perspective, where 
the researchers are interested in the phenom-
enon known as “communities of practice.” 
They collect qualitative data via formal in-
terviews or informal conversations and they 
use the individual as their unit of analysis.

c. Intermediate perspective typically focusing 
on case studies. This assumes a combina-
tion of the previous methodologies. The 
studies follow the interpretative tradition to 
the extent that the researchers gather data 
mainly from interviews and observation. 
They differ in the sense that the focus is in 
on the complete case, or on comparisons 
between similar cases.

As Easterby-Smith et al. (2000) indicate, the 
different methods are appropriate for different 
kinds of research problems. Although the Euro-
pean works mainly use the interpretative methods, 
North American works place more emphasis on 
the quantitative empirical investigation. We will 
take this latter approach in this work to analyze the 
OL measurement, since this will allow its complex 
and multidimensional nature to be perceived via 
a quantitative analysis of its dimensions (Slater 
& Narver, 1995).

organIzatIonal learnIng as a 
multIdImensIonal construct

The academic field has, in the last decade, shown 
an increasing interest in the development of a 
measurement scale that allows the valuing of the 
OL as a multidimensional construct, made up of 
a set of attributes or related dimensions. Thus, 
following a prescriptive approach (Vera & Cros-
san, 2003), there is a first workgroup referring 
to how organizations should really learn. In this 
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