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THE DYNAMICS OF LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS IN HIGHER
EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS

ABSTRACT

This research aims to study the role that learning organizations may have on Portuguese higher
education institutions (HEIs), through a literature review that supports the presentation of a
conceptual model proposed by the authors, which aims to study the possible relationships
between learning organizations and Total Quality Management (TQM) practices, innovation
strategies, internationalization, and organizational performance. The survival of HEIs depends
on how these institutions accept change, improve their practices and react to competitiveness.
Nowadays, the most relevant aspects of education in higher education are translated by learning,
dynamic structures, flexibility, and quality. Consequently, the higher education system will
have to adapt to the continuous changes and new requirements, to achieve the success and the
proposed objectives. Thus, to differentiate themselves from their competitors, organizations
must develop their resources, promoting the creation of knowledge and the dissemination of
information.

Regarding the methodology of this research, the data will be obtained through a questionnaire
to evaluate the different dimensions of the proposed conceptual model. The sample will consist
of about 200 emails from members of the management boards of Portuguese HEIs. In the
treatment of quantitative data, a model of structural equations (SEM) will be used, to investigate
the possible relations between the different dimensions incorporated in the model. In terms of
the discussion of results, it is intended to characterize the relationship between the concept of
learning organizations and TQM, innovation, internationalization, and performance in
Portuguese HEI.

Keywords: Higher Education Institutions, Learning Organizations, Organizational
Performance, Total Quality Management, Internationalization, Innovation.



1. INTRODUCTION

Nowadays, HEIs face increasing challenges posed by competitive and dynamic markets. This
leads to disruptive changes that force organizations to change their strategy to survive.
Expansion of the global economy, as well as, a global competition, new developments and
innovations, rapid changes and new technologies, customer expectations, quality management,
demographic changes, and demand for specific skills, pose a huge challenge to the flexibility
of an organization that operates in this scenario. Organizations need to change and adopt new
ways to remain competitive. To survive in a competitive and rapidly changing environment,
continuous learning becomes essential.

Learning organizations can be defined as organizations that facilitate the learning of all their
elements, assuming themselves as learning entities that have certain characteristics to meet the
changing needs of the environment. Currently, HEIs suffer great pressure to create significant
learning environments, this is, learning spaces that can fully train their students, based on
educational projects that take on and respond to the growing cultural, linguistic, ethnic, and
socioeconomic diversity of students, their families and their teachers. An educational
organization that intends to establish itself as a learning organization will have to consider
multiple dimensions, such as the individual behaviour of different educational agents,
teamwork and organizational culture, structured and fostered by factors such as trust, time,
technology and joint reflection. Learning organizations will be able to follow developments and
improvements in the business environment to perform their actions successfully. Thus, one of
the key goals of HElIs is to achieve academic excellence among students, and as such, need to
transform into learning organizations and subsequently improve the overall performance of the
organization.

The capacity to deal with change and the search for continuous improvement to overcome the

challenges that arise in organizations' day to day has been related to the capacity of these



organizations to learn (Senge, 1990; Armstrong and Foley, 2003). This means that
organizations that demonstrate learning ability will be able to more easily follow developments
and changes in the environment in which they operate to be successful in their area of business.
In this way, like other organizations, HEIs will also have to become learning organizations in
order to achieve their strategic objectives, as learning organizations seek transformation and
excellence through an organizational renewal (Griego et al., 2000). To be successful, HEIs must
apply business concepts that are inherent in profit-oriented businesses, including evaluating
their performance, and as such they will have to engage with organizations oriented towards
continuous learning. As learning organizations, HEIs will be able to expand knowledge, skills,
produce high-quality professionals and researchers, increase innovation and creativity, and
effectively contribute to the production of knowledge and the development of intellectual
property (Kok, 2005; Abdullah and Selamat, 2005).

Quality also plays a very important role, and nowadays one of the primary goals of any
institution is to achieve excellence in its area of expertise. Many factors can affect the quality
of HEIs, such as the organizational culture and the rapid change that occurs in the contexts in
which they are inserted and that inevitably affect all organizations, including HEIs. One way to
achieve the quality in an organization is to implement the Total Quality Management (TQM)
approach, which covers all processes and stakeholders of an institution.

Since higher education is considered a public good, thus being a public responsibility, the
pressure is continuously on the demand for maximum effectiveness and efficiency in the
management of resources and in the search for quality assurance, and the organization itself is
the first instance where evaluation processes should be established. The internal structures and
mechanisms for quality assurance should be a fundamental first line of intervention in
evaluation processes, with the ultimate objective of promoting the internalization of a quality

culture that permeates all the activities carried out within the institution (Cabrito, 2009).



On the other hand, there is also the concept of innovation. Innovation in HEIs is understood as
a procedure or method of educational activity that differs significantly from established practice
and is used to increase the level of efficiency in a competitive environment. Innovation provides
organizations with the means to progress in parallel with the changes that are taking place in
the environment, being considered a strategic key to respond to new challenges full of
uncertainties (Lloréns-Montes et al., 2005). Educational innovations include pedagogical
innovation, scientific and methodological innovation, educational and technological
innovation. Higher education institutions that have chosen innovation-based development
become competitive leaders in the education market. The creation of new forms of education
and the use of perfect control mechanisms in each educational institution will give the
opportunity to create a unique educational space capable of meeting the needs of society in
quality education with specific opportunities of clients in the educational market. Thus, higher
education systems should seek to innovate (Barber et al., 2013), that is, HEIs should rethink
their working model, provide their graduates with the skills and knowledge appropriate to the

job market and create knowledge that can be marketed in new products and services.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. Relevance of the research

Organizational learning is a crucial factor to be managed proactively by organizations in order
to survive and be successful in the activity in which they operate. Learning encourages people
to develop their ability to solve problems by promoting the improvement of the quality of their
actions. Develop qualified collaborators is one of the valences of continuous learning which
can create long-term competitive advantage for organizations and that promotes success in
organizational performance. Organizational learning prioritizes the creation and acquisition of

new knowledge and emphasizes the role of people in the creation and use of that knowledge



(Denton, 1998). In this way, the concept of organizational learning provides the fundamental
foundations for achieving competitive advantage, translating into an excellent performance and
success of organizations (Dunphy and Griffths, 1998).

To be successful, HEIs must apply business concepts that are inherent in profit-oriented
businesses, including evaluating their performance, and as such they will have to engage with
organizations oriented towards continuous learning. HEIs play an important role in the
knowledge-based economy. The increase of knowledge assets is the central issue of higher
education and clearly contributes to the future of the economic and social development of any
society. HEIs are characterized by several distinctive features that differentiate them from any
other type of institution, and these aspects reflect the strategy of the whole educational system
as well as the development strategy of each educational institution. Many factors can affect
HEIs quality, such as the organizational culture and the rapid change that occurs in the contexts
where they are inserted and that inevitably affect all organizations, including HEIs. One of the
ways to achieve a quality organization is the implementation of the Total Quality Management
(TQM) approach that encompasses all the processes and stakeholders of an institution.
Education and science are deeply embedded in economics and social life, and their level
significantly affects the life quality and the possibility of constant development in both a
country and the international community at large. Therefore, science and qualified personnel
are recognized in Europe as the decisive factor in achieving the objectives of
internationalization of the educational process, that is, to make European education more
competitive, dynamic and capable of ensuring sustainable growth, employment of the
population and social cohesion. The issue of internationalization has, over the last few years,
taken on a leading role not only in Europe but throughout the world. Concerning the

internationalization of HEIs, several authors have analyzed the question of quality in these



institutions with a view to obtaining a sustainable competitive advantage (Aldridge and Rowley,
1998).

Due to an increasingly competitive environment among HEIs globally, these institutions have
been concerned with the need to adopt management techniques to improve the quality of study
programs and services (Telford and Masson, 2005; Yeo, 2005). In addition to this, HEIs have
taken a more active approach than they did in the past, with institutions now focusing not only
on services, but also on influential environmental factors and their impacts on potential
students. The quality of higher education is affected by a variety of factors, not only the content
of the courses of study, but also the performance of faculty, student support services and other
aspects should be recognized when assessing higher education, especially the quality of HEIs.
Organizational performance, on the other hand, has proved to be a difficult concept to define
and even measure. Among the existing studies about the performance, is possible to state that
there isn’t a single criterion for defining the performance, which makes difficult to measure or
compare the results. To overcome this ambiguity concerning the performance criterion, in this
research will be considered three perspectives of performance, namely, financial, operational,

and market performance.

2.2.  The dynamics of learning organizations

An institution that wishes to establish itself as a learning organization will have to consider
multiple dimensions, such as the individual behavior of different educational agents, teamwork
and organizational culture, structured and empowered by factors such as trust, time, technology
and joint reflection (OECD, 2016). In this same line of thinking, Senge (1990) clarified that
learning organizations usually develop five capacities - or as the author designates them, nuclear
disciplines - such as learning systems, personal domain, mental models, shared vision and team

learning. By learning systems, we can understand a whole body of knowledge and tools that



help in the identification and perception of how they can be transformed, always bearing in
mind the existence - and the will to circumvent it - of certain dynamics that are real obstacles
to change. If a system does not record changes, it will continue to generate the same results,
even assuming the individuality of each employee. The causes and effects of problems are not
always centered in space and time, and it is important that learning organizations seek multiple
levels of understanding in the domain of these complex realities where education is embedded
(Senge et al., 2000).

Bowen et al. (2007) believe that when HEIs are assumed to be learning organizations, this may
lead to the unlocking of creative processes and dynamics that allow significant changes,
responding to the new and growing challenges that are posed to higher education, in search of
an educational achievement, but also a personal one. These authors clarify that learning
organizations are able to value, acquire, and use information that emerges from the organization
and its employees, to redefine and evaluate strategies to achieve certain objectives. According
to the authors, an institution that manifests several properties or characteristics can be regarded
as a learner, grouped according to certain actions and feelings.

According to Webber et al. (2013), referring to the learning organizations paradigm, although
having its origin in the economic and business world, it is becoming increasingly urgent to
assume its application in educational organizations. Other authors (Fullan and Hargreaves,
2000) corroborate that the educational institutions that assume this paradigm can be more
effective in the processes of change, being possible to verify a benefit in the professional
development of teachers which is reflected in better learning by the students. Some criticisms
are pointed to this process in the educational context, as reported by Bolivar (2000), particularly
in the difficulties of implementation of this concept in public institutions, pointing to examples

of high bureaucracy, excessive centralization and little openness to change.



The concept of learning organizations is an important and valuable way to facilitate learning
and knowledge management and has been considered an important plan to improve
organizational performance so that the organization remains competitive (Davis and Daley,
2008). Learning organizations promote innovation and the creativity of employees, which in
turn will improve organizational performance (Ramus and Steger, 2000; Calantone et al., 2002).
Likewise, it also promotes the transfer and sharing of knowledge within the organization, which
Is extremely important in the process of organizational performance (Jiang and Li, 2008).

According to DeSimone et al. (2002), a learning organization can be characterized by five
different organizational dimensions, namely, structure, information systems, human resources
and human resource development practices, organizational culture, and leadership. In terms of
structure, learning organizations are known by eliminating hierarchical barriers and promote
collaborative structures, such as multifunctional teams. Besides that, learning organizations
define structures and practices that stimulate information sharing and, at the same time,
implement reward systems which reinforce long-term performance and the development of new
skills and knowledge. The culture of learning organizations is characterized by an emphasis,

promotion and reinforcement of risk-taking.

2.3. TQM in higher education institutions (HEIS)

Total Quality Management (TQM) is a management philosophy that aims at continuous
improvement of organizational performance and customer satisfaction, being transversal to the
whole organization and incorporating in its model all the actors of the organizational structure.
TQM involves integrating and dynamic processes. TQM is a strategic orientation within the
organization, focusing on management commitment and support for the allocation of valuable
resources in process improvements, product and service quality, in the participation and

involvement of employees, as well as in the sharing of information and knowledge among the



various elements within the organization. On the other hand, TQM also focuses on the demand
and expectations of customers, the quality of suppliers and business partners, and strategic
adaptation to changes in the surrounding environment and the markets where organizations are
inserted. Many of the researches that have focused on the effects of TQM over the competitive
advantage have shown that its presence leads to improved performance and increased
competitiveness (Zhang, 2000; Antunes et al., 2017). TQM principles have been applied in the
industrial sector for several decades, however, its application in service companies and, more
specifically, in HEIs has recently emerged as a new concept, framed in new realities that began
to recognize higher education institutions as profitable organizations (Antunes et al., 2018).

Researches on the implementation of TQM practices in HEIs have had projection due to the
growing competitiveness of educational institutions, not only in the private but also public
sector, and in the increase of expectations generated around the labor market. Nowadays, due
to globalization and internationalization, there are constant changes that occur very quickly,
which means that, in business environments, organizations must react quickly and efficiently
to these changes, if they want to be successful in the business world. Thus, to differentiate
themselves from their competitors, organizations must develop their resources, promoting the
creation of knowledge and the dissemination of information. It is in this perspective that the
new paradigm of how to manage and develop knowledge and the strategic forces of
organizations, thus becoming the central focus of recent investigations. Education is a resource
of enormous value for the development of any society and the recognized quality of education
provided in institutions is a fundamental element of the administrative management of higher
education institutions (Rahman and Bullock, 2005). Quality assumes a role of relevance in
customer satisfaction and recognition of the institution in the market, and nowadays one of the
primary objectives of any institution is to achieve excellence in its area of business. However,

this task is more complex when it comes to assessing something intangible, such as education



systems and the processes of higher education institutions, and it is therefore essential to define
adequate tools for the evaluation of these intangible assets. Although the TQM principles were
initially used in the industrial sector, the implementation of TQM practices is also applicable to
higher education institutions, having the potential to improve quality in educational institutions
and achieve continuous improvement (Owlia and Aspinwall, 1997). Nowadays, the most
relevant aspects of education in higher education are translated by learning, dynamic structures,
flexibility and quality. Consequently, the higher education system will have to adapt to the
continuous changes and new requirements, to achieve the success and the proposed objectives.
This means that the entire education system will, necessarily, to coat itself on high levels of
quality. On the other hand, the emphasis placed on costumers and quality leads to consider as
priorities, organizational learning and innovation so that institutions provide the best services
to students and teachers as well as to society itself, promoting, ultimately, growth and economic

development (Mucharreira and Antunes, 2015).

2.4. The relationship between learning organizations and TQM

According to Martinez-Costa and Jimenez-Jimenez (2009), organizational learning should be
recognized as a key issue for organizations that aspire to implement TQM practices. These
authors point out that TQM constitutes the propitious environment for the creation of
organizational learning, proving to be the first step in the construction of learning organizations.
Other conclusions also mention that organizational learning is the result of a successful TQM
process (Martinez-Costa and Jimenez-Jimenez, 2009). Both TQM and organizational learning
capacity are interrelated concepts due to their focus on continuous improvement and gaining
competitive advantage. One of the essential intervention points of the TQM culture is the
emphasis on organizational learning by each person involved in the process to obtain process

improvement. In this way, the following hypothesis of investigation is considered:
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H1: The dynamics of learning organizations have a positive influence on the TQM

implementation on HElIs.

2.5. Innovation in higher education institutions (HEIS)

In the last decades, the theme of innovation has attracted the attention of many researchers and
professionals, and innovation has been considered as a strategic driver to take advantage of new
opportunities and to protect knowledge assets (Gatignon et al., 2002; Hurmelinna-Laukkanen
et al., 2008). Innovation plays a major role in providing unique products and services, creating
more value than previously recognized and setting barriers to entry for new competitors
(Lloréns-Montes et al., 2005). Therefore, innovation has sparked the interest of many
researchers identify their push factors (Becheikh et al., 2006).

In the literature, several definitions of the concept of innovation are found. Damanpour (1991)
defines innovation as anything new to the business, which may consist of a system, a policy, a
process, a product or a service, and is considered a tool for the success of the organization.
Lafley and Charan (2008) refer to innovation as a new idea that materializes in benefits,
revenues and profits. Crossan and Apaydin (2010) gave a more exhaustive definition of the
concept, characterizing innovation as the production or adoption, assimilation and exploitation
of innovative added value in economic and social spheres; renewal and creation of products,
services and markets; development of new production methods; and definition of new
management systems, being both a process and an outcome.

Competitiveness as one of the elements of any market environment improves the quality of
specialist training, because it leads HEIS to provide qualified professional standards to all
stakeholders, such as teachers, non-teaching staff and students. The higher education market,
through competitive mechanisms, promotes participation in innovation processes. Competition
based on innovation, its quality and opportunity are an important feature of the survival of HEIs,

it serves as a crucial factor for the development and implementation of new offers. Higher

11



education institutions that opt for innovation-based development become competitive leaders

in the education market, and only those institutions will be able to adapt quickly to change.

2.6. The relationship between learning organizations and innovation

Chaveerug (2008) points out that innovation is closely related to organizational learning, since
organizational learning is associated with the development of new knowledge, which is crucial
to the institution's capacity for innovation and its performance. Moreover, according to Liao et
al. (2008), innovation emerges as a prerequisite for the creation of knowledge and is assumed
as the essential key to knowledge management, because organizations learn mainly from
innovations made or adopted. Most of the studies developed on this relation consider that the
learning injects new ideas, and strengthens the creativity and the capacity to discover new
opportunities, which, consequently, leads to the definition of innovation strategies (Lloréns -
Montes et al., 2005). Organizational learning helps the organization to acquire new knowledge,
which leads to innovation (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990). Garvin (2000) pointed out that an
organization must develop the factors that help in the introduction of new ideas, products and
services, contributing to innovation strategies. According to Cefis and Marsili (2005),
organizational learning helps organizations to introduce new products and services through
innovations so that they can survive in a highly competitive environment.

Successful innovations are the result of gradual changes in concepts and methodologies
continuously implemented over time (Liao et al., 2008). This gradual process depends on the
creation, search, acquisition and sharing of knowledge, which in turn will lead to organizational
learning, thus forming the basis for successful innovation. In this way, it is pertinent to approach
this relation to the HEIs context, which presupposes the definition of the following investigation

hypothesis:
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H2: The dynamics of learning organizations have a positive influence on innovation

strategies on HElIs.

2.7. Learning organizations and internationalization strategies

Many researchers point out that internationalization provides different experiences to
organizations, and internationalization strategies allow them to learn or to develop new
knowledge (Hitts et al., 1997, Gomes and Ramaswamy 1999, Forsgren 2002). In fact, some of
these studies also considered that internationalization creates new knowledge, which
encourages them to adopt new ideas and procedures (Wagner, 1995; Pittiglio et al., 2009).
Pittiglio et al. (2009) stated that organizations in international markets generate more
knowledge than their competitors who do not adopt any internationalization strategy because
organizations that adopt internationalization strategies learn more from the experiences gained
across borders. Wagner (2001) demonstrates that international companies innovate more and
perform better because they have access to new realities, knowledge and experiences. In this
way, we consider the following hypothesis:

H3: The dynamics of learning organizations have a positive influence on
internationalization strategies on HEIs.

2.8. Learning organizations and organizational performance

According to Harbor (2008), organizational performance can be measured through the
implementation of a series of measures that represent the result of the organization’s activity.
Other authors, namely Peterson et al. (2003), defined organizational performance as the ability
of organizations to use their resources efficiently in order to produce results consistent with
their strategic objectives. Other studies have considered organizational performance as
something that allows to evaluate the success of organizations and to achieve their success

(Antony and Bhattacharyya, 2010).

13



Several studies have suggested that learning organizations have a significant impact on the
performance of their activities (Hernaus et al., 2008; Ramirez et al., 2011; Pokharel and Choi,
2015). Ramirez et al. (2011) showed that organizational learning is positively related to
organizational performance in Spanish public universities, concluding that a greater emphasis
on the size of learning organizations is equivalent to better performance in the organization.
The learning orientation of an organization influences its performance indirectly, as it improves
the quality of market-oriented behaviors, and directly, since it facilitates generating learning
which leads to innovations. Another evidence found in the literature is the study of Calantone
et al. (2002), which states that organizational learning affects organizational performance
through the company's innovative performance. Also, Martinez-Costa and Jimenez-Jimenez
(2009) evidenced the positive influence of organizational learning on organizational
performance, referring that organizations that learn best are more likely to identify events and
trends in the market that, in turn, will lead to increased sales and increased market share. Apart
from this aspect, organizational learning provides a more flexible structure for organizations so
that they can respond more quickly and assertively to new challenges than their competitors.
On the other hand, continuous learning will also provide the organization with a better
efficiency and celerity in the processing of information from the markets.

Based on the various researches carried out on these subjects, the three hypotheses of
investigation that intend to respond to the possible relationship between the learning
organizations and organizational performance of HEIs are now presented, being considered in
this study three different perspectives on the concept of organizational performance, namely,
the financial, operational and market approach.

H4: The dynamics of learning organizations have a positive influence on the financial
performance of HEIs.
H5: The dynamics of learning organizations have a positive influence on the operational

performance of HElIs.
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H6: The dynamics of learning organizations have a positive influence on the market
performance of HEIs.

Completed the description of the fundamentals that led to the construction of the initial issues
based on literature review, it is now presented the proposed research model as illustrated in the
figure 1:

INNOWATION
STRATEGIES

H2

LEARMNING
ORGANIZATIONS

H1L H3
LR A INTERNATIONALIZATION
MANAGEMENT :
:‘--

Performance

Financial Market
Performance _ Performance
Operational

Figure 1 - Conceptual Model and Research Hypotheses

3. Methodology

Regarding to methodology, the research is qualitative in nature, using quantitative techniques.
The data were obtained through the application of a questionnaire elaborated by the authors in

order to evaluate the different dimensions of the proposed conceptual model. In this study, the
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independent variable is the concept of learning organizations while the dependent variable are
TQM practices, innovation strategies, internationalization, and organizational performance,
being this last variable measured through three different perspectives, namely, financial,
operational, and market.

The sample will consist of about 200 email addresses of members of the direction of Portuguese
universities and polytechnics. For the statistical treatment of the data, a structural equations
model (SEM) will be used to investigate the possible relationships between the different
dimensions incorporated in the model. The questionnaire will be elaborated with closed
questions, using a five-point Likert scale to evaluate the respondents' conceptions about the
dimensions considered, where 1 represents "strongly disagree™ and 5 represents "strongly
agree". For the characterization of respondents and organizations, nominal and ordinal scales

will be used.

4. Final considerations

Nowadays, organizational learning, TQM, innovation and internationalization have become
increasingly important for organizations. Organizations are forced to eliminate their mental and
physical barriers in order to learn to innovate and to become competitive in highly competitive
markets. Continuous learning, new mental models, new products, new processes, new markets
and the question of globalization are issues that HEIs cannot ignore at all, being part of the
dynamics of organizations.

This research, which is still under development, intends to analyze these dimensions in HEIS,
since this type of institutions has been little studied in the various investigations carried out, not
only in Portugal, but also in other countries. Thus, with the first conclusions that are expected
soon, the authors of this research hope to contribute to a better understanding of HEIs, in order

to assist the decision-making of these institutions to achieve the strategic objectives.
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Increasingly, HEIs have to recognize themselves with profit-oriented organizations, since

ensuring financial sustainability is a huge challenge for education institutions.
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