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While studyingteamworkHarvard Business
School professor Amy Edmondson chanced
upon a seeming paradox: Well-led teams
appearedto makemore mistakesthan average
teams. Could this be true? As it turned out,
goodteamswhichvaluecommunicationreport
more errors. In a recent research paper
Edmondsorand doctoral studentSara Singer
explore this and other hidden barriers to

organizational learning. Key concepts include:

¥ Thereare built-in tensionshetweerearning
and performance,  which smart
organizationsmustlearn to recognizeand
deal with.

¥ The challengefor managersis to promote
learning without sacrificing performancein
the short term.

¥ In well-led teams,a climate of openness
could makeit easierto report and discuss
errors compared to teams with poor
relationshipsor with punitive leaders.The
good teams, according to @ this
interpretation, don't make more mistakes,
theyreportmore.

¥ Seenin this way, managershavetwo jobs.
One is to become team leaders who
encourageopendiscussionfrial and error,
and the pursuit of new possibilitiesin the
small groups they directly influence. The
otheris to work hard to build organizations
conduciveto extraordinary teamworkand
learning  behaviors throughout the
organization.

Learning promotesperformanceNisthere
any argument?Vithout learning,organizations,
teams,and managersare stuck in yesterday's
world.

In fact, says Harvard Business School
professorAmy Edmondsonthere are built-in
tensions between learning and performance,
which smart organizations must learn to
recognize and deal with. For example, an
organizationthat hasjust completeda learning
initiative may seeadropin productivity,atleast
in the short term.

Edmondson and doctoral student Sara
Singer explore the problematic relationship
betweenlearning and performancein a recent

working paper, "When Learning and
Performanceare at Odds: Confronting the
Tension." In this interview, Edmondson
discussederwork and practicalconsiderations
for organizations looking to sharpen their
learning skills, i.e., any businesshoping to be
successful in today's quickly changing world.

Sarah Jane Gilbert: What led you to
pursuethisresearch?

Amy Edmondson: This research,rather
than being a single project, is part of a
fifteen-year program of a half dozen or so
projects in different settings, all focused on
learning in and by organizations.The paper,
written with Sara Singer, on the tension
between learning and performance,was an
attemptto pull togethera subsetof insights
from this longer journey about the challenges
for managerswho wish to promote learning
without sacrificing performancein the short
term.

The longer journey that | refer to was
motivated by a desire to help organizations
betteraccessintegrate andleveragethe talents
and insights of their employees.An earlier
careeras an organizationalchangeconsultant
led me to realize how many thoughtful, caring
individuals were stymied in their genuine
desiresto make a differenceat workNthat is,
their desiresto help make their organizations
more effective and responsive.l met many
individuals with great ideas and insights
working in large organizationsthat seemedto
be enactingpolicies or producingproductsthat
didn't reflect this insight. As a result,| became
fascinated by the notion of the learning
organization:organizationswith the capacityto
senseand act upon opportunitiesfor positive
changeAroundthistime, | thoughtl'd bettergo
to graduateschoolto learn and explore these
ideas more carefully.

Early on, | stumblednto oneof the perverse
aspectof therelationshipbetweerlearningand
performance. My first research project in
graduate school explored the relationship
betweenteamwork and errors (in hospitals),
because errors are a critical input to
organizational learning, especially in that
setting. | assumed I'd find a negative
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relationship between teamwork and error rate.

Instead,| stumbledinto quite a different
discovery.The statisticalresultsl obtainedwere
the opposite of what I'd predicted. Well-led
teamswith good relationshipswere apparently
making more mistakes;therewas a significant
correlation between teamwork and error
ratesNin what! initially consideredthe wrong
direction."

This presenteda puzzle. Did better-led
teamsreally makemore mistakes? simply did
not think that could be accurate.Why else
might better teams have higher error rates?

One possibility was that they were more
experience@ndthusgiventougherpatientsTo
testthis, | controlledfor the severityof patient
illness. The unexpectedesult not only did not
change,the relationshipgot slightly stronger.
Then, | suddenlyglimpsedwhat theseresults
might mean. In well-led teams,a climate of
opennesscould make it easierto report and
discusserrorsNcomparedto teamswith poor
relationshipsor with punitive leadersThe good
teams, according to this interpretation, don't
makemore mistakesthey report more.Whenl
suggestedthis to physiciansinvolved in the
study, they were skeptical. Their responsevas
understandableWith a researchgrant for the
purposeof identifying the error rate, this idea
wasdecidedlyunwelcome My interpretationof
the datasuggestedhat we might not be finding
the definitive error rateNand further errors
might be systematicallyjunderreportedh certain
units but not others.Their skepticismforcedme
to work hard to developways to supportmy
proposition,which ultimately they cameto see
as reasonable, if not obvious in retrospect.

Sincethat time, my researchhascontinued
to investigatehow group dynamics affect an
organization's ability to learnNto improve
organizationahctionsthroughbetterknowledge
and understandingTo better understandthis,
I've conductedesearchn settingsrangingfrom
the front lines of healthcaredelivery to the
managemenboardroomThroughthesestudies,
| have developeda particular perspectiveon
learningin organizationsNonethat emphasizes
the debilitating effects of interpersonafear on
collective learning processes.
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Q: How do you define learning? How
does lear ning promote per for mance?

A: | definelearningasa processA process
of action, reflection, and new (often modified)
action. Learning can be temporaryNclosing a
gapNor  ongoing. Learning promotes
performance in two fundamental ways.

First, learning helps people develop skills
andacquireknowledge Thatis, learningis how
people get where they need to be so as to
performin waysthatthey could not previously
perform (even though others could. To
illustrate, when my son learnedto ride a bike,
he was not the first personto everride a bike.
His learning got him from being a non-bike
rider into the populationof bike riders. In this
case, performanceis improved by acquiring
necessargkills or knowledgeto do whatothers
already know how to do. It is about relative
performance, or closing a performance gap.

Second, learning occurs in reaction to
changesin the world that require brand new
responses. So, the second way learning
promotes performanceis by discovering and
inventing new ways to respondthat improve
performancen someendeavorHere,theremay
be no role models. No other bike riders to
observeand follow. In this case,learning is
pavingnewground,typically in atrial anderror
manner. In this process, performance is
improvedby developinga betterfit betweerthe
entity's capabilities and its environment's
demandsAn entity mightbe anindividual, or a
work group, or an entire organization.

Q: Is there a natural relationship
between learning and performance? How
and when does it become problematic and
createtension?

A: Thereis a natural relationshipbetween
learningand performancen a changingworld.
That is, performancecannotbe sustainedover
time without learning, because yesterday's
performances inadequateén today'sworld. So,
to maintainor improveperformancelearningis
required.

The problematicnatureof this relationship
is two-fold. First, learning is messy. When
you're learning, you're often without an
instruction manual to follow for guaranteed
results.Also, performancegainswon't showup
instantaneously.In a learning mode, it's
awkward. It's a transition, or we hope it is

anyway, becausehereis no guaranteewe are

doingtheright kind of learning.But, evenif we

arelearningtheright things,thereis atransition

to getthrough.The two-fingertypist who wants

to learnto touchtype will suffera performance
decrementwhen he makesthe shift. The idea

wasto improve performanceby learninga new

skill (e.g.,touchtyping), but in the shortterm,

performance will be worse.

Second,learning processedy their nature
involve facing failuresNproblems,
mistakesNheadon. The presenceof problems
or mistakesdoesn'tsignal high performanceto
most people who might be watching. Some
scholarsgo so far asto define learning as the
detectionand correctionof error (notably Chris
Argyris, now emeritusat HBS). So, clearly, if
learningis aboutidentifying error, in the short
term, performancawill appeato beweak(error
ridden)while learningis occurring.At the very
least, if learning involves trial and error, the
error part doesnot resemblemostpeople'sidea
of good performance. So, they're at odds.

Q: Isthere a trade-off between the costs
of learning vs. the benefits of improved
performance?

A: For the most part, | think it's a false
tradeoff. Not learningis an option, of course,
but it's not a very good option in an
ever-changingworld. My point is that when
managerslon'texplicitly recognizethis reality,
then the (here and now) appearanceof high
performancewill seemfar more valuable and
preferable than learning, with its messy,
error-ridden nature, and the former may be
embraced while the latter is postponed.

Q: How do organizations learn? What
can managers do to promote a healthy
learning environment in their organizations?

A: | suggest that organizations learn
through the learning of groups within the
organizations.So, an organization'sability to
learnNagain, to improve its performance
throughbetterknowledgeandactionNis shaped
by the interactions of individuals, typically
situatedwithin small groups or teams.When
thesegroupsmake appropriatechangesn how
they do their workNdriven by both group and
organizational goalsNan organization
maintains or enhancesits effectivenessin a
changingworld. Organizationalearningcanbe
seenas a processof cascadingteam learning

activitiesNindependently carried out but
interdependentin their impact on company
performance.

Different types of teams or groups face
different learning needs and challenges. A
leadershipteam may face the need to make
strategic decisionsin a shifting landscapeof
possibilities,while a productdevelopmenteam
struggles to understandcustomers'changing
needsand to invent new ways to servethem,
and a production team seeksto improve its
work process.

Seenin this way, managerdavetwo jobs.
One is to become great team leaders who
encouragependiscussiontrial and error, and
the pursuit of new possibilities in the small
groupsthey directly influence. The otheris to
work hard to build organizationsconduciveto
extraordinaryteamworkand learningbehaviors
throughout the organization.

Q: What are you working on next?

A: I'm working on a couple of related
projects.One,with colleaguednita Tuckerand
Ingrid Nembhardjs trying to betterunderstand
how the learning activities of improvement
project teamsNteamscreatedfor the express
purposeof improving someaspectof how the
organization worksNtranslate into
organizational learning and improved
performance. We've been collecting and
analyzing data from a particular setting in
which these questionsare quite relevantNthe
neonatalintensive care unit, or NICUNacross
abouttwo dozenhospitals.This work is pretty
far along.

A second project, in collaboration with
David Garvin at HBS and FrancescaGino at
Carnegie Mellon, is the developmentof an
instrument to assesslearning organizations.
We've beendevelopingand testinga surveyto
helporganizationdetterreflecton howtheyare
doingin termsof organizationalearning.We're
finding that the use of this tool can stimulate
high quality reflectionamongmanagersof the
sort that can stimulate future organizational
learning and help managers manage the

ongoing tension between learning and
performanc

About the author

Sarah Jane Gilbert is a projectmanageiat
Harvard Business School.

COPYRIGHT 2007 PRESIDENT AND FELLOWS OF HARVARD COLLEGE



	Are Great Teams Less Productive?
	About the author


