
LEARNING ORGANISATION

LEARNING ORGANISATION

Guides for youth NGOs

The development of young people is very often 

one of the main goals of many youth organisa- 

tions. Therefore, we can say that it is natural to 

talk about learning in organisations: why it is 

important and how organisations can ensure 

that there are learning opportunities for their 

employees and volunteers. 

Why is learning important for youth organisa- 

tions? Organisations develop and improve their 

work through the personal development of their 

employees and volunteers and also by the inter- 

nal transformation. When people gain new 

competences and become better at work, their 

performance improves and brings direct 

benefit to the organisation. It can also serve as a 

big motivation for young people – to learn 

something new and celebrate the achievements. 

The idea of a “learning organisation” was initially 

developed for business companies. Today, 

however, there are also a lot of materials on how 

NGOs can use this model. 
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This guide focuses on different ways to support 

learning in your organisation. Therefore, it is more 

than relevant to look at the model of a “learning 

organisation” and its main features. 

We understand “learning organisation” as: 

“An organisation which actively incorporates 

the experience and knowledge of its members 

and partners through the development of 

practices, policies, procedures and systems in 

ways which continuously improve its ability to 

set and achieve goals, satisfy stakeholders, 

develop its practice, value and develop its 

people and achieve its mission with its 

constituency. (Aiken and Britton 1997)” (1). 

(1) The Learning NGO, Bruce Britton, Occasional Papers Series No: 17 July 1998 



The Eight Function Model is an important part of 

the concept of a “learning NGO”. In order to learn 

effectively, the organisation should undertake 

the eight key functions: 

According to the Oxford dictionary, it is “the 

acquisition of knowledge or skills through study, 

experience, or being taught” (2). 

To support the learning of your colleagues, it can 

be helpful to know some theory about learning 

and the different learning styles. 

Knowing the learning types of your colleagues 

and yourself can help you with creating different 

learning opportunities. There are tests designed 

to help identify the prevailing learning type – you 

can organise a session where all colleagues take 

the test and share the results with each other. 

Creating a supportive culture 

Gathering internal experience 

Assessing external learning 

Communication systems 

Mechanisms for drawing conclusions 

Developing an organisational memory  

Integrating learning into strategy and policy 

Applying the learning 

All of these functions are interconnected and 

form the basis for a self-assessment tool called 

“The Learning NGO Questionnaire”. This 

questionnaire will allow your organisation to 

identify strengths and weaknesses and points for 

improvement. We invite you to read more about 

the Eight Function Model and the questionnaire 

in the publication by Bruce Britton “The Learning 

NGO”:  

One of the most famous theories about learning 

is Kolb’s experiential learning cycle. 
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www.hiproweb.org/fileadmin/cdroms/Biblio_Re

nforcement/documents/Chapter- 

3/Chapter3_1/Chap3_1Doc2.pdf  

Concrete experience – doing or experiencing 

something new or repeating existing 

experience. 

Reflective observation – reflecting on what 

has happened. 

Abstract conceptualisation – concluding 

from the experience and generalising. 

Active experimentation – applying the new 

knowledge or skill or planning a new 

experience. 

2(2) https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/learning 

EIGHT FUNCTION MODEL

What is learning?

Honey and Mumford identified different learning 

types according to the Kolb’s experiential 

learning circle: 

Activist – people who learn by doing, have an 

open-minded approach and are open to new 

experiences. These are the people who prefer 

 

http://www.hiproweb.org/fileadmin/cdroms/Biblio_Renforcement/documents/Chapter-3/Chapter3_1/Chap3_1Doc2.pdf
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/learning


These are very short summaries of the learning 

types – you can research more about them and 

learn which activities support the learning of 

different types of people. 

While everybody agrees that learning is 

important and is necessary for the development 

of both - individuals and organisations, not many 

know how to apply their knowledge of learning in 

the work of an NGO.  

Why is it important for employees of NGOs to 

know about learning styles and theory of 

experiential learning? Few can argue that NGOs 

are working in a demanding environment which 

includes competition for involvement of active 

young people, the recognition by local 

communities and funds. It is necessary for 

youth organisations to be able to learn from their 

experience and come up with innovative ideas 

to be an active player in their communities. It is 

important for youth organisations to be flexible 

and able to adapt to new circumstances (for 

example, training on being a facilitator or 

developing active listening skills). 

Reflector – people who learn by observing 

and thinking about what happened. They pre- 

fer to take their time by observing situations 

from different perspectives. They also post- 

pone reaching conclusions and are cautious. 

Theorist – people who like to understand 

theory behind actions, prefer to analyse, work 

with models, concepts and facts. They 

approach problems in a logical step-by-step 

way. They learn best in structured situations 

with clear purposes. 

Pragmatist – people who need to see how 

they can put learning into practice in the real 

world. They like to experiment, try out new 

ideas and methods to see if they work in 

practice. They like to make practical decisions 

and solve problems. 

to deal with problems by brainstorming, who 

like new challenges and experiences. But they 

are also bored with implementation and long- 

term work and look for new exciting 

experiences. 

What else should we remember about when we 

want to support learning in our organisations? 

Employees and volunteers should develop or 

have certain competences in order to be able to 

learn effectively. Among such competences we 

can mention: general knowledge about how 

people learn; possessing communication skills; 

ability to work in teams and asking for help and 

input from colleagues; networking and 

facilitation skills. To help your colleagues with 

their learning, you can organise training courses 

or workshops for developing competences. 
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ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING



“Organisational learning” is the complex process 

which provides a purpose for the use of know- 

ledge and uses the collective and individual 

learning for the benefit of the organisation. 

How can your organisation ensure that there is 

space and resources for learning and collecting 

the knowledge to make it beneficial for your 

work? How can you incorporate learning in 

everyday work of the organisation?  Let’s look 

more closely at “organisational learning”. 
Giving priority to learning; 

Communicating the strategic importance of 

organisational learning; 

Recognising learning as a beneficial use of 

time and resources; 

Showing examples by taking a learning 

approach to the organisation’s strategic 

development. 

Many NGOs base their work on learning,  gaining 

experience and trying out new things. However, 

in the everyday work of office employees or 

volunteers learning does not always play an 

important part, especially when compared to 

other more “relevant” tasks. Learning and 

gaining knowledge should be acknowledged as 

an essential part of work of many youth 

organisations. However, very often this 

acknowledgement is encouraged in the official 

documents or annual meetings and not in 

practice. Organisational learning should be 

part of the organisation’s culture. “An 

organisational culture supportive of learning is 

one that enables, encourages, values, rewards 

and uses the learning of its members both 

individually and collectively.”(3) 

Supportive leaders can play a decisive role in 

setting a system for organisational learning. 

Here are some of the ideas on how leaders can 

support learning in NGOs: 

In the learning culture learning is encouraged 

and seen as part of work responsibilities, not 

something that should be done in the free time. 

The employees and volunteers should receive 

adequate resources to be able to learn and their 

learning should be rewarded. 

4(3) Organisational Learning in NGOs: Creating the Motive, Means 

and Opportunity,  by Bruce Britton 

Reasons for organisational learningMany organisations also encounter the same 

problems: very often people leave the organisa- 

tion without being able to share their knowledge 

and skills and new employees or volunteers have 

to repeat the same learning process which was 

done before. It is important for a youth organisa- 

tion to have an “organisational memory” - 

knowledge and experience which are kept for 

future use. We can also talk about “knowledge 

management” in NGOs - ideas on how to orga- 

nise and manage the knowledge and information 

of an organisation. 



METHODS AND TOOLS OF ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING
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Learning Before, During and After (LBDA) (4)

Learning Before happens when the project team or other relevant people meet to share their knowledge 

and create a shared understanding on the specific topic or project before working on it. This process is 

called Peer Assist. More experienced employees or volunteers can also share their previous experience 

and knowledge with new people. 

Learning During helps to identify strengths and weaknesses during the project, which new knowledge 

can be used in the future and if there is a need for improvements. The team can organise the short 

meeting using the After Action Review system. During the meeting, the team should reply to 5 questions: 

“What was supposed to happen?”, “What actually happened?”, “Why was there a difference?”, “What have 

we learned?”, “What will we do about it?” 

Learning After happens at the end of the project and helps collect the new knowledge for organisational 

knowledge bank. One way to do it is to use the Lesson Learning process. 

This method can help you use the existing knowledge of the organisation and identify new knowledge for 

organisational memory. 

Here are some ideas on how you can organise learning in your organisation. 

Communities of Practice

These are groups of employees and volunteers who have the same interests and tasks. Such groups can be 

very beneficial because they allow to share know-how and experience, share and develop good practices 

and improve competences of each member. Communities of Practice can create space for supporting new 

and innovative ideas. These groups can meet regularly face-to-face or work together on online shared 

documents. 

Advice network maps Case studies

This is a great tool for support and help. You can 

create a map of colleagues which identifies and 

specifies their fields of knowledge, expertise and 

experience. Hence, if someone needs advice or 

help on specific topic, they will know who they 

should approach. 

This tool can give a reflective dimension to the work 

of the organisation. Select a situation or a project 

from your organisation’s experience and describe it 

as a story. This story should include main issues and 

challenges which you had to face and how you dealt 

with them. At the end of the report you can include 

key learning points. 

(4) Read more about it in Learning to Fly (2001) by Chris Collison, Geoff Parcell. 

Practical Lessons from one of the World's Leading Knowledge Companies (Jan 2001) 



METHODS AND TOOLS OF ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING
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Dialogue structures

Step by step you can establish more and more 

structures that can simplify communication and 

make your team members more satisfied at work. 

Here are some examples:  

Encourage short coaching sessions, where pairs 

meet up and coach each other (this helps with 

personal and professional development). 

Create short questionnaires for feedback and 

evaluation or needs analyses on a regular basis. 

Make appraisal or “learning interviews” 

 especially after team members have been at a 

training, lecture, conference - to make sure that 

the knowledge is shared. 

Let employees and volunteers reflect on what 

they have learned and what information they 

found useful and create a “Welcome Pack” for 

new team members, where they can find 

essential information about official documents, 

some “how-to-guides”, an overview of other 

people’s roles and tasks in the team. You can 

also add the Advice network map or Case 

studies (see above) into the “Welcome Pack”. 

Plan ahead when staff changes and arrange a 

few days or weeks where the transition of work 

and tasks will take place. 

Let former staff members and volunteers join 

the first meetings and give advice and tips to 

new people. 

Transition of knowledge

In organisations with changing staff and volunteers 

the transition of knowledge is crucial for a

sustainable organisation. Make sure that 

knowledge about everyday work routines, even 

to-do lists (or packing lists for an activity) are 

handed over to new people in the team. Here are 

some ideas on how you can do it: 
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These are just some of the ideas on how to incor- 

porate learning in your organisation - we hope 

you will enjoy creating space for yourself and your 

colleagues to learn from and with each other. 

BY NATALIA LUCHKO
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