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Abstract 

 
Along with Senge’s success in proposing the concept of a learning organization, 
Taiwan’s society has jumped on the bandwagon regardless of a second thought on 
the notion. The central idea of Senge’s learning organization requires five 
disciplines: system thinking, personal mastery, mental modes, shared visions, and 
team building.  The primary purpose of the study is to explore the implication of 
Senge’s learning organization concept in Chinese culture. Particular attentions are 
given to the following questions: Is the notion of the learning organization 
applicable to a different culture? What kind of challenges and barrier does the 
application face? The study examines some principal characteristics of Chinese 
society first. From the review of literature, the study realizes that the basic cultural 
elements rooted in Chinese society are contrary to the five disciplines of Senge’s 
learning organization.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 Apparently, learning as the core value of a company is hard to disagree 
(Stata,1989 ; Senge,1990; Redding,1997; Tsang, 1997)Nevertheless,  we may 
oversimplify the key elements of  organization accomplishment and think 
learning as an omnipotent dose dealing every problem in an organization. 

 
  Although Seng’s conceptual works provide ideal scenery for the 
management, putting concepts into action is not so easy. Senge believes that all 
companies should possess the characteristic of a learning organization in order to 
achieve continuous success. According to Senge, a learning organization can be 
achieved by practicing five disciplines: a shared vision, personal mastery, strong 
mental models, group learning, and system thinking(Senge, 1990; 1991). The 
assumption is quite rational and inexpugnable, but we can soon realize that there 
is a knowing-doing gap. The job of changing one’s mental model and behavior is 
such big challenge, not even talking about changing the organization as a whole. 
 
  Another complication is the generalization of management theories 
proposed in Western culture to other cultures. The five disciplines working well 
in the West might lead to destruction in the East.  For example, Chinese culture 
respects highly the patriarchal system. Anyone who disagrees with an authority is 
considered ingratitude. Transplanting different cultural values to another culture 
without any modification is questionable. 
 
  This article attempts to explore the application of the five disciplines 
works in Chinese culture. What challenges does it meet? Do we need to modify 
the learning tools in a different culture? To discuss the above issues, the article is 
divided to four sections. The first describes the definitions and concepts of 
learning organizations.  Then the second section explores Chinese culture.  
Extending these discussions, the third section presents a critique of learning 
organizations based on Chinese values. Finally we derive a series of propositions 
from the review of the key Chinese values. 
 
  
2. THE NOTION OF THE LEARNING ORGANIZATON 
 
  The paper cites Senge’s definition of learning organizations since it has 
been the most favorable and agreeable definition in Taiwan (Senge, 1990): 
 “A learning organization is an organization skilled at creating, acquiring, and 
transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge 
and insights.” According to Senge, the learning organization builds on some key 
premises. (Senge, 1990): 
1. Not only individuals learn, but so do Organizations learn. 
2. Human beings are born learners, 
3. Generative learning is essential to success. 

 
A true learning organization, in Senge’s opinion, employs five 

disciplines(Senge, 1991): 
1. System thinking 

System thinking is a framework to see things as a whole. System thinking helps 
us to break the system boundaries and open up our vision.  
2. Personal Mastery 

Individuals can master their professions.  Organizational learning is based on 
how well a person learns. 
3.  Mental Models  
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A frame of mind that influences our perspectives to the world and, in turn, affects 
our behavior. An organization can not change unless organizational members 
change their mental models.  
4.  Shared vision building 
The team members of an organization share an organizational vision with the 
same mission. A shared vision motivates employees to do things voluntarily. 
5.  Team learning 
The ability for individuals to learn together in order to enhance collective 
capacity and create organizational learning. Team learning is the base of 
organizational learning.  
  

Senge believes that the learning organization can trigger human beings’ 
intrinsic needs. He concludes that the learning organization to a company’s 
competitive edge in the rapidly changing world. 
 
  
3. CHINESE CULTURE CHARATERISTICS 

 
 Culture is defined as shared values, social norms, group learning and beliefs 

(Hofstede, 1993; Schein, 1985; Wang, 1994) Culture is a significant force that 
influences people’s behavior, attitude, and mental models. Accordingly, culture 
plays an important role in organizations. ( Schein, 1985). Cultural factors (the 
assumptions, perceptions, feelings) can influence implicitly the way 
organizational members behave (Wang & Satow, 1994; Kaye & Taylor, 1997). 
Scholars began to question the universal applicability of management theories 
developed from one culture to other cultures (Hofstede, 1993; Schein, 1996;  
Tsang, 1997). Hence we need to examine Chinese cultural characteristics and 
their influence to management functions. So we can be aware of the cultural 
constraints of the learning organization theory: 
 
 
3.1 The emphasis on harmony 
 

Confucianism has dominated Chinese culture and demonstrated significant 
influence on Chinese values for thousands of years. Its core value is the pursuit of 
harmony. Harmonious relationships are considered to be critical to management 
and personal success (Satow & Wang, 1994). To achieve a harmonious state, 
there are certain rules that one must follow. For example, people shall follow a 
tight social framework and acknowledge their social positions without breaking 
the boundaries. “The king must act as a king; the subordinates must act as 
subordinates; A father as a father; a son as a son. Any confusion and break of the 
social levels will lead to social destruction,” said Confucius.  Obedience serves 
the crucial means to maintain the social hierarchy. The old saying ”Parents are 
never wrong” explains best the situation. On the contrary, behaviors such as 
argument, defensive reasoning and conflicts to one’s seniority are considered a 
threat to Chinese social framework. Such behavior and attitude will certainly not 
be approved.  
 
3.2 The consideration with “face” 
 

Chinese are very concerned with face (Tsang, 1997). They have to 
complement others especially the superiors and avoid criticizing people in public. 
Giving one face means a big favor to him and shall be paid back. An adult is 
expected to deal with the sensitive issue of face in Chinese society.  In addition, 
one can not be too assertive even when he is right since such behavior will be 
considered as an insult to others. To save face, the art of equivocation and 
circumlocution is quite important in Chinese communication pattern. These 
strategies are suggested for generations in order to keep one from losing face. For 
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example, never reject one’s request in front of him, even you know the request is 
impossible. When protecting individual’s “face” is the top priority in Chinese 
culture, a more sentimental management style is preferred.  Apparently, the 
pursuit of truth and professionalism will not be taken seriously when it violates 
the principal value in Chinese society. Therefore, too many political factors have 
to be considered when making a decision in Chinese society. 

 
 
3.3 Utilitarianism in learning  
 

Another value seldom revealed to the West is the philosophy of 
utilitarianism in learning. In Tan dynasty, an official personnel selection system 
was invented to recruit more competent officials.  Anyone who outranked in the 
national exam could work in the government.  The strict social hierarchy was thus 
loosened up. An individual had the chance to change the social status of himself 
and that of his family first time in Chinese history. This was considered to be a 
great social revolution in China. Learning became a means that could bring honor 
to one’s family and clan.  To honor one’s family and change one’s social status, 
the whole family did everything to support their male family members to study.   
“Ten years’ hard study in return of honor” is the belief rooted in Chinese society. 
Therefore learning is considered not a personal business but the whole family’s 
business. Students were taught to tolerate any inhumane lessons and to put every 
effort in learning in order to achieve highly in the national exam. Even now 
Chinese high school students study almost ten hours a day, including holidays to 
prepare for the national exam. Learning in Chinese society is not generative 
learning but a vehicle to break the social constraints. Since learning is to fulfill a 
family’s expectation regardless of personal interests and attitudes, not many 
persons enjoy learning. Once an individual passes the national exam, he will not 
be so eager to learn. Influenced by the traditional values and learning attitudes, 
the management tends to use extrinsic incentives to promote learning and do not 
believe in generative learning.  
 
 
3.4 The valuation of good relationships 
 

Along with the traditional values on harmony and “face”, it comes the 
valuation of good relationships. The adverb ”personal network is more essential 
than competency” illustrates the situation. This virtue helps Chinese to team up 
and creates many more opportunities. Therefore, a task-oriented person is 
doomed to become a loser because he fails to value the importance of good 
relationships and in turn, is supposed to have fewer opportunities for success. To 
maintain a good relationship, a person is advised not to be open-minded and talk 
less. Any incautious wording might lead to the fatality of one’s career.  

 
In addition, it is necessary to work at maintaining rapport rather than 

confronting differences (Estienne, 1997). The idea of confronting differences is a 
cultural pattern familiar to most Westerners compare to that of Chinese society. In 
the West, people tend to “get on with it” when problems have occurred. This 
resolution to face up a problem is encouraged in the West, but is considered a 
lethal weapon to rapport in Chinese society. Chinese are expected to be obedient 
to the superiors even the superiors are unreasonable. The best problem solution is 
time.  Chinese believe that as time goes by, the problem will fade. Hence, they do 
not encourage a person to take action on confronts.   
 
 
4 THE FIVE DISCIPLINES AND CHINESE CULTURE 
 

The fundamental ideas existed in the five disciplines are system thinking, 
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personal mastery, mental modes, shared visions and team learning. The section of 
this article intends to examine the notions behind the five disciplines under the 
perspectives of Chinese cultural values:  
 
 
4.1 System thinking 
 
    System thinking is a framework to see things as interrelated.  It expects us to 
break the system boundaries and open up our vision. On this perspective, Chinese 
also has the tendency to think every aspect of a problem before making any 
decision. Yet the aspects of a problem that Chinese focus is usually concerned 
with personal relationship. Chinese have to be very careful if the solution will 
hinder anyone’s benefit.  This kind of thinking pattern emphasizes on harmonious 
interpersonal relationship.  Compared to Senge’s system thinking, Chinese put 
relationship as the top concern. 
Proposition 1: In the Chinese society , the management prioritize personal 
relationship in system thinking rather than professional judgement.  
 
4.2 Personal mastery 
 

Personal mastery is another discipline that Senge strongly recommended in 
the learning organization. Personal mastery means the continuous pursuit of 
proficiency. The discipline requires lifelong energy and commitment to learning. 
To most Chinese, learning serves only a means to achieve personal success. The 
family and the education system never really foster a learning environment. For 
example, any learning which is not related to the national exam is discouraged 
and most of time forbidden. If a student shows interests in some other “useless” 
activities or subjects, parents will try to guide him back on the right track. 
Physical punishment is frequently practiced on the belief of reinforcing learning 
and improving grades. In the end, learning becomes a torture and punishment to 
most people. Most Chinese are passive learners. Generative learning is never 
really valued in Chinese society. 

 
Proposition 2: In the Chinese culture oriented organizations, learning serves as a 
means not an end. The learning motivation usually concerns with collective 
expectation, not self-fulfillment. Therefore, learning has to satisfy collective 
expectation first before consider individual expectation. 
 
 
4.3 Mental Model 

 
Organizations are the product of its members’ thinking. To enhance 

organizational adaptability, the mental model of organizations shall have the 
ability to accept new values and perception. This idea of challenging old 
assumption is rooted in the disciplines, mental model. In Chinese society, 
seniority plays a dominant role in shaping social norms and values. The past has a 
significant meaning to the seniority. Changing cultures means a break from the 
past. Disagreement and questioning to the old values also mean challenges to the 
seniority. Since respect to seniority is the cornerstone to social order, a person 
who doubts the old values is disapproved and considered as the origin of chaos. 

 
On the other hand, the valuation of good relationship also blocks Chinese 

from confronting with the superiors. The superiors usually have more personal 
connections. In Chinese society, personal network is the key to promotion, to 
enter a company, and to do everything else, everything indeed including not 
paying for the parking ticket. Mutual benefit is the keystone to personal success. 
Moreover, disagreement to the seniority may eventually lead to a hostile situation 
and closure to one’s personal connection.  
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Provision 3: In the Chinese oriented organizations, the organizational members 
tend to question new idea and skeptical to new working methods.  Their learning 
method tends to be experience-based and follow the old working way.  The new 
way of doing things has to be introduced by the seniority gradually.  Otherwise, the 
impact of new learning will be negative. 
 
 
4.4 Shared visions 

 
To Senge, a shared vision is an essential means that guides and binds the 

organizational members. To create mutual visions, it needs team members to 
express their ideas to one another frankly without fear. However, the practice of 
two-way communication, probably a common practice familiar to the West, is a 
very difficult process in Chinese culture. Chinese are advised to listen to the 
seniority from their childhood. Keeping silence is a virtue to most Chinese 
because they believe that listening can learn more. Besides, talking too much 
might accidentally confront the superiors, breaking a harmonious relation. 
Therefore, the communication pattern is usually an one-way and top-down 
process. The vision builders are doubtlessly the superiors.   

 
On the other hand, Senge suggested a learning tool; that is, dialogue. 

Dialogue is a form of deliberate talking and thinking. Through a process of 
continuos confronting critical issues, the communication block such as defensive 
reasoning is overcome. To Senge, defensiveness can be overcome through the 
practice of dialogue and argument. Yet he underestimated the sensitive issue of 
“face” in Chinese culture. Defensive reasoning is a tool to protect one’s face in 
Chinese society. Chinese do not like to make things clear because it not only 
humiliate the person who uses defensive reasoning to save face, but also violates 
Chinese communication principle. Chinese prefer things to be vague. They 
believe in that way, it will leave rooms for things to change. 

 
Provision 4a:  A shared vision in Chinese-oriented organization usually follows 
the superior’s idea .  
 
Provision 4b:  The art of equivocation and circumlocution is the major 
communication pattern in Chinese organizations for effective communication. An 
open-mind dialogue to the seniority should be done in private and practiced with 
delicacy. 
 
 
4.5 Team learning 
 

Chinese culture can be characterized as collectivist based on 
Hofstede(1980)’s individualism-collectivism dimension. The social structure of 
Chinese society, which values rapport and harmony highly, fosters a friendly 
environment for team working. In a recent study on organization 
decision-making, managers felt much confidant when making decisions as a 
group (Satow & Wang, 1994). The working ethic encourages Chinese to work as 
a team. Unfortunately, the emphasis on team working does not mean 
encouragement on team learning. 

 
China started a genius personnel selection system, providing the lower class 

persons an opportunity to alter his social class by the year 587AD(Wang, 1991) 
So long as a person passed the national exam, he could improve his social level. 
The exam was divided into different levels based on strict competition. 
Appropriate official positions were offered according to different levels of exams. 
The national exam not only preserved social justice in a feudal society but also 



 7

enhanced the organizational effectiveness in Tang Dynasty.  The national exam 
system has a great impact on Chinese social system for a long time. Until now 
Taiwan and Mainland China still practice a similar national exam system. 

 
Education is thus considered to be the only and major vehicle that can 

change one’s social status. Learning is not for self-fulfillment but for the honor of 
the whole family. Learning based on one’s own interest is taken as being selfish. 
Learning is thought meaningless unless it can benefit the family. To secure one’s 
learning effort, he has to outrank his peers. Therefore, parents and teachers 
seldom encourage team learning.  

 
   Provision 6 In Chinese-oriented organizations, the learning is adaptive and 
competitive. If the result of team learning hurt individual learning benefit, the 
willingness of team learning would be reduced. 

  
 

CONCLUSION 
  
  Based on the previous discussion, the study obtains the following 
suggestions: 

1. Thinking in Chinese way is important before applying the Western managerial 
theory. 
Chinese prefer incremental change for the purpose of preserving social order. 
They think that hasty or dramatic change is inappropriate and destructive. 
Chinese are just not used to challenging the traditional metal frames in a rushed 
way.  
 
2. Fostering a learning culture in a paternalistic society requires system and 

senior management support.     
 Building a learning organization requires a total commitment from every level of 

a company. Learning is difficult especially in Chinese culture when the senior 
management does not appreciate its value and takes it as only a means to make an 
easy way out of the company’s problem. Companies need to cultivate their 
learning attitude and commitments first. Then the company should support and 
encourage creative ideas. Only the system and senior management free up their 
employees from performance pressure and support the free flow of idea 
exchanges, can the employees feel conductive to learning. 

 
5. To cultivate favorable learning attitude requires an incentive system and 
training tailored to individual needs. 
To stimulate Chinese employees’ learning, the employees must feel the benefits 
exceeding the costs. The training programs have to integrate the disciplines to 
their work; otherwise they will be reluctant to learn.  
  

   Although there are abundant of research on Senge’s learning organization, little 
work addresses organizational learning in cultural perspectives. The paper combines 
insights from Senge’s learning organization and Chinese cultural values to derive a 
series of propositions. Cross-cultural study can help the management to modify 
learning tools before they jump on the bandwagon.  In addition, understanding cultural 
impact can reduce bias and adapt learning to Chinese culture. 
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