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Lcft-hand column

I am going to get attackcd,
the box.

I'm so happy to meet you and gct to know
you. lthink wc will have a great working
rclationship and can learn a lot from cach
other.
I'd lik€ you to know that I believe in open,
dircct communication.
No problem, it seems like we are at a
crucial point.

I am sure that vou all realize that we $rorx
in a for+rofit industry and must b€
realisticallv orirnted.

out of

What a bunch of crap. I don't tvant to grt
drawn into this discussion.
Did he say 9g1 plan? He must have meant
his plan. Doesn't he knotv ldisagrce v{ith
his decision?
Winning the Nobel Prize rvill not help the
company. Perfiaps it is timc to exDand thc
dcvelopment stuff and downsizc the
research stuff.

Fig, 1.1 'Skilful spinning': examples

they deny their causal responsibility by using skilf l spinning (See Figure r.r). The
spinning blocks the learning required to check the effectiveness ofthe actions taken.
The anti-learning processes are reinforced by the other recipients who infer that
the individual is spinning. They too cover up and do not test their inferences.
We now have a systematic, self-fuelling, self-reinforcing set of processes that are
counterproductive to learning. These results hold regardless of colour, gender,
education, wealth, culture, size, and type oforganization (Argyris r99o, 1993,2ooo,
zoo4; Argyris and Schdn 1996).

The above again reminds us of the puzzle stated at th€ outset. Why do human
beings choose to act in ways that are counterproductive? How do they come to learn
to become skilfi;l at acting skilfully incompetent (i.e. producing consequences that
are counterproductive to their intentions)? How do they come to learn to live with
these conditions by blaming others? How do they come to learn to believe that they
are not responsible; indeed to believe that they are victims?

A Tnnony oF AcrroN

One explanation is generated by a theory called a theory ofaction. The same theory
can be used to develop learning for human beings and for organizations. The theory
hypothesizes that human beings produce action by activating designs for action
that they have created and stored in their heads (mind/brain). Human beings also
develop designs to assess the degree to which they are effective. This introduces
the concept of learning defined as detecting and correcting error. There are two
types of learning. SingleJoop learning occurs when errors are corrected without
changing the underlfng programme. Doubleloop learning occurs when an error
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Fig. '1.3 Model l: unilateral control

action (theories-in-use). We have identified a theory-in-use that we have labelled
Model l.

Model I is said to be dominant because we have found it to be used regardless of
gender, race, education, social status, wealth, age, and size of organization as well
as culture (Argyris 1982, 1985, 1990, 1993,2ooo, zoo4; Argyris, putnam, and Smith
1985; Argyris and Schrin r99o).

The three most prevalent action strategies are, advocate ideas and positions,
evaluate performance, and make attributions about causes of the actions of self
and others. Action strategies are implemented in ways that are consistent with the
governing values, which means enquiry into them is not encouraged nor is testing
of claims, such as that the conclusions are self-seeking. Testing is based upon the
use ofself-referential logic. The logic used to generate a claim is the same logic used
to test the claim (for example: trust me, my conclusion is valid because I know the
organization, group, or individual). The consequences of Model I action strategies
include misunderstanding and escalating error, self-fulfilling prophecies, and self-
fuelling processes. These feed back to reinforce the governing values and the action
strategies.

The use of Model I produces a defensive reasoning mind-set. premisses and
inferences are implicit and kept minimally transparent. The purpose of testing
claims or conclusions is self-protective. A self-protectiye mind-set generates skills
that produce consequences that are counterproductive to valid learning and system-
atic denial that this is the case. The incompetence and unawareness or denials are
skilled. They have to be. Otherwise, they would not exist as theory-in-use designs
in the human mind to produce the actions observed.

Model I theory-in-use and a defensive reasoning mind-set combine to produce
organizational defensive routines. Organizational defensive routines are any actions
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their setting that they wish to resolve. The second prong was to send them a one-

page case ofJoe and Bill written by Joe (the superior) about a sexual discrimination
problem that Bill (the subordinate) was creating in their organization. The case was

sent to the participants ahead of time. The participants were asked to help advise

foe on how to deal more effectively with Bill (Joe has stated in his case that the first
session with tsill did not go well).

The session began with the faculty member (FM) asking the participants to

become consultants to roe. FM asked the participants to role-play their advice to

Joe. FM said that he would role-play Ioe receiving the advice. Finally, FM said that

it was important for the dialogue to be stopped at any point in time when any

participants believed that FM's role-playing of Joet likely reactions was inaccurate

or unfair.

Example of Advice Civen to loe by the Participants

Participant A: advises Joe to make sure that Bill understands the harassment

policy.

Joe (as role-played by FM) 'l do not think that Bill will respond positively. As you

read in the case Bill doesn't believe that he harasses anyone. Also he doesn't

believe that the female co-workers believe that he has harassed them.'

Participant B: advises Joe to tell Bill that you have personally witnessed several of
the incidents.'Make it clear that you did not like what you saw. "Joe, you must

frnd better ways to be specific without violating your promise not to identily the

women"'.
FM: 'I agree with you. What would this behaviour look like? What do you advise

me to say?'

B: 'l don't have the answer. I see problems but I am not sure how to get around it.'

Participant C: 'Joe, were you not offended with what you saw?'

FM: Absolutely'
C: 'Then use your feelings as a way into the problem.'

FM: 'What do you advise ne to say? After all he says that I am making a mountain

out of a molehill.'
C: 'So you feel he will reject your views?'

Participant D:'Joe would it not be enough for you to tell B that you are personally

offended with his behaviour?'

FM:'I doubt it. He lrelieves my discomfort is invalid because the women see him as

being fun ny.'

Participant D: 'So why not explore with him the difference between his intentions

to be funny and what is actually happening?'

FM: 'What do you advise me to say?'

D: 'You might say, "Bill you told a joke by the cooler. You thought it was ftrnny"'
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Fig. 1.4 Model ll: joint control

say so and illustrate their claims by using Joe's behaviour as role-played by FM.
No one volunteered an example. The participants expressed bewilderment because

none of them expected that they or the membets as a group would be responsible

for creating the conditions for failure in double-loop learning. The next question is,

how can the participants learn a new theory-in-use that will help them to reduce the
stuckedness that they created? The first step is for them to learn a new theory-in-use
called Model II.

Model II: Theory-In-Use

The governing values of Model II are valid knowledge, informed choice, and
personal responsibility for one's actions. The action strategies are to advocate, to
evaluate, to attribute in the service of the Model II governing values and produc-
tive reasoning. Productive reasoning emphasizes encouraging enquiry and robust
testing of claims in the service of learning. The consequences are the reduction
of self-fulfilling and self-sealing processes. These consequences feed back to re-

inforce Model II governing values and action strategies. This, in turn, produces

organizational behavioural systems that encourage learning, especially double-loop
learning.

An Example of Model Il Strategy

The faculty member then said that he would like to present Model II strategy that

Joe could use during his second session with Bill. The strategy is aimed at helping
Bill become aware of his defensive mind-set that includes denial and blaming
others, test his claims with the use of self-referential logic, and accept his share of
personal responsibility.
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l. What if Bill surfaces his fears that if he crafted a constructive response the
women might get mad? Is there is a way to prevent their being held responsible
for their defensiveness.

z. What if Bill tries and he too gets stuck? Are we not placing him in a vulnerable
situation? Could the others take advantase of him?

3. What if Bill decided to mimic foe? He wJuld not have changed his theory_in-
use yet he would act as if he did.

FM responded that their questions were valid. He asked that answerins them be
postponed until the end of the seminar when they would have had seveial days of
practising Model II using their own left_hand-right_hand cases. He predicted that
many ofthe questions would arise during these sessions

. When they revisited these questions at the end ofthe week they found that they
had learned:

r. The first step to prevent the defensiveness of others is to prevent onet own
Model I actions and defences from informing their actions. If they become
defensive then focus on how they can express these feelings. Begin by assessing
the extent to which they unrealizingly acted in ways that helped to activate the
defensiveness of others.

z. This also helps the others to see that you can be wlnerable without feeling
weak. They may begin to observe how they might act to develop similai
competence and confidence in the comDetence.

3. IfBill decided to mimic )oe, he wourd soon rearn that he has not deveroped the
skills to be able to go beyond foei crafting ofactions. He will realize that loe,s
advice may be fine for a first step but it is not adequate as the others continue
their defensiveness. Mimicking may be helpful as a nrst step ln practlsing
(Argyris and SchOn rgqO). It is inadequate for helping develop new theory-
in-use actions that do not evaporate under unexpected or expected hostile
responses.

It is beyond the scope of this chapter to describe in detail the activities that the
participants experienced while learning and internalizing Model II competencres.
Exampfes are available (Argyris 1985, 1993, 2ooo, zoo4a, zoo4b; Argyris and Sch<in
r996).
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At the outset of this chapter, I asked why human beings design and implement
actions that are counterproductive to achieving their intentionslWhy do they keep



'dn :a,rol pue 'gr urds 'I aSessrur

'aruosalqnort lou $ l! ueq^{ '?aPr PooB e sr qlnrl ',(trgqrsuodsar puos.rad pur
pallrls spre/{ar u 'learql ro luarusse:reqrua uog sra,{u1d aqt tralord ot q
aql a:aq,u Suuosear e^lsuaJap lq paleururop st uolleztue8ro punortnprm

'eapr poo8 e st (.l,lPtrs E qll^r) qln:; 'a:ueurroyadJo 8uqsal

',{:uaredsuer 'Suruospar aarl:npord lq paBDUE{IJ sI suoIlPzIuBS:o ur ptmod
aq1 punor8rapun pue punorB aloqp ars leql sluauoduro: puateueu an
suo,rlezrueS.ro J1e ur leql azIPeJ ol sI salzznd asaql lp ureldxa ol urSaq ol,hn

sulS:y) uaasaro; lou sasnef, asaql are lq11 ;]so1 la3 sarnlpr a4lelolrn
'lsot uaaq p?q leql uoltelouurJo arntFf, € alealf,3r 01 sB { a8uapqr rsa8fiq

rauodar puno[ parg ll,l^ e ptcr OIC ^teu 
eql lEaA lsP'I 'uollP^oulr

,{ueduro: e se sapurap lera,ras rog p:3Pal^'\oope uoq?rodJo) e sB,\ W€ 'ttf
'(stooz srr{8rv) SutlealJ JoJ

ueaq peq gg3 snot,Tard aql sarnleal alrr€s aql ela.tr asaql 'rbqlqrsuodsar

pue '8uo1el1str 'lsnJl 'aAllPIJIuI 'ssauuado pazlsDl{dura 19rD tmllm lrau s

sE,,{ paf,q :q aSualeq: 1sa33rq aqr leqt pauodar aH 'ggvJo ofl3 r$au fl$
-rator saw[ Ioouoarg aqt 'o8e s:eel ma; y dlllqrsuodsa: puosrad pue

'lsnJt 'sa rlDIlIur 'ss:uuado pazrseqdua alnlnf, ltrJu tqJ 'a8ueql PmlF
e pa:npord Sut,req se srua,{ p:a,ras loJ Petnol sz.r,r ,(uedruo: slqJ 'gf,V

'aroJaq sJDai( 
^taj 

9

sauo aql ol J8{rtIIls erar!\ ,{aq1 'arn11n: aql u! saSueq) pJPuaruuof,aJ

aqt ure8v 'parrnf,ro Apa3et otqturyoS aql ralel s:zad pra,ra5 'ur*op do1

-eguarualdrul aq1 'paar8e sPrrgo VSVN 'arnlp: ur a8ueq: e

-srrlrxof, aqJ ure8z Suruaddeq u:o.g,(pa8el z q:ns lua,rard o1

elerrr ot uorssrruuror prrads e sea,r. a:aql ,{pa8ell n7ua11o42 aqt nty vtp

ol uraes sluatuqslldruo::e palnol er{l'auo8 sr Jlllntraxa roluJs ar1} tJuO

-ruor puralxo ol speal uolt€lua{ualdrur r1:ns ro; ssa:ord Pluaureprng eql

alqno! aql 'sanp^ esaql uordrueqr oqm sJaPEal f,llaulslJeqJ ,Q pasodtu;

s]erlaq Pue sanlP^ Mau eql leql aunsse '{aq1 
's;aqaq pue sanp,r pasnodsa uo

,(aq1 'stroga asaqlJo lsou qll^r srualqord Pra^es ale ajetlf,'aJ$F atD

,{q spgo,n punorBrapun asar{t uo snloJ o1 lduralle o1 sr dllalerp puooa'

a^rsuaJap pue'seullnoJ a rsuaJaP puorlezuuBro 'asn-uFsauoaql I lapoyl
rsnplaq paluarueldrur Suraq w Pelrulll ,(1pr,n:l-uou are ,bgl ln{
asaql 'sar:rTod Surugapar Pu? Punoft saxoq Sur,rour uo snroJ e,tr tsnsJeq

-plrurl aql Jo snf,oJ Jql aq ol uaas lou oP a 

^ 
'(auqnol a IsuaJaP

Jo ppor punorS.rapun) suunlof, Pu?q-Uel a ?q sa^lasuaql rern $ntfslt
-ezrueS.ro alear: ,(lqelr,laur s8uraq uerunq 'suonezueSro al?aD PIro
uaq \.stas-plnrrj a rsuajeP Pu? asn-w-dloaql I laPohl ol 'uoqEr$Frd
'paurururEord aq o1 readde s8utaq ueurnq leql s1 asuodsar dW iueql

ugrlrs Pu8

aql l?rn

reprurs dope
tuqaa; norpq

aqtel qt? o
turssasse ,(q u

auoeaq ,b|{|
U/llO S.aUO lul

,{aql reqr pm

IBIF Perf,Prl(
;o Mup pra,r:
aq uraqt 8m..r

-q-lroaqt sn

rlq?rauln ?r

alqgsuodsu p1

aql asuodsa.r

alFsoq

-,fuoarp
tqsrperd
tnulluoJ
qeol rBql

€E gNrNuve,Idoo'r:iI-I€ood



CHRIS ARGYRIS

The underground organization has several fascinating features. It develops even

though it violates the current concepts of effective manaSement. lt survives even

though there are no courses taught to executives on how to help it to survive.

It flourishes by engaging the rules and regulations intended to smother it. It is a
major cause for individuals using defensive mind-sets protected by organizational

defensive routines that guarantee its survival.
These self-sealing processes are counterproductive to a productive reasoning

mind-set. They make it difficult to produce trust, openness, transparency, and

testing ofideas, all features that I suggest will be increasingly required for the future
design of organizations and their management. Individual, group, intergroup, and

organizational double-loop learning can help to meet these challenges.

Rnr,nnENcrs

Argyris, C. (1982). Reasonirrg, Leorning, and Action: Intlividud ond Organizational. San

Francisco: |ossey-Bass.

- 
(l98s). Stntegy, Chonge dnd Defensi,e Routines. New York: Harper Business.

- 
(rsso). Overcomiry Organizatiorutl D4enses. Needham, Mass.: Allyn llacon.

-(r99j). 
krowledge t'or Action: A Guide to Ot ercoming Baffiers to Orgonizttional Change.

San Francisco: f ossey-Bass.

-(zooo). 
Flaweti Adtice and the Management TraP: IIow Managers Can Know l{hetr

they're Gettiry Good Advice awl When they're Not New York: Oxford University Press.

-(zooz). 
'l)otrble Loop Learning, Teaching, and Research', Acotlemy of Management

Learning ond Education, tl2'. zor_'tg.

- 
(zqe3a). A Life Full of Learningl Orga nizotiorwl Studies, z4/71rr78-92

- 
(zoejb). Actionable Knowledge', in H, Tsoukas and C. Krndsen (eds.), Organizational

Tleory. Oxford: Oxlbrd University Prcss.

- 
(2oo4a). Reasons an) Rationalizations: The Li its to (Jrganizational Knowledge.

Oxford: Oxford UniversitY Press.

- 
(2oo4b ). 'l )oublc Loop Learn ing and Organizational Change: Facilitating Transforma-

tional Ohange', in J. J. Boonstra (ed.), Dynamics of Organizational Change and Learning.

Chichester: John Wiley and Sons, Ltd.

- 
Putnam, R., and Smith, D. (D85). Action Science. San Francisco: lossey-Bass.

- 
and Schijni D. (i.996). Oryanizational Lenrning IL Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wesley.

AC:

IN this chapter, we a

offered by Cultural r

an instructive role c

grounds. First, as a

multiplicity associat

gaging with practic
engage with their ec

argue, a theory that
knowledge above va

on MBA programm

orthodox thinking t


