
This article is downloaded from 

 
 

http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au 
It is the paper published as: 

Author: Bradbery, Patrick 

Title: Management and transcendental phenomenology: Strange bedfellows? 

Journal: International Journal of Interdisciplinary Social Sciences 

ISSN: 1833-1882 

Issue: 3 

Volume: 3 

Pg: 221-230 

Abstract: Although there is a growing trend towards using qualitative research methodologies in 
the context of management research, the idea of scientific management is quite resilient. It still 
encourages a positivist perspective and quantitative research in the investigation of management 
and organisational issues. In this paper, the author describes a radical departure from the 
conventional approach. He describes the use of transcendental phenomenology in the 
investigation of the learning organisation. In the course of the investigation, it became apparent 
that there were important aspects of congruence between the chosen methodology and the 
subject of study. The parallels between the Senge (1990) model of the learning organisation and 
the transcendental phenomenological methodology are explored in the paper. The findings of the 
research provide new perspectives of the learning organisation that were unlikely to be 
discovered using conventional management research. The extent to which the term “learning 
organisation” is an accurate description of the phenomena under investigation is just one of the 
questions raised by the research. The opening up of new perspectives such as this provides a 
strong case for using the methodology as a component of other management research. 

 

Author address: pbradbery@csu.edu.au 

URL: http://iji.cgpublisher.com/product/pub.88/prod.489 

http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=9550&local_base=GEN01-
CSU01 

CRO Number: 9550 

 

 

http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/�
mailto:pbradbery@csu.edu.au�
http://iji.cgpublisher.com/product/pub.88/prod.489�
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=9550&local_base=GEN01-CSU01�
http://researchoutput.csu.edu.au/R/-?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=9550&local_base=GEN01-CSU01�


Management and transcendental phenomenology: Strange bedfellows? 



Introduction 
Over the whole of the Twentieth Century, the management discipline has been heavily 

influenced by the Scientific Management approach embraced and promoted by Frederick 

Winslow Taylor (1911).  His contention that management should be regarded as a scientific 

endeavour was given a significant impetus by its successful implementation by Henry Ford.  

When this influential theory of management was placed in the context of the prevailing 

positivist paradigm of research, it is little wonder that most management research has been 

positivist and quantitative. 

However, from at least the 1920s there has been a dissenting voice regarding management 

theory.  Starting with Mary Parker Follett (1940), its development can be traced through 

McGregor‟s (1960) Theory X and Theory Y, Maslow‟s (1954) and Herzberg‟s (Herzberg et 

al, 1969) motivation theories and their extensions, branching off into theories of 

organisational learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978), which developed into theories about the 

learning organisation (Senge, 1990).  These writers endorsed a humanist approach to 

management rather than a purely scientific one. 

The research described in this paper is research into the learning organisation, and so there is 

justification for adopting a non-traditional approach.  As Wollin has claimed, the basis for the 

justification of a research methodology is the degree of “compatibility of the research 

question, data method and epistemology” (1996: 1).  This provided sufficient encouragement 

to adopt a different approach, which proved to be a very worthwhile move. 

The Research(ers) Problem 
This paper describes research carried out as part of the requirements for a Doctor of Business 

Administration degree.  It is research into the phenomenon that has come to be known as the 

learning organisation.  At the outset of the research which began in 2000, there was an 

unchallenged assumption by the investigator. That assumption was that the methodology for 

conducting original research, which would contribute to the professional practice of 

management was quantitative.  It was obvious that there was a need to test one or more of the 

theories abounding about the learning organisation with rigorous quantitative research. 

However, during the literature search and review a curious thing happened.  It became 

obvious that there was little alignment among a large range of different perspectives on the 

learning organisation.  For example, the Pedler et al (1991) version of the learning 



organisation bore little resemblance to the Senge (1990) model.  Watkins and Marsick (1993) 

presented a third version that was clearly different from both Pedler et al‟s and Senge‟s.   

Some further examples will help to illustrate this point.  Pedler et al (1991) placed their major 

emphasis on creating a context to facilitate individual learning, as well as having a strategic 

focus.  Watkins and Marsick (1993) have a similar emphasis on facilitating individual 

learning, but without the strategic focus.  Subsequently they expanded their learning 

emphasis, making it more consistent with a knowledge management framework (Watkins and 

Marsick, 1996a).  Garvin (1993) also followed a knowledge management framework.  Burns 

(1995) picked up some of Garratt‟s (1987) radical structural and cultural emphasis as well as 

Senge‟s shared vision.  Marquadt (1996) adopted the knowledge management approach, and 

then almost immediately moved to an emphasis on technology and performance improvement 

(Marquadt, 1997).  Huysman‟s (1999) version is hard to distinguish from mainstream 

strategic management approaches.  Örtenblad (2004b) was able to distinguish four different 

kinds of learning organisations, none of which embraced any of Senge‟s five disciplines. 

This diversity of definition of the learning organisation created a dilemma.  Was it sensible to 

proceed with the planned research if the foundations of that research i.e. the phenomenon 

under investigation was in question?  After considerable reflection and discussion with 

supervisors this question was resolved in the negative.  It was not sensible to proceed with the 

original plan.  Instead a new perspective was taken.  It was determined that the problem of 

definition was one that needed to be resolved first. 

It had been demonstrated that the key terms of learning, development and the learning 

organisation are confused and often contradictory in the literature, as well as in the 

experience of the investigator.  This confusion contributes to wasted resources and efforts in 

attempts to create learning organisations in response to the environmental demands for rapid 

and accelerating change in organisations.  This confusion and the consequent waste became 

the fundamental issue addressed by the research. 

The Research Methodology 
The primary purpose of the research project became to investigate the essence of the 

experience of the phenomenon of the learning organisation and the implications of those 

investigations for professional practice in management.  It examined the essence of the 

experience of the learning organisation for eight research participants, as well as the essence 

of the underlying phenomena of learning and development.   



It sought to understand the participants‟ experiences of learning and development in a generic 

sense as individuals, as well as in the context of work organisations.  It sought to do so in a 

holistic sense, incorporating four aspects: thought; emotion; feeling; and behaviour.  Learning 

and development are complex experiences to comprehend at the level of thought, and this 

complexity is multiplied by the consideration of the other three levels. 

The investigation required a research approach and methodology that could provide such an 

understanding of the participants‟ experiences.  Hence, an interpretive research methodology 

that helps to explore people‟s lived experiences, both internal experience and external 

behaviour was required.   

As the literature review had suggested, the learning organisation, in parallel with learning 

itself, is a phenomenon that develops through levels.  That is, both learning and the learning 

organisation are phenomena that encompass and are encompassed by the phenomenon of 

development.  Further, the phenomenon of development is characterised by a quantum 

change.  There is a movement from a former state to a new state of being.  This necessarily 

requires a “letting go” of the former state of being, in order to move into the new state of 

being.  The discipline of team learning also specifies a requirement to “bracket” or “let go of” 

individual mental models. 

In Gestalt practice, phenomenological inquiry is used as a part of the methodology to 

bracket one‟s own assumptions and values to facilitate the client‟s exploration of their 

being-in-the-world (Spinelli, 1989; Yontef, 1993).  Senge talks about team learning in 

which all the individuals in the organisation suspend their individual assumptions or 

mental models and start to think together (Ikehara, 1999: 65). 

 

This process of “letting go” is reminiscent of the epoche that forms an integral part of the 

transcendental phenomenology approach defined by Husserl (1931).  Indeed, a close 

examination of this research approach suggested that as well as forming a legitimate and 

comprehensive means of investigating the essence of phenomena, it has much in common 

with some of the positive characteristics of the more radical descriptions of the learning 

organisation, particularly in the realm of development (e.g. Fisher and Torbert, 1995; Neal et 

al, 1999; Porth et al, 1999; Senge, 1990; Vaill, 1996; 1998).   

Transcendental phenomenology is comprised of four major processes (Moustakas, 1994): 

1. Epoche 

2. Phenomenological reduction 

3. Imaginative Variation 

4. Synthesis of Composite Textural and Composite Structural Descriptions 

 

The phenomenological reduction process is intended to produce a clarification of the 

description of the phenomenon under study.  The transformative process of development also 



requires a form of phenomenological reduction, in order to “make sense” of the disturbance 

to psychic equilibrium that has facilitated the openness to transformation.  In the process of 

navigating a developmental transformation there is a need for the person undergoing the 

transformation to “describe” the dilemma that they face. 

Imaginative variation enters the developmental transformation process in the form of 

endeavouring to imagine a new way to interpret the dilemma, a new way to “see the world”.  

The need to hold the tension of the dialectic until a new way forward is found is important to 

the successful navigation of the transformation. 

The resolution of this dialectic allows the consolidation of the developmental transformation.  

This parallels the final stage of the transcendental phenomenological research process, in 

which the researcher synthesises the meanings and essences of the phenomena under study. 

Thus the transcendental-phenomenological framework described by Moustakas (1994) in 

Phenomenological Research Methods was chosen as an appropriate methodology for the 

project. 

This framework is consistent with the view expressed by Senge that “a learning organisation 

must be grounded in … a culture based on transcendent human values” (Kofman and Senge, 

1993: 16, italics added).  The Moustakas framework allows and facilitates the exploration of 

these transcendent values.  This aligns with Wollin‟s justification framework in providing 

“compatibility of the research question, data method and epistemology” (1996: 1). 

The research project was now centred on understanding and analysing interviews 

investigating the co-researchers‟ experience of learning, development and the learning 

organisation.  Added to this were the self-reflections of the investigator made just prior to the 

data collection and during the data explication.  The study used a sequential, purposive 

sampling plan, with each selection intended to meet the criterion of balance in the final 

sample. 

Prior to conducting each of the in-depth interviews, the investigator undertook a “bracketing” 

or “epoche” process focussed on the research question.  This consisted of a quiet time spent 

in solitude, during which the investigator endeavoured to “let go” of pre-conceptions about 

the phenomena under investigation, as far as possible.   

This epoche process was used to identify personal biases, pre-conceptions and stereotypes 

that may have interfered with the investigator taking a “naïve” or fresh view of the research 

data as it emerged.  According to Moustakas “the challenge of epoche is to be transparent to 

ourselves” (1994: 86).   

Data explication consists of examining, categorising, tabulating or otherwise recombining the 

evidence to address the initial propositions of a study.  Hussey and Hussey (1997: 248) 

endorse the point made by Robson (1993: 370) that the main challenge to qualitative data 

explication is that there is “no clear and accepted set of conventions for analysis 

corresponding to those observed with quantitative data”.  However, this is not the case for 

transcendental phenomenological research.  Moustakas (1994) is very prescriptive regarding 

the conventions and procedures to be adopted for explication of the data.  The interviews 

were explicated by following the phenomenological explication framework outlined by 

Moustakas (1994).  This framework is reproduced in Table 1. 



Table 1: Phenomenological Data Explication Framework 

Phenomenological reduction 

a) Bracketing the topic or question 

b) Horizonalisation: Every statement has equal value 

c) Delimited Horizons or Meanings: Horizons that stand out as invariant 

qualities of the experience 

d) Invariant Qualities and Themes: Non-repetitive, non-overlapping constituents 

clustered into themes 

e) Individual Textural Descriptions: An integration, descriptively, of the 

invariant textural constituents and themes of each research participant 

f) Composite Textural Description: An integration of all of the individual 

textural descriptions into a group or universal textural description 

 

 

 



Imaginative Variation 

a) Vary possible meanings 

b) Vary Perspectives of the Phenomenon: From different vantage points, such as 

opposite meanings and various roles 

c) Free Fantasy Variations: Consider freely the possible structural qualities or 

dynamics that evoke the textural qualities 

d) Construct a list of structural qualities of the experience 

e) Develop Structural Themes: Cluster the structural qualities into themes 

f) Employ Universal Structures as Themes: Time, space, relationship to self, to 

others; bodily concerns, causal or intentional structures 

g) Individual Structural Descriptions: For each co-researcher, integrate the 

structural qualities and themes into an individual structural description 

h) Composite Structural Description: An integration of all of the individual 

structural descriptions into a group or universal structural description of the 

experience 

 

Synthesis of Composite Textural and Composite Structural Descriptions 

a. Intuitively-reflectively integrate the composite textural and composite structural 

descriptions to develop a synthesis of the meanings and essences of the phenomenon or 

experience. 

Source: Moustakas, 1994: Appendix C 

 

Findings of the Research 
The purpose of data gathering in phenomenological research is to “collect naïve descriptions 

of the experience under investigation [to] tease out the structure of consciousness that 

constitutes the experience” (Polkinghorne, 1989: 46).  Ultimately, the outcome of the 

Moustakas framework is the teasing out of the essence or essential invariant structure of the 

phenomenon under investigation.  

The essence or essential invariant structure of the participants‟ experience of learning 

organisations is encapsulated in the following descriptions of the experience: 

 In the first instance, a learning organisation is a creation of the mind.  A learning 

organisation is palpably different from a non-learning organisation.  There is a 

distinctive culture in a learning organisation, and it is a change seeking organisation 

that is goal directed.  The leadership in a learning organisation has confidence in the 

system, and so risk-taking and individual development are common characteristics of 

learning organisations.   

 A learning organisation synergises individual learning and members seek to learn 

from others.  In learning organisations, osmosis ensures individual learning becomes 

organisational learning, even in the absence of formal knowledge management 



systems.  Learning organisations engage in double- and triple-loop learning and in 

team learning. 

 There are a number of barriers to the creation of a learning organisation.  These 

include a “closed” culture and commitment to the status quo, as well as other forms of 

inertia.  These prevent the transformation into a learning organisation, even though 

there may be significant learning taking place within the organisation. 

 A learning organisation operates in a spiritual context.  It is continually searching for 

meaning, while accepting that meaning is continually emerging from the unknown as 

if by magic.  The members of the organisation recognise and contribute to a profound 

sense of interconnectedness. 

 The essence of the experience of the learning organisation for the participants in this 

investigation is the palpable difference from a non-learning organisation, which is a 

manifestation of its spiritual context.  Learning organisations are experienced as 

change-seeking and goal-directed organisations that facilitate individual development.  

There is a widespread feeling in members of a learning organisation of being 

interconnected; of being valued; of being empowered to make decisions and learn 

from the consequences; and of being liberated to take calculated risks on behalf of the 

organisation. 

 

While these essential descriptions provide the grounding for the further investigation of the 

phenomena, as Moustakas cautioned, “[t]he essences of any experience are never totally 

exhausted” (1994: 100).  He cited Husserl (1931: 54-55) who claimed that “every multiplicity 

of experience, however lengthily drawn out, still leaves the way open to closer and novel 

thing-determinations; and so on, in infinitum”.  The essences reported above represent those 

at a particular point in time from “the vantage point of an individual researcher following an 

exhaustive imaginative and reflective study of the phenomen[a]” (Moustakas, 1994: 100). 

Implications of the Findings 
The essence of the learning organisation incorporates the widespread feeling in members of 

that organisation of being interconnected; of being valued; of being empowered to make 

decisions and live with the consequences; and of being liberated to take calculated risks on 

behalf of the organisation.  This finding implies that the primary focus of those who aspire to 

create learning organisations should be on the development of the members of that 

organisation, so that they become more adept at making decisions that encompass an 

organisational and/or societal perspective rather than a self-centred personal one (Hall, 1994).  

Senge‟s (1990) discipline of personal mastery is consistent with this view.  This discipline 

seems to be aligned more than any other of his disciplines with the essence that makes a 

learning organisation for the participants in this research. 



Personal mastery is also required for leadership to have confidence in the system.  If the 

leaders of the organisation are not embedded in a sense of personal mastery, they will not 

have the confidence required to empower others and set them free to take the calculated risks 

required for the organisation to thrive. 

Recognition of this central role for personal mastery emphasises the link between the learning 

organisation and the underpinning phenomena of learning and development.  Personal 

mastery is the outcome of a combination of deep learning and cognitive and spiritual 

development. 

Personal mastery can also be identified as the foundation for the other four disciplines of the 

learning organisation specified by Senge (1990). 

Senge‟s first discipline, a shared vision, is the glue that holds most organisations together.  

Whether the members of the organisation are enrolled in that vision or are conscripted into 

sharing it, it is in essence the common purpose that provides the raison d’être for the 

organisation.  In a very important sense, the personal mastery of the members of the 

organisation is necessary for enrolment in the vision.  Unless and until the individual member 

develops to the point where they are able to take personal responsibility for their decisions, 

and have the capacity to embrace a collective view of the world, they can only be 

conscripted. 

Team learning is a discipline that makes little sense unless the individual members of the 

group feel valued, empowered to make decisions and to take calculated risks.  Otherwise, 

they will not contribute to the dynamics of the group‟s learning process.  While they may be 

physically present, they are not actually participating in the process.  Indeed Senge claims 

that “[t]he discipline of team learning starts with „dialogue‟, the capacity of members of a 

team to suspend assumptions and enter into a genuine „thinking together‟” (Senge, 1990: 10).  

This capacity implies a high degree of personal mastery. 

The final two disciplines, mental models and systems thinking are two techniques for 

facilitating deeper thinking about issues.  They are tools that an organisation may use to solve 

problems, to identify whether they are solving the right problems, and indeed to question 

whether they are working at the appropriate level of magnitude of the system within which 

they are operating.  The proper implementation of these two disciplines requires the capacity 

to move into deeper levels of reflection regarding the issues being faced.  It requires the 

application of double-loop and triple-loop learning.  As implied in the context of the 

discussion of the implications regarding development above, if the members of the 

organisation have not developed the personal mastery required to engage in these levels of 



learning, addressing mental models and applying systems thinking will not achieve the 

desired outcomes. 

The development process is the means by which personal mastery is achieved.  As each 

developmental transformation is navigated successfully, the degree of personal mastery is 

enhanced.  At early stages of development, the person is ruled by reflexes, impulses, needs 

and norms (Fisher and Torbert, 1995).  Each of these implies a lack of personal mastery – 

instead mastery is by “the other”, whether that be a reflex response to a stimulus, a response 

to a fleeting impulse, a deprivation or the instructions of other people.  The beginning of 

personal mastery is the development to the point of acceptance of a craft logic, although this 

in itself is the acceptance of direction by another – the craft master(s).  The craft logic 

nevertheless forms the foundation of the self-esteem of the aspirant to personal mastery.  It 

provides the technical expertise in a body of knowledge that is an essential component of 

personal mastery. 

The full potential of the learning organisation will not be realised, however, until the personal 

mastery of the leadership has developed to and beyond the pinnacle of self-actualisation.  The 

personal mastery required to realise the full potential of the individual embraces a spiritual as 

well as a psychological context.  It requires the development of a universal perspective that 

comprehends and respects the interconnectedness fundamental to a systems view of the world 

(Fisher and Torbert, 1995; Hall, 1994; Vaill, 1996; 1998). 

In this context, Pedler et al‟s (1991) eleven characteristics of a learning company are reduced 

to necessary but not sufficient for a learning organisation by the findings of this study.  If the 

personal mastery of the members of the organisation is not adequate for them to take 

advantage of the conditions created by those eleven characteristics, the learning organisation 

will remain out of reach.  Similarly, other proponents of the learning organisation who have 

followed the Pedler et al line of command-and-control will lack the essential energy required 

to create and maintain a learning organisation (Jackson, 2000). 

The single most important challenge to those who would create a learning organisation or 

transform a non-learning organisation into a learning organisation is the development of 

personal mastery among the members of that organisation.  A spiritual development context 

needs to be created, as well as a learning context.  While systems thinking may be the fifth 

discipline of the learning organisation, personal mastery is the first.   



Contributions to Professional Practice 
Ultimately, this investigation was required to make a significant contribution to professional 

practice.  Although some may deem this more difficult to do with a transcendental 

phenomenological investigation than it might be with a more quantitative approach, this 

section will demonstrate that this is not the case.  Indeed, the nature of the investigation 

provides the grounds for cross-disciplinary contributions to professional practice. 

Professional Practice of Management 

Professional practice in the design, creation, nurture and development of learning 

organisations is very eclectic.  The literature indicates that there is little agreement on what 

constitutes such an organisation, and the means for designing, creating, nurturing and 

developing them are even more diverse.  An examination of the findings in detail provides 

some guidance for those who are intent on designing, creating, nurturing and developing 

radical learning organisations as described by Senge (1990) and elaborated by others: 

 A learning organisation is a creation of the mind.  This is hardly a profound finding.  

In a very real sense, all phenomena are created in the mind, particularly those that are 

human creations.  The important aspect of this finding for professional practice is the 

need to be very clear about the nature of the learning organisation to be created.  Is it 

to be the liberating version, or the command-and-control version?  Each has a very 

distinct set of characteristics, as well as those they share. 

 A learning organisation is palpably different from a non-learning organisation.  This 

finding complements the previous one.  It is not enough to envision an organisation 

with learning “tacked on”.  The vision must be of an organisation that “feels” 

different, so that when outsiders come in contact with it they are prone to ask, “What 

is it that is different here? What is that feeling?”  This different feeling is a 

consequence of an engagement with the spiritual context of the organisation. 

 There is a distinctive culture in a learning organisation.  Once again, this finding 

reinforces what has gone before.  Learning organisations are different.  They stand out 

in clearly recognisable ways in their beliefs, rituals and values. 

 The leadership in a learning organisation has confidence in the system.  This implies 

that the leadership should be selected on the basis of their cognitive, emotional and 

spiritual development as much as anything else.  Leaders who have not progressed to 

the level of what Fisher and Torbert (1995) call “strategist”, or Barrett (1998) calls 

“collaborator”, or Collins (2001) calls “level-5 leadership”, will be incapable of 



having confidence in the system, because they will be incapable of genuine systems 

thinking. 

 Risk-taking is a common characteristic of learning organisations.  The contemporary 

focus on risk reduction in organisations is an interesting counter-point to this finding.  

In recognition of the risk-return balance, the ultimate outcome of wholesale risk 

reduction is likely to be a commensurate reduction in returns (Hardy, 1923; Knight, 

1921).  However, the calculated risk-taking inherent in learning organisations is likely 

to lead to a commensurate increase in returns.  Because the risks are managed by 

those closest to the matter of concern, they are more likely to be managed 

appropriately. 

 Individual development is a common characteristic of learning organisations.  In 

order to achieve the desired risk outcomes it is essential that the decision-makers at all 

levels of the organisation are encouraged to develop as people.  The validity of this 

claim has been demonstrated in various parts of the world by Semler (1993), Stack 

(1994) and Endenburg (Romme, 1999), practitioners who successfully sought radical 

devolution of authority in their organisations. 

 A learning organisation synergises individual learning and members seek to learn 

from others.  In learning organisations, osmosis ensures individual learning becomes 

organisational learning, even in the absence of formal knowledge management 

systems.  These two findings reinforce the claim that organisational learning is 

something related to, and yet distinct from, collective individual learning.  It will not 

be sufficient to enhance individual learning to create a learning organisation.  Nor will 

knowledge management systems ensure increased learning, because it is the 

willingness of members to share and to use shared data that is the key to success.  If 

this willingness is sufficiently high, tacit learning can and will take place.  This 

willingness to share is more likely in highly developed individuals.  

 Learning organisations engage in double- and triple-loop learning.  Once again, this 

reinforces the focus on individual development as an essential component of the 

learning organisation.  Engaging in double-loop learning requires accession to a stage 

of development where this is possible.  Similarly, engaging in triple-loop learning 

requires accession to a stage of development where this is possible. 

 There are a number of barriers to the creation of a learning organisation.  These 

include a “closed” culture and commitment to the status quo, as well as other forms 



of inertia.  Rather than focus on the elimination of such barriers, an aspiring learning 

organisation is well advised to focus on the strengths and opportunities that it has.  

The development of these strengths and opportunities will necessarily eliminate the 

barriers. 

 A learning organisation operates in a spiritual (i.e. an interconnected) context.  This 

is perhaps the most difficult challenge for professional practice in the creation of 

learning organisations.  Letting go of the rational and allowing space for the numinous 

requires a giant leap of faith for the majority of managers, who have been well-

schooled in rational decision-making.  Once again, this supports the claim that 

individual development is an essential ingredient of the learning organisation.  The 

discipline of personal mastery once again is reinforced as the most important of the 

five disciplines.  Without it, the other four will be impotent. 

 

As indicated above, the single most important challenge to those who would create a learning 

organisation or transform a non-learning organisation into a learning organisation is the 

development of personal mastery among the members of that organisation.  A spiritual 

developmental context needs to be created, not just a learning context.  Personal mastery 

implies an advanced level of development of the individual. 

This implies the need for the refinement of existing measures of stage of development of 

individuals.  While Torbert and associates have reported considerable success in the use of 

the Washington University Sentence Completion Test designed by Jane Loevinger and 

associates (Hy and Loevinger, 1996), it requires considerable training for and skill from the 

user to be applied successfully.  Other approaches to measuring stages of development 

include the Australian Values Index (Colins and Chippendale, 1995), Barrett‟s Seven Levels 

of Consciousness Questionnaire (Barrett, 1998), Hall‟s Values Management Inventory (Hall, 

1994) and Kohlberg‟s Stages of Moral Development Test (Kohlberg and Hersh, 2001).  None 

of these as yet stands out as a satisfactory solution to this challenge. 

The second challenge for facilitating the development of personal mastery is selecting and 

applying appropriate interventions to encourage the aspirant to move to the next level of 

development.  While there is not much assistance to be gained in existing education, learning, 

or even development literature in this respect, each of the major religious faiths has a long 

tradition of designing and applying developmental interventions for their aspirants.  Some of 

these interventions may be culturally inappropriate or even unacceptable.  However, there is a 

rich source of ideas that can be adapted to the contemporary work organisation context. 



Research Practice 

The successful application of transcendental phenomenology to the clarification of the 

essence of the learning organisation and its underpinning phenomena demonstrated in this 

study provides encouragement for a similar application in other organisational and 

management research contexts.  The methodology has provided new insights into the 

phenomena investigated.  These new insights provide a “launching pad” for more meaningful 

research into the phenomena than was likely to occur previously. 

Contemporary business research is too often based on the assumption of an unvalidated 

meaning.  As was demonstrated in the literature review of this study, not only are there 

diverse views regarding the meaning of the term “learning organisation”, there is similar 

diversity in the meaning of “learning”.  The term “development” was less subject to the 

variety of views demonstrated by the prior two, but also embraces a variety of meanings.  In 

the case of the learning organisation, this diversity may be explained by its relative freshness, 

but this certainly does not apply to learning.  A plausible solution to this dilemma is to claim 

the best of both.  A new phenomenon is likely to have a variety of meanings because its 

meaning has not yet been settled, whereas a mature one is likely to have a variety of 

meanings because we know so much about it, but have not yet integrated this knowledge. 

One important challenge for those who wish to embark upon similar research, either in 

business or any other field, is the requirement to engage in the epoche.  As has been pointed 

out, engagement in an epoche is not something done lightly.  It requires the acquisition and 

development of meditation skills that are, sadly, not part of our usual life experiences.  The 

acquisition and development of these skills requires considerable time and dedication on the 

part of the aspirant.  However, this challenge is probably no more arduous than the challenge 

required of dedicated quantitative researchers to acquire and develop the skills of statistical 

manipulation and interpretation. 

The articulation of the essence of the experience of a phenomenon, as demonstrated in this 

research provides a fresh starting point for the investigation of phenomena that are relatively 

new such as the learning organisation, or those that are quite mature like learning.  The 

conditions under which transcendental phenomenological investigations are conducted are 

intended to facilitate the investigator getting in touch with “the things themselves”.  This 

provides an opportunity to see the phenomena with “new eyes” and hence to imagine new 

ways of dealing with them.  These new ways, are of course, subject to rational scrutiny before 

acceptance.  It must always be acknowledged that the findings of such investigations are the 



way things could be, not the way they must be, or are even most likely to be.  That is the 

province of subsequent research. 

Conclusion 
There is significant pressure to apply a positivist approach to management research, being 

sourced at least in part by the resilience of the scientific management approach.  However, 

alternative approaches are encouraged by other views of the essence of management.  

Humanist management theories encourage the use of interpretive approaches such as 

transcendental phenomenology. 

This paper has demonstrated that the use of such an approach to investigate the phenomenon 

of the learning organisation has provided new insights into the phenomenon.  These new 

insights can provide the foundation for new approaches to the practice of management that 

will facilitate the creation and nurture of learning organisations.  They also provide the 

foundation for further research. 

Since transcendental phenomenology, as an approach to knowledge of human experience, is a 

science of pure possibilities (Husserl, 1977, cited in Moustakas, 1994), it is not claimed that 

the “essences” reached in the study are final or absolute.  Rather the essences are never 

totally exhausted and are those “represented at a particular time and place from the vantage 

point of an individual researcher following an exhaustive imaginative and reflective study of 

the phenomenon” (Moustakas, 1994).  Husserl (1931) concluded that “every physical 

property draws us on into infinities of experience; and that every multiplicity of experience, 

however lengthily drawn out, still leaves the way open to closer and novel thing-

determinations; and so on, in infinitum” (54-55, cited in Moustakas, 1994, 100). 

Thus, in this study, as in all transcendental phenomenology, conclusions are limited to 

possibilities rather than probabilities.  The conclusions drawn cannot claim to wear the guise 

of certainty that is often attributed to the outcomes of quantitative studies. 



References 
Argyris, C. and Schön, D. A. (1978). Organisational Learning: A theory of action 

perspective. London: Addison-Wesley. 

Barrett, R. (1998). Liberating the Corporate Soul; Building a visionary organisation. 

Boston MA: Butterworth-Heinemann. 

Burns, R. (1995). The Adult Learner at Work. Sydney: Business and Professional 

Publishing. 

Colins, C. and Chippendale, P. (1995). New Wisdom II: Values based development. 

Brisbane: Acorn. 

Collins, J. (2001). Good to Great. London: Random House. 

Fisher, D. and Torbert, W. R. (1995). Personal and Organisational Transformations: The 

true challenge of continual quality improvement. London: McGraw-Hill. 

Follett, M. P. (1940). Constructive conflict. In H. C. Metcalf and L. Urwick (Eds.), 

Dynamic administration: The collected papers of Mary Parker Follett. New York NY: 

Harper. 

Garratt, B. (1987). The Learning Organisation: and the need for directors who think. 

London: Fontana. 

Garvin, D. A. (1993). Building a learning organisation. Harvard Business Review, Jul-

Aug, 78-91. 

Hall, B. (1994). Values Shift: A guide to personal and organisational transformation. 

Rockport MA: Twin Lights Publishers. 

Hardy, C. O. (1923). Risk and Risk Bearing. Chicago IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Herzberg, F., Mausner, B. and Snyderman, B. B. (1969). The Motivation to Work, New 

York NY: John Wiley. 

Husserl, E. (1931). Ideas (W R Boyce Gibson translation). London: George Allen & 

Unwin. 

Hussey, J. and Hussey, R. (1997). Business Research. London: Macmillan. 

Huysman, M. (1999). Balancing biases: A critical review of the literature on 

organisational learning. In Easterby-Smith, M., Burgoyne, J. and Araujo, L. (Eds.), 

Organisational Learning and the Learning Organisation: Developments in theory and 

practice. London: Sage. 

Hy, L. X. and Loevinger, J. (1996). Measuring Ego Development (2
nd

 ed.). Mahwah NJ: 

Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Ikehara, H. T. (1999). Implications of Gestalt theory and practice for the learning 

organisation. The Learning Organisation, (6)2, 63-8. 

Jackson, B. G. (2000). A fantasy theme analysis of Peter Senge‟s learning organisation. 

Journal of Applied Behavioural Science, (36)2, 193-209. 

Knight, F. H. (1921). Uncertainty and Profit. Boston and New York: Houghton-Mifflin 

Co. 

Kofman, F. and Senge, P. M. (1993). Communities of commitment: The heart of the 

learning organisation. Organisational Dynamics, Autumn, 5-23. 

Kohlberg, L. and Hersh, R. H. (2001). Moral development: A review of the theory. 

Theory into Practice, (XVI)2, 53-9. 

Marquadt, M. J. (1996). Building the Learning Organisation: A systems approach to 

quantum improvement and global success. New York NY: McGraw-Hill. 

Marquadt, M. J. (1997). The learning organisation – the critical paradigm for corporate 

success in the 21st century. Training and Development Australia, May, 3-8. 

Maslow, A. H. (1954). Motivation and Personality. New York NY: Harper. 

McGregor, D. (1960). The Human Side of Enterprise, New York NY: McGraw-Hill. 



Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological Research Methods. Thousand Oaks CA: Sage 

Publications, Inc. 

Neal, J. A., Lichtenstein, B., Bergmann, M. and Banner, D. (1999). Spiritual perspectives 

on individual, organisational and societal transformation. Journal of Change Management, 

(12)3, 175-85. 

Örtenblad, A. (2004a). Towards a contingency model of how to choose the right type of 

learning organisation. Human Resource Development Quarterly, (15)3, 347-50. 

Örtenblad, A. (2004b). The learning organisation: Towards an integrated model. The 

Learning Organisation, (11)2, 129-44. 

Pedler, M., Burgoyne, J. and Boydell, T. (1991). The Learning Company: A strategy for 

sustainable development. London: McGraw-Hill. 

Polkinghorne, D. E. (1989). Phenomenological research methods. In Valle, R. S. and 

Halling, S. (Eds.), Existential phenomenological perspectives in psychology (pp. 41-60). New 

York NY: Plenum. 

Porth, S. J., McCall, J. and Bausch, T. A. (1999). Spiritual themes of the “learning 

organisation”. Journal of Change Management, (12)3, 211-20. 

Robson, C. (2002). Real World Research ( 2
nd

 ed.). Oxford: Blackwell. 

Romme, A. G. L. (1999). Domination, self-determination and circular organising. 

Organisation Studies, (20)5, 801-31. 

Semler, R. (1993). Maverick: The success story behind the world’s most unusual 

workplace. London: Random House. 

Senge, P. M. (1990). The Fifth Discipline: The art and practice of the learning 

organisation. New York NY: Currency Doubleday. 

Stack, J. (1994). The Great Game of Business. New York NY: Currency Doubleday. 

Taylor, F.W. (1911). The Principles of Scientific Management, New York NY: Harper. 

Vaill, P. (1996). Learning as a Way of Being.  San Francisco CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Vaill, P. (1998). Spirited Leading and Learning. San Francisco CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Watkins, K. E. and Marsick, V. J. (1993). Sculpting the Learning Organisation: Lessons 

in the art and practice of a systemic change. San Francisco CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Watkins, K. E. and Marsick, V. J. (1996a). Adult educators and the challenge of the 

learning organisation. Adult Learning, (7)4, 18-20. 

Watkins, K. E. and Marsick, V. J. (Eds.). (1996b). In Action: Creating the learning 

organisation. Alexandria VA: American Society for Training and Development.  

Wollin, D. (1996). Rigour in theory building from cases. ANZAM Conference, 6-8
th

 

December, Wollongong, Australia. 


	PID 9550
	PID9550.pdf

