
 Single-loop Learning 

Improving the system as it exists. 

 

 
Double-loop Learning 

Questioning the underlying assumptions, values and beliefs behind 

what we do. 

Assumptions

Why we do what we do

Strategies and 
techniques

What we do

Results

What we get
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Single-loop versus double-loop learning 

• Most learning is single-loop learning. 

• Organisations need both forms of learning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Theories of action = theories people use to plan and carry out their actions (2 types) 

Espoused theory = what people say they will do in certain situations 

Theory-in-use = what people do (may or may not be compatible with espoused theory). When they apply their theory-in-

use, people base their actions on one of two models. 

Model I 

4 basic values that moderate the behaviour of the people 

using this model: 

1. To define in their own terms the purpose of the situation 

2. To win 

3. To suppress their own and others’ feelings 

4. To emphasise the intellectual and de-emphasise the 

emotional aspects of the problems 

This behaviour will lead to single-loop learning and defensive 

routines. People will try to avoid embarrassment or thread. 

Model II 

The underlying aims of model II are to help people to 

produce valid information, make informed choices and 

develop an internal commitment to those choices. 

Embedded in these values is the assumption that power 

comes from having reliable information, from being 

competent, from taking on personnel responsibilities and 

from monitoring continually the effectiveness of one’s 

decisions. 

This behaviour will lead to double-loop learning since people 

will confront their theory-in-use with their espoused theory.  
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Organisational theories of action 

Members construct a private image of the organisational theory-in-use. This image is incomplete, and members strive 

continually to complete it. Organisations usually provide public representations of organisational theory-in-use, called 

organisational maps. The combination of the private images and public maps are the media of organisational learning. 

Single-loop versus double-loop learning  

Single-loop learning 

Members detect errors and correct them to support the 

central features of the organisational theory-in-use. Changes 

primarily involve effectiveness and routine 

Double-loop learning 

Members resolve incompatible organisational norms by 

setting new priorities, or by restructuring norms themselves 

together with associated strategies and assumptions. 

For organisational learning to occur, discoveries, inventions and evaluations must be included in the organisational memory. 

They must become part of the images and maps of organisational theory-in-use from which the members act. If this does 

not happen, individuals will have learned but the organisation will not have done so. 

 


