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GUEST EDITORIAL

Organisational learning for the common good: an emerging model
Francesca Ricciardia, Valter Cantinoa and Cecilia Rossignolib

aDepartment of Management, University of Turin, Verona, Italy; bDepartment of Business Administration, University ofVerona, Italy

ABSTRACT
This study argues that the common good, besides organizational performance, should be the
final goal of organizational learning. However, the organisational learning literature lacks
conceptual tools that allow scholars to understand and measure the common good at the
ecosystem level as a final goal of organisational learning. Further, the literature has not yet
investigated the specific organisational capabilities that are key to pursuing the common good,
and lacks conceptual tools to explain the dynamics linking organisational learning, organisa-
tional performance, and the common good. We illustrate how these gaps can be addressed by
cross-fertilising the literature on organisational knowledge with other viable and intertwining
research streams—namely, literature on the commons, adaptive co-management and organi-
sational fields. We argue that the resulting model of organisational learning paves the way for
interesting innovations in theory and practice.
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1. Introduction

What is the final goal of organisational learning and
knowledgemanagement?Manymight answer: that orga-
nisations survive and thrive. Andwhy is it important that
organisations survive and thrive? Only because organisa-
tions are indispensable to serve the interests of some
stakeholders? An alternative answer is possible: it is
because organisations are social mechanisms with irre-
placeable capacities to address societal problems and
contribute to the common good (Ferraro, Etzion, &
Gehman, 2015; George, Howard-Grenville, Joshi, &
Tihanyi, 2016). Even if, regrettably, some organisations
jeopardise or disrupt the common good (for example,
through pollution), all human abilities to protect and
regenerate the common good have an organisational
basis (Hollensbe, Wookey, Hickey, & George, 2014;
Stephan, Patterson, Kelly, & Mair, 2016). Therefore, one
could argue that the common good, besides organisa-
tional performance, should be the real final goal of orga-
nisational learning and all knowledge-related research
and practice areas, such as knowledge management and
the learning organisation approach.

Nevertheless, the common good as a final expected
consequence of organisational learning has remained
under-investigated that far. Most researchers concentrate
on firm performance variables (Carlucci & Schiuma,
2006), such as market share or stakeholder satisfaction,
to assess the final expected outcome of organisational
learning (Crossan, Maurer, & White, 2011). Some scho-
lars are actually interested in the impact of organisational
learning on the common good, for example in terms of
system sustainability; however, these scholars usually
leverage firm-level capabilities (such as the compliance

to environmental laws) as proxies of the common good,
without questioning whether these firm-level capabilities
are really effective proxies of the common good or the
system’s sustainability (Benn, Edwards, & Angus-
Leppan, 2013). Scholars increasingly leverage institu-
tional theories (Jyothibabu, Farooq, & Pradhan, 2010;
Panagiotakopoulos, Espinosa, & Walker, 2016) or the
stakeholder theory (Desai, 2018) to investigate the con-
sequences of organisational learning. These theories may
seem more compatible with the pursuit of the common
good than themainstream resource-based view approach
(Quairel-Lanoizelée, 2011), but actually both the institu-
tional and the stakeholder theory explain organisational
performance (through legitimacy and stakeholder satis-
faction), while remaining neutral about the real system-
level consequences of complying with institutional and
stakeholder pressures.

These difficulties in addressing the issue of the
system-level consequences of organisational knowl-
edge are raising growing unease in the scholarly com-
munity. Many researchers feel that overlooking the
common good in organisational learning and knowl-
edge management results in making the organisation
“a beautiful canary in a coal mine”, that is, a sadly
effective sensor of any decrease in the mine’s air qual-
ity, according to Dumay’s (2013) effective metaphor.
Scholarly awareness is growing that no matter how
healthy and successful an organisation can become by
leveraging its knowledge assets, if the system that the
organisation depends upon is fragile (Smith, 2012).

Many interesting studies are providing interesting
and innovative ideas on how the literature on organi-
sational learning should and could address such
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a relevant issue. Starting from different backgrounds,
these studies converge in suggesting that the manage-
ment of organisational knowledge can better contri-
bute to the common good if it leverages network-level
coproduction processes (Benn et al., 2013;
Schuttenberg & Guth, 2015), evidence-based decision
making (Lalor & Hickey, 2014) and a participatory
approach coupled with decentralised and distributed
experimentation (Ferraro et al., 2015). An evolution-
ary approach that values organisational resilience
(Bond, Morrison-Saunders, Gunn, Pope, & Retief,
2015; Kayes, 2015), as well as the organisation’s
embeddedness in its social and institutional environ-
ment, is increasingly advocated (Lam, 2000; Vergne &
Durand, 2011).

This article contributes to these efforts by conducting
an analysis of the state-of-the-art in the organisational
learning literature, and by identifying three gaps that, in
our opinion, hinder the organisational learning commu-
nity from developing a robust theory of the link between
organisational learning and the common good. These
three gaps are:

(1) The organisational learning literature lacks
conceptual tools allowing scholars to under-
stand and measure the common good at the
ecosystem level as a final goal of organisational
learning;

(2) The organisational learning literature has not
investigated yet what specific organisational
capabilities are key to pursuing the common
good, and why;

(3) The organisational learning literature lacks
conceptual tools to explain the dynamics link-
ing organisational learning, organisational per-
formance, and the common good.

To contribute to addressing these three gaps, this
article proposes to cross-fertilise the studies on orga-
nisational learning with conceptual tools borrowed
from three literature streams that, although highly
compatible and strongly intertwining with each
other, have not been leveraged yet to address organi-
sational learning research. These three literature
streams are those on the commons and common
resources (rooted in economics and political sciences)
(Dietz, Ostrom, & Stern, 2003; Ostrom, 1990), on the
adaptive co-management of social-ecological systems
(SES) (rooted in ecosystem and resilience studies)
(Plummer & Armitage, 2007), and on organisational
fields (rooted in social studies and institutional the-
ories) (Davis & Marquis, 2005; Furnari, 2016; Wooten
& Hoffman, 2008).

The cross-fertilisation conducted in this study
results in an original model of socially embedded,
multi-level, adaptive organisational learning for the

common good. The proposed model addresses the
three gaps identified above and opens up some inter-
esting possible research paths.

2. Background: three gaps in the
organisational learning literature

2.1. State-of-the-art overview: organisational
learning enables competitive advantage,
legitimacy, and innovation, thus resulting in
organisational performance

A relevant part of the literature on organisational learn-
ing is rooted in the knowledge-based view of the firm
(Grant, 1996; Spender & Grant, 1996). Therefore, many
publications in the organisational learning field are
based on the idea that what makes learning and knowl-
edge valuable to firms is their irreplaceable role in
developing heterogeneous and inimitable capabilities
for sustained competitive advantage (Barley, Treem, &
Kuhn, 2018). The intellectual capital (Marr, Schiuma, &
Neely, 2004) and knowledge management (Baskerville
& Dulipovici, 2006) bodies of knowledge share the
same roots. Under this theoretical perspective, effective
organisational learning and knowledge management
both result in enhanced inimitability and then firm
performance, in terms of superior rents and/or market
share (Hislop, Bosua, & Helms, 2018; Lopez, Salazar, &
De Castro, 2006; Santos-Vijande, Lòpez-Sànchez, &
Trespalacios, 2012).

Other authors mention improved compliance with
operational excellence standards, laws, and/or stake-
holders’ expectations as a key outcome of organisational
learning. Compliance with operational excellence stan-
dards is often measured in terms of product and/or
process quality (Miner & Mezias, 1996) and is often
linked to a routine-based view of learning. Compliance
with laws and norms (for example, environmental laws)
is viewed as a source of legitimacy and then firm survi-
val, in the light of the neo-institutional theory
(Jyothibabu et al., 2010; Panagiotakopoulos et al.,
2016). Compliance with stakeholders’ expectations is
also sometimes cited as a positive effect of organisa-
tional learning, that leads to firm performance through
legitimacy (Desai, 2018) or, again, through competitive
advantage (Jones, Harrison, & Felps, 2018), consistently
with the recent convergence of (instrumental) stake-
holder theory and the resource-based view of the firm
(Barney, 2018).

Further, several authors also concentrate on the
importance of organisational learning and knowledge
in order to develop organisational agility. In the face of
today’s turbulent business environments, legitimacy
and competitive advantage soon become insufficient
unless the organisation is capable to innovate its pro-
ducts, processes, or strategy (Crossan & Berdrow,

278 RICCIARDI ET AL.



2003). In this light, agility, rather than (or beside)
inimitability and compliance, is the key capability to
be developed (Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011). Firms
must continuously adapt to their ever-changing envir-
onments, and to do so, a close collaboration between
knowledge management and organisational learning
efforts is advocated as essential (Bennet & Bennet,
2004). This view converges with the viable literature
on dynamic capabilities (Zollo & Winter, 2002).

Overall, then, the literature suggests that organisa-
tional learning enables the development of inimitable
capabilities, compliance capabilities, and agility cap-
abilities, which in turn result in competitive advan-
tage, legitimacy, and innovation: the keys to achieving
firm performance, according to the mainstream the-
ories in the management literature. This state-of-the-
art is synthesised in the left part of Figure 1. Based on
this mental model, organisational learning scholars
have dedicated significant efforts in understanding
the learning processes that are expected to result in
the capabilities and improvements in organisational
performance synthesised in Figure 1.

Typically, the organisational learning literature iden-
tifies three levels at which learning takes place: individual,
group and organisation (Crossan, Lane, & White, 1999).
Sometimes, a further level of analysis (inter-
organisational network or organisational population) is
introduced (Miner &Mezias, 1996). Part of the literature
is devoted to studying specific learning processes and/or
specific levels of analysis, such as the creation of new
organisational routines (Zollo &Winter, 2002).

On the other hand, a significant part of the litera-
ture investigates organisational learning processes
through polarised concepts, such as routine-based

learning versus interpretation-based learning
(Grandori, Kogut, Grandori, & Kogut, 2002), single-
loop learning versus double-loop learning (Argyris,
2002), explicit versus tacit knowledge (Lam, 2000),
exploitative versus explorative learning (Lavie,
Stettner, & Tushman, 2010; Miner & Mezias, 1996),
knowledge integration versus knowledge differentia-
tion (Barley et al., 2018).

This polarisation is not surprising, for at least two
reasons. On the one side, the literature on organisa-
tional learning is rooted in theoretical views of the
organisation (such as the resource-based view, neo-
institutionalism, stakeholder theory) that are signifi-
cantly different or even frankly opposing. On the
other side, a growing body of studies identifies oscilla-
tion between two opposing poles (Boumgarden,
Nickerson, & Zenger, 2012) and dual tuning (George
& Zhou, 2007) as a key mechanism of (organisational)
learning, consistently with the recent development of
the studies on organisational paradoxes (Andriopoulos
& Lewis, 2010; Ricciardi, Zardini, & Rossignoli, 2016;
Smith & Lewis, 2011). Therefore, the academic fight
between, say, single-loop and double-loop learning
(Argyris, 2002) corresponds to an oscillation or para-
doxical co-existence that may be beneficial in the world
of practice.

Other streams in the organisational learning litera-
ture investigate the key linear paths of learning in
organisations. For example, Crossan et al. (1999)
model organisational learning as made up of four
processes: intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and
institutionalising. Argote and Miron-Spektor (2011),
on the other hand, identify three processes: knowledge
creation, retention, and transfer.

Figure 1. The consequences of organisational learning. Main findings of the extant literature (left) and research gaps identified by
this study (right). Source: Authors.
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Whilst the expected, optimal path of organisational
learning has attracted a lot of scholarly attention, poor
organisational learning has been much less investi-
gated. In most cases, “poor organisational learning”
is implicitly conceptualised as “lack of good/expected
organisational learning”: for example, failure in cor-
rectly storing information in digital databases.
However, some pioneering studies such as those on
competency traps (Levitt & March, 1988) suggest that
counter-productive learning cycles have their own
dynamics that depend not only from opportunism or
power games but also from bounded rationality or, in
evolutionary terms, ecosystem rationality (Gigerenzer,
2001).

The existing scales of organisational learning
(Jiménez-Jiménez & Sanz-Valle, 2011; Jyothibabu
et al., 2010; Lloria & Moreno-Luzon, 2014) only par-
tially reflect the research streams and theoretical views
synthesised above. This is not surprising:
a comprehensive understanding of organisational
learning is extremely difficult to achieve (Easterby-
Smith, 1997), let alone to operationalise.

2.2. Gaps to be addressed for an ecosystem
theory of organisational learning

In their authoritative reflection, Crossan et al. (2011)
conclude that we still lack a robust theory of organisa-
tional learning, and suggest that an evolutionary
ontology could provide the conceptual tools to
develop such a theory. We take on this challenge and
argue that an evolutionary approach of organisational
learning implies to investigate the consequences of
multi-level learning processes not only for the organi-
sation, but also for the ecosystem (with its social,
technological, and environmental components) that
provides the organisation with the resources it
depends upon (Aldrich & Ruef, 2006). This is
a promising research path that we suggest could be
taken by addressing three main and intertwining gaps,
briefly synthesised below.

Gap 1: The organisational learning literature lacks
conceptual tools allowing scholars to understand and
measure the common good at the ecosystem level as
a final goal of organisational learning. Several interest-
ing studies and special issues (see for example Smith,
2012) have been published that focus on how organi-
sational learning impacts the common good, for
example in terms of social and environmental sustain-
ability; however, in these studies the common good is
assessed through mere formative measures
(Diamantopoulos & Siguaw, 2006), such as compli-
ance to existing environmental laws, that are simply
borrowed from the traditional, firm-centric approach
to organisational learning, and may be considered
possible and partial antecedents, rather than proxies
of actual common good, just as if they are possible and

partial antecedents, rather than proxies of firm perfor-
mance (see Figure 1). Compliance with institutional or
stakeholder expectations is a (possible) means to
achieve the common good, but it is not the common
good (Wijen, 2014). In other words, the organisational
learning literature lacks variables to measure the com-
mon good like sales, profits or customer satisfaction
measure organisational performance in the left side of
Figure 1.

A recent and very interesting stream is focusing on
the common good as a key organisational purpose
(Hollensbe et al., 2014), and investigates how organi-
sational learning changes when entrepreneurs/man-
agers consider the pursuit of the greater good as
a key value when making decisions (Mirvis, Herrera,
Googins, & Albareda, 2016; O’Brien, 2009). This line
of research advocates moral, humanistic principles for
shaping organisational theory and practice, criticises
an excessively technocratic approach to evaluation and
accounting (Frémeaux, Puyou, & Michelson, 2018),
and also demonstrates that competitive advantage
can be unnecessary to explain the contribution of
organisational learning to organisational survival: for
example, non-profit organisations survive through
legitimacy, social connectedness, and goodwill, which
must then become the main goals of organisational
learning (Moldavanova & Goerdel, 2018). This
research stream is extremely interesting; however, it
focuses on the pursuit of the common good as moral
motivation, and does not provide tools to measure the
common good as an expected outcome or impact.

Gap 2: The organisational learning literature has not
investigated yet what specific organisational capabilities
are key to pursuing the common good, and why. The
organisational learning literature is investigating how
the three key capabilities listed in Figure 1 (inimitable
capabilities, compliance capabilities, and agility cap-
abilities) can contribute also to the common good,
besides organisational performance (Benn et al.,
2013). We argue that these efforts are of great interest,
but tend to overlook the “dark side” of the inimitabil-
ity-compliance-agility paths leading to competitive
advantage, legitimacy, and innovation. A firm’s inimi-
table capabilities may contribute to economic viability
and prosperity, provided that the business ecosystem
is based on fair, sustainability-oriented competition
(Porter & Kramer, 2006). Compliance capabilities
can contribute to safety, public health and social and
environmental sustainability, provided that laws,
norms, standards and social expectations promote
technologies and behaviours that really maximise the
common good (Wijen, 2014). Agility capabilities can
contribute to sustainability transformations through
adaptive, continuous innovation, provided that those
innovations that threaten the common good are iden-
tified and stopped on time (Etzion, Gehman, Ferraro,
& Avidan, 2017). Outside such boundary conditions,
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the (knowledge-based) pursuit of competitive advan-
tage may negatively impact the common good.

Can organisational learning develop relevant “anti-
bodies” to this “dark side” of competitive advantage,
legitimacy, and innovation? We argue that the key
capabilities that the organisational learning literature
has so far identified as the goals of organisational
learning are important but probably not sufficient to
explain how organisational learning can concretely
contribute to the common good.

Gap 3: The organisational learning literature lacks
conceptual tools to explain the dynamics linking orga-
nisational learning, organisational performance, and
the common good. The organisational learning litera-
ture is converging on the idea that an evolutionary
approach is necessary to explain the possible positive
and negative links between organisational learning
and organisational performance, on the one side, and
the common good, on the other side (Aldrich & Ruef,
2006; Crossan et al., 2011; Nelson & Winter, 2002;
Pourdehnad & Smith, 2012; Zollo, Cennamo, &
Neumann, 2013). A similar trend is observable in the
knowledge management literature (Cheng, Niu, &
Niu, 2014; Ford, Myrden, & Jones, 2015; Labedz,
Cavaleri, & Berry, 2011; Manning & von Hagen,
2010; Parent, Roy, & St-Jacques, 2007; Sherif, 2006).
In this light, adaptive learning needs to consider not
only feedbacks from the markets, like in the traditional
strategic management literature, but also from the
value chain, local communities, governmental bodies,
communities of practice, social movements, and par-
ticularly from all those actors that may represent next
generations’ needs and rights. In some cases (such as
family businesses with strong cross-generational
vision and territorial rooting), these knowledge
dynamics are more spontaneously hosted within the
organisation’s boundaries; however, in most cases new
conceptual tools are needed to understand how the
dynamics and knowledge flows that occur beyond the
organisation’s boundaries intertwine with organisa-
tional learning (Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011;
Barley et al., 2018; Lee & Cole, 2003; Nicolletti, Lutti,
Souza, & Pagotto, 2019).

In fact, the mainstream management theories that
organisational learning research usually leverages
(that is, the resource-based view of the firm, neo-
institutionalism, and stakeholder theory) provide
important explanations to the frequent failures of
organisational learning in contributing to the com-
mon good, but are poorly equipped to explain why
organisational learning, by intertwining with network-
or societal-level learning, is sometimes actually suc-
cessful in enhancing the common good.

According to the resource-based view of the firm, if
a firm develops a capability that can be relevant for the
common good (for example, a new best practice for
environmental sustainability) but also provides

competitive advantage (for example, by improving
firm image), that firm is unlikely to share such valu-
able capability with competitors, and therefore the
positive system-level impact of the learning process,
despite its potential, will be negligible (Quairel-
Lanoizelée, 2011).

According to the neo-institutional theory, organi-
sations are likely to adopt those practices that they are
socially expected to adopt, independently from these
practices’ actual impact on the common good. This is
because what organisations really pursuit is legitimacy,
and they tend to passively comply (often through
façade practices) with what is expected by existing
institutions, rather than contributing to inject more
intelligence into such societal expectations for the
common good. Therefore, also the neo-institutional
theory does not really allow to be optimistic about the
contribution of organisational learning to a positive
evolution towards higher levels of the common good.

According to the stakeholder theory, organisations
seek to satisfy those stakeholders that are perceived as
more powerful and more legitimate than others, and
that vehemently and effectively advocate their interests
as the most urgent and important. In this vein, the
influence of each stakeholder on the organisation’s
decisions and behaviours is independent of the degree
to which each stakeholder’s claim is actually beneficial
(or not) to the common good. Therefore, also the
stakeholder theory provides good explanations of
why organisational learning is not likely to result in
higher levels of the common good, but is poorly
equipped to explain how and under what conditions
the evolutionary dynamics enabled by organisational
learning may actually have a positive impact on the
common good.

The three gaps described above are synthesised in
Figure 1.

3. Addressing gap 1 by leveraging the
literature on the commons and systems
thinking: common resources and
resource-generating systems

The broadening interdisciplinary debate on common
goods has resulted in an interestingly wider range of
the possible interpretations of the “common good”
concept (Hess, 2008). The vocabulary of common
goods is evolving and is being enriched with different
and complementary meanings.

In its most traditional and widespread sense,
a common good is a resource that is available for
collective use: for example, fish from a certain marine
area, the refreshing shadow from the neighbourhood
park, wood from the forest, water from fountains,
contents from Wikipedia. In this broad sense, there-
fore, the common good is any resource that can be
used by the community.
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This traditional view of common goods is strongly
rooted in legal studies and has led to a distinction
between real, proper common goods and public goods.
In a legal-economic context, the common goods are
generally defined as goods that are available for col-
lective use but “rivalrous”, i.e. goods which, if used, are
no longer available to others, as in the case of sea fish
(Rose & Roset, 1986). Instead, in legal contexts public
goods1 are defined as goods that are available for
collective use but not “rivalrous”: therefore, the use
of public goods (differently form common goods) does
not prejudice the possibility of (subsequent) use by
others, as in the case of the security guaranteed by the
police or the contents ofWikipedia (Cornes & Sandler,
1996). This distinction between common goods and
public goods is very frequent in economic and legal
jargon. For those who think of common goods in these
terms, the main concern is the management and
enforcement of the rights of use, in order to prevent
the over-exploitation threat (Ostrom, 1990).

However, if we consider common resources from
an administration and management perspective,
rather than from a legal perspective, the focus shifts
from the resource as such to the characteristics that
make that resource valuable. From this point of view,
the real common good is not sea fish as such, but
rather its abundance and quality; the common good
is not the neighbourhood park as such, but rather its
cleanliness, usability and pleasantness; the common
good is not the contents of Wikipedia as such, but
rather their quality and their level of updating. For
maintaining and developing these characteristics, the
mere fact that users refrain from common resource
overexploitation is often insufficient: innovation and
coordinated action may be needed, and this may imply
much more complex organisation and management
issues (Ferraro et al., 2015).

In other words, if the focus shifts from the mere
availability to the quality and value of the common
resource, just protecting the resource from over-
exploitation through effective rights of use may be
insufficient. Problems, let alone solutions, may be far
from self-evident, and original, ever-evolving activity
systems are often needed for actively developing and
maintaining the desired characteristics of the common
resource (Adams, Brockington, Dyson, & Vira, 2003).

In this perspective, we can define a common good as
a resource that is available for collective use by
a community, and whose value and availability can
only be maintained and/or developed through the col-
laboration of the beneficiaries themselves. This broader
view stems from the discovery that “predatory” abuse
or overuse (which is the main concern of the tradi-
tional legal approach to common goods) is only one of
the ways in which a common resource can lose its
value. Beneficiaries’ neglect, lethargy, mistakes, sabo-
tage or disorganisation can also destroy the value of

the common good (Cantino, Devalle, Cortese,
Ricciardi, & Longo, 2017). For example, Wikipedia
content is not vulnerable to overuse: rather, it is vul-
nerable to the possible neglect and lack of collabora-
tion of its beneficiaries-authors (Hess, 2008). From
this perspective, what defines the fragility of the com-
mon good is not only its possible “rivalry”, that is, the
fact that it is vulnerable to consumption, but, more
generally, its vulnerability to the behaviour (misuse,
neglect, mistakes, disorganisation, sabotage) of the
beneficiaries themselves. If Wikipedia users stop con-
tributing to the construction of quality content, the
encyclopaedia will be less and less useful; similarly, if
fishermen take too much fish, each fishing trip will
give fewer and smaller fish. In this sense, because of
their vulnerability to the behaviour of the benefici-
aries, the contents of Wikipedia are common
resources (just like the fish of the sea), even if
Wikipedia contents are not rivalrous, and then the
traditional economic-legal perspective would rather
define them as public goods (Hess, 2008).

A similar evolution towards a broader meaning has
also occurred for the concept of “commons” (Dietz
et al., 2003; Ostrom, 1990). A commons, in the Anglo-
Saxon tradition, is a portion of territory from which
a certain community can take resources: for example,
a marine area where people can fish, a forest where
people can get wood or chestnuts, a pasture where
people can graze their cattle. Therefore, according to
the economic-legal tradition, a commons is a portion
of territory whose rights of use (and often also the
property rights) belong to a certain community
(Hardin, 1968).

From an administration and management perspec-
tive, however, the focus shifts from the area as such to
the characteristics that make that area valuable. In this
light, the key feature of a commons is its ability to
generate and regenerate valuable resources that are
available for collective use by a community (Cantino
et al., 2017). For example, a pasture has a certain
capacity to regenerate grass; a marine area has
a certain capacity to regenerate fish. This logical step
allows us to understand that the fragility of common
goods is not only direct (for example, if a fisherman
fills his nets, he has physically removed fish from the
sea), but also, and more importantly, indirect (remov-
ing fish from the sea lowers the regenerative capacity
of the ecosystem, because it disturbs reproduction
processes and the food chain). In other words, the so-
called “tragedy of the commons” often occurs when
the regenerative capacity of the system is damaged
beyond a certain critical threshold, so that the system
irreversibly collapses (Walker et al., 2004). What really
matters, therefore, is to understand, maintain and
develop the regenerative capacity of the system: to do
so, property rights and rights of use, even if effectively
enforced, are often insufficient, because an active role
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of the beneficiaries may be needed (beyond the mere
refraining from overexploitation).

From this point of view, the commons are not only
areas with collective drawing rights, but, more generally,
integrated ecosystems (with ecological, social, economic
and technological components) capable of (re)generating
common resources, i.e. resources available for the benefit
of a community (Armitage et al., 2008). For example,
Wikipedia is an integrated ecosystem made up of a vast
network of people, enabled by technology and social
rules of participation, which is able to (re)generate an
important common good, namely the contents of the
online encyclopaedia (Viégas, Wattenberg, & McKeon,
2007). The Torre Guaceto marine area is an integrated
ecosystem formed by a natural environment, an institu-
tional context, the culture of the local community, the
competences of a group of scientists, the technologies
and rules adopted by the fishermen, which is able to (re)
generate many common goods, such as fish, tourist
attractiveness and biodiversity (Cantino et al., 2017).
From the point of view of the management of common
goods, both the Wikipedia ecosystem and the Torre
Guaceto ecosystem are commons, although the two sys-
tems are radically different as for legal ownership and
rights of use.

The literature on the commons is rooted in system
thinking and system dynamics, which are being increas-
ingly advocated as excellent approaches to both sustain-
ability-driven innovation (Bolton & Hannon, 2016) and
organisational learning, learning organisation and
knowledge management issues (Easterby-Smith, 1997;
Senge & Sterman, 1992).

We argue that this new emerging view offers a
valuable two-dimension definition of the common

good, which can be viewed as (1) resources available
for collective benefit, and (2) system’s capacity to (re)
generate such resources. The two dimensions are mea-
surable by leveraging a system dynamics approach
(Pejic-Bach & Ceric, 2007). In the light of systems
thinking and the system dynamics approach, the
impact of organisational learning and can be opera-
tionalised as (1) change in stocks of common
resources (inflows and/or outflows) that can be mea-
sured in the short term, and (2) change in the system’s
capacity to (re)generate common resources: this capa-
city can be measured or forecasted thanks to system
dynamics analyses. This possible definition of the
common good is synthesised in Figure 2 (right,
bottom).

4. Addressing gap 2 by leveraging the
adaptive co-management literature: system
sustainability awareness, co-creation, and
transparency as key capabilities

If we define the common good in terms of common
resource stocks and system’s capability to (re)generate
such stocks, what are the key capabilities that can be
developed thanks to organisational learning, and that
can specifically contribute to such common good?

Interesting ideas to answer this question can be
borrowed from outside the business and management
literature. The stream of studies on social-ecological
systems (SES) resilience (Armitage, Marschke, &
Plummer, 2008; Berkes, 2009; Plummer et al., 2012;
Brian Walker et al., 2004; Wyborn, 2015) has been
developed by scholars with life science and system
dynamics backgrounds, who realised that natural

Figure 2. A model addressing the three gaps identified in Figure 1 through a cross-fertilisation of organisational learning research
with the literatures on the commons, adaptive co-management, and organisational fields. Source: Authors.
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ecosystems cannot be understood separately from the
economic, cultural, social and technological systems
that interact with the natural ecosystem under study.
For example, the social-ecological system of a marine
area includes not only the natural ecosystem but also
the social system that draws resources from the marine
area, with actors such as fishing and tourism enter-
prises (Cantino et al., 2017). In today’s complex sys-
tems, the social mechanisms identified by Ostrom
such as self-organisation, democratic participation
and horizontal accountability under nested institu-
tions are important, but insufficient to prevent the
impending tragedy of the commons (Dietz et al.,
2003). In fact, in most cases, the system’s actors
(including policy-makers and scientists) have only
a partial understanding of the real dynamics of the
system (Cundill & Fabricius, 2009; Plummer et al.,
2012). Therefore, the adaptive co-management
approach suggests that fighting environmental and
social uncertainty is the most important strategy to
pursuit SES resilience, that is, SES’s sustained capabil-
ity to (re)generate valuable common resources.

Environmental uncertainty occurs when people
think that there is no reliable way to know how
a certain social-ecological system is behaving and what
is really going to happen. For example, people may
think that there is no reliable knowledge about climate
change. Environmental (perceived) uncertainty dis-
courages sustainability-oriented efforts and provides
people with reasons (or excuses) to keep behaving as
usual or according to their perceived short-term con-
venience (Wijen, 2014). Environmental uncertainty is
particularly dangerous if it involves ignorance or insuf-
ficient awareness about the system’s critical thresholds.
In those cases, environmental uncertainty may lead to
cross tipping points after which the negative dynamics
irreversibly lead to system collapse, as happened, for
example, on Easter Island. Therefore, we argue that
awareness of sustainability dynamics is the first key
capability that organisational learning should target in
order to significantly improve the organisation’s con-
tribution to the common good.

Social uncertainty, on the other hand, occurs when
people think that it is unlikely that the others’ real
behaviour about the common resources will come out.
For example, people may think that it is impossible to
know if each household actually and carefully differ-
entiates waste. Social uncertainty discourages sustain-
ability-oriented behaviours both directly and indirectly:
on the one hand, people think that opportunists will not
be punished and co-operators will not be rewarded or
socially praised; on the other hand, people think that in
such situation (almost) all the others will behave oppor-
tunistically. As a consequence, people think that mak-
ing efforts to cooperate would have no significant
impact on the system’s sustainability. In other words,

social uncertainty results in a negative self-fulfiling pro-
phecy about the common good. This mechanism is
exacerbated by environmental uncertainty, but unfor-
tunately it works also in the absence of environmental
uncertainty: for example, social uncertainty can discou-
rage differentiated waste collection even if people have
no doubts about the potential positive impact of this
solution. Social uncertainty is considered the key and
basic mechanism of the tragedy of the commons
(Ostrom, 1990). Therefore, we argue that system-level
transparency on actors’ behaviours is the second key
capability that organisational learning should target in
order to significantly improve the organisation’s con-
tribution to the common good.

The literature on adaptive co-management has the
great merit of highlighting that, in today’s complex and
ever-changing scenario, social uncertainty cannot be
addressed unless also environmental uncertainty is
addressed in an integrated fashion. Besides, the adap-
tive co-management literature has highlighted that the
reduction of environmental uncertainty cannot be suc-
cessfully achieved through a top-down process, from
scientists to decision-makers and then citizens, because
(a) scientists lack the knowledge resources that are
maintained by other actors, such as local communities;
and (b) people tend to reject the claims (and subsequent
rules) that challenge their usual beliefs, habits, and
perceived needs, while coming from a community
(such as the scientific community) that people perceive
as “alien”. For these reasons, the adaptive co-
management approach suggests that each relevant
social-ecological system develops its own network of
collaborative learning, made up by scientists, govern-
ment people, business people, and representatives of
the local communities. The adaptive co-management
approach recommends that these multi-level learning
networks be orchestrated by a bridging organisation
committed to transforming SES learning into decisions,
and (since decisions result in possibly unpredicted con-
sequences that provide new valuable information on
the system) vice versa (Berkes, 2009). All of the organi-
sations that can use and/or contribute to (re)generate
a certain social-ecological system’s resources are
expected to participate in SES adaptive co-
management. This bottom-up participation requires
specific cooperation and coordination capabilities that
can only be developed through specific and multi-level
organisational learning processes. Thus, we argue that
the system’s adaptive co-creation is the third key cap-
ability that organisational learning should target in
order to significantly improve the organisation’s con-
tribution to the common good. Figure 2 synthesises this
model that identifies the system’s co-creation capabil-
ities, awareness of sustainability dynamics, and system
transparency as the three key capabilities for the com-
mon good.
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5. Addressing gap 3 by leveraging the
literature on organisational fields: the
multi-level co-evolution of knowledge,
capabilities, and rules

As argued above in the Background section, the three
mainstream theories that scholars usually leverage to
explain phenomena relating with organisational learn-
ing (the resource-based view, neo-institutionalism,
and stakeholder theory) are actually poorly equipped
to shed light on the possible positive influence that
organisational learning can have on the common
good. On the other hand, SES studies have so far
adopted a normative approach, thus often suffering
from a partial understanding of the complex social
phenomena that actually influence institutional dyna-
mism (Brown, Farrelly, & Loorbach, 2013).

Not surprisingly, a robust theory of how organisa-
tional learning and knowledge can contribute to both
organisational performance and the common good
through positive evolutionary processes is increas-
ingly perceived as much-needed (Crossan et al.,
2011; Sherif, 2006).

We argue that the body of knowledge on organisa-
tional fields and institutional logics (Furnari, 2016)
could provide effective conceptual tools to address
such need.

Like neo-institutionalism, the theory of organisational
fields and institutional logics assumes that people and
organisations are highly embedded social actors whose
behaviours largely depend on the need to gain andmain-
tain social bonds and legitimacy. However, differently
from the neo-institutionalist view, the organisational
field view claims that social actors (including organisa-
tions) can play an active role in the transformation of the
rules they are immersed in (Davis & Marquis, 2005).

The rules (values, norms, laws, technological stan-
dards, traditions etc.) shaping society are clustered
around key societal institutions, such as the market, the
family, or the bureaucratic State. These systems of intern-
ally consistent laws, norms, values, standards and beliefs
are called institutional logics. The organisational field is
the relational space an organisation is immersed in, and is
muchmore complex than amarket or a sector, because it
is populated by several different and sometimes conflict-
ing societal-level logics, such as the market logic, the
bureaucratic logic, the social inclusion logic, the environ-
mental logic, etcetera. Also local logics exist, around
specific communities, network or organisations. Logics
are essential in that they allow a sufficiently shared under-
standing of what happens and what should happen.

In the light of this theoretical view, knowledge
becomes active at the societal level when it is
“embedded” in an institutional logic, which transforms
that knowledge into shared beliefs and rules. The (per-
ceived) consequences of such beliefs and rules are then
observed and evaluated, in the light of the carrying logic

and the rival ones, and leveraged for shaping further
learning processes. This co-evolution of knowledge and
rules is at the heart of the evolutionary understanding
of learning that the organisational field view enables.

When different logics coexist, this often results in
ideological polarisation and conflict between people fol-
lowing different logics. These conflicts are sometimes
mirrored by rival middle-range theories in economics
and management (Davis & Marquis, 2005): for example,
the resource-based view is consistent with the market
logic, whilst the neo-institutional theory is consistent
with the bureaucratic logic, which is often represented
as a “rival” of the resource-based view (Quairel-
Lanoizelée, 2011).

However, growing evidence suggests that organisa-
tions are powerful mechanisms for creatively integrating
and hybridising divergent or even conflicting logics (Jay,
2013). For example, a microcredit company is typically
based on both the banking logic, themarket logic and the
social inclusion logic (Battilana & Dorado, 2010). In all
these cases, the organisation lives in a hybrid organisa-
tional field, and maintaining its hybrid identity is its key
challenge (Mair, Mayer, & Lutz, 2015). To address such
challenge, an individual or group or organisation or net-
work can serve as an “institutional entrepreneur”, that
seeks to change the system of social expectations and
technological standards that shape organisational choices
and behaviours (Garud, Hardy, & Maguire, 2007;
Royston Greenwood, Diaz, Li, & Lorente, 2010;
Venkataraman, Vermeulen, Raaijmakers, & Mair,
2016). The processes of knowledge creation, selection,
retention and sharing are strongly influenced by such
dynamics. In the light of the organisational fields view,
learning is not only about creating knowledge: it is about
changing the world through new beliefs and new rules
(Smets, Morris, & Greenwood, 2012). In fact, as the
studies on the commons and adaptive co-management
have highlighted, knowledge can be useless or even coun-
ter-productive unless embedded in an adaptive institu-
tional context: for example, in the absence of nested
institutions and enforcement capabilities, even system-
level transparency can become counter-productive, by
showing people that opportunist behaviours are not hin-
dered nor punished (Armitage et al., 2008).

In this light, learning is strictly intertwined with coor-
dinated action and identity, not only at the team or
organisation level, but also at the network and field levels
(Davis & Marquis, 2005; Kogut & Zander, 1996).
Organisational learning cannot be understood in isola-
tion, since its processes are intertwined with those of
community learning, scientific learning, network learn-
ing, and more generally, social learning (Coudel,
Tonneau, & Rey-Valette, 2011), that innervate the orga-
nisational field . Therefore, the multi-level co-evolution
of knowledge/capabilities and values/rules can be consid-
ered a possible key mechanism linking organisational
learning to organisational performance, on the one side,
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and the common good, on the other side, as depicted in
Figure 2.

6. Discussion and conclusions: towards
commons-oriented, system-level knowledge
management and organisational learning

Figure 2 synthesises how, in our opinion, a cross-
fertilisation of organisational learning research with
the literatures on the commons, adaptive co-
management of SES and organisational fields could
provide useful conceptual tools to investigate the rela-
tionship between organisational learning and the com-
mon good.

The proposed model addresses Gap 1 (mainly
through a cross-fertilisation with the literature on
the commons and systems thinking) and proposes
that the common good is measurable in terms of
resource stocks and social-ecological system capa-
cities. This operationalisation of the common
good allows scholars to measure the common
good as performance variable, separately from
the organisational capabilities that (are expected
to) contribute to such performance. This distinc-
tion between capability and performance is very
important and overcomes the long-standing diffi-
culties of measuring the common good with vari-
ables that actually express organisational
capabilities (e.g., compliance with environmental
norms) and therefore cannot measure those cap-
abilities’ expected consequences. In traditional
organisational learning research, a clear distinc-
tion between the capability that organisational
learning is expected to enable (e.g., the capability
to develop an inimitable new product) and firm
performance (e.g., profits) has been key to the
viability of the research stream, and we argue
that a similar clear distinction between organisa-
tional capability and performance was necessary
also to investigate the “common good side” of
the organisational learning contributions.

Further, the proposed model addresses Gap 2
(mainly through the cross-fertilisation with the litera-
ture on the adaptive co-management of SES) and
identifies three further “key target capabilities” for
organisational learning: system’s co-creation capabil-
ities, awareness of sustainability dynamics, and system
transparency. Notably, these are system-level capabil-
ities, that is, capabilities that are not developed by and
within the organisation in isolation, but by and
throughout the whole social-ecological system that
(re)generates the common resources that are relevant
to the organisation. From the point of view of classical
economics, the idea that organisational learning
should target capabilities that blossom also outside
the organisational boundaries may sound absurd.
However, the organisation’s dependence on common

resources, the often collaborative nature of successful
innovation, and the importance of common good-
related legitimacy suggest that also system-level cap-
abilities be considered as strategic. The three capabil-
ities listed on the right side of Figure 2 complement
the three more traditional capabilities listed on the left
side (i.e., inimitability, compliance, and agility).
Relevant direct and indirect crossed-media effects
between the two groups of capabilities and the two
types of expected outcomes are possible. For example,
a compliance capability (e.g., the capability to comply
with environmental norms) typically impacts also the
common good, even if compliance is an organisa-
tional-level capability; sustainability awareness (e.g.,
awareness on the consequences of waste) often
impacts also firm performance, even if it is a system-
level capability. The two groups of capabilities identi-
fied by the model may also influence each other: for
example, the system’s transparency may increase the
firm’s compliance capabilities (especially if nested
institutions and effective social control are in action
at the organisational field level). In the proposed
model, a particularly close relationship exists between
agility, which is an organisational-level capability, and
co-creation, which is a system-level capability:
a positive interplay between these two nested capabil-
ities (included in twin dotted boxes in Figure 2) is the
engine of the dynamic multi-level evolution that is
needed to transform learning into an adaptive process.
This view is consistent with some recent and author-
itative studies on the role of organisations in enabling
sustainability transformations (Ferraro et al., 2015;
Fjeldstad, Snow, Raymond, & Lettl, 2012; George
et al., 2016; George, Mcgahan, & Prabhu, 2012).

Finally, the proposed model addresses Gap 3
(mainly through the cross-fertilisation with the
literature on organisational fields) by suggesting
that the evolutionary process of knowledge crea-
tion/variation, selection, and retention, cannot be
understood by limiting the analysis at the organi-
sational level, because the organisational dynamics
that influence knowledge evolution are multi-level
and also involve scientific learning, entrepreneur-
ial learning, community learning, etcetera (Bolton
& Hannon, 2016). The concept of institutional
logic allows scholars to conceptualise organisa-
tional learning as a process that changes not
only knowledge and capabilities, but also rules,
and then social relationships (Beckert, 2010).
This continuous co-evolution of knowledge, cap-
abilities, and rules occurs in the organisational
field, that is, a field of socio-cultural forces that
include, but are not limited to, market forces, as
well as social movements, technological standards,
local traditions, laws, norms, etcetera.

We argue that the proposed model allows us to view
the path from organisational learning to the common
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good not as opposed to, but rather as strictly inter-
twined with the more investigated and more traditional
path from organisational learning to organisational
performance.

We also suggest that the model proposed by this
article may pave the way for new interesting paths in
organisational learning and knowledge management
research and practice.

First, scales and/or other measurement instruments
could be usefully developed for the variables identified
in the model synthesised in Figure 2. Some of these
variables, such as the system’s capacity to (re)generate
common resources, cannot be measured directly (for
example through a questionnaire), therefore require
specific studies (based on system dynamics) to identify
the key variables and mathematical relationships
between variables that can allow the operationalisation
of the construct (Meadows, 2009). These studies
would provide a solid basis to take the scholarly com-
munity’s understanding of the consequences of orga-
nisational learning to the next level.

Second, the model invites scholars to investigate
under what conditions and through what processes
(e.g., the process of ecosystem rationality)
(Gigerenzer, 2001) organisational learning results in
the development of the six key capabilities identified in
Figure 2.

Third, it is important to investigate under what
conditions and through what processes the six key
capabilities and their interplay result in virtuous or
vicious evolutionary dynamics (e.g., competency
traps) (Levitt &March, 1988) that affect organisational
performance and the common good.

Fourth, the model displayed in Figure 2 allows us to
understand organisational learning as a key mechan-
ism for organisation- and system-level resilience. This
means that a possible convergence could be explored
between studies on organisational learning and those
on risk management.

Lastly, the results of the research streams listed
above could provide useful tools for developing
new and innovative solutions for practice, espe-
cially in the knowledge management domain
(Labedz et al., 2011). A multi-level approach to
knowledge management that links groups, organi-
sations, institutions, networks, and communities
could leverage the emerging power of big data
and pervasive digitalisation for the common good.
This approach is not intended to replace traditional
firm-level knowledge management practices, but to
enrich and integrate them into system-level,
“smart,” and possibly participatory data flows
(Cundill & Fabricius, 2009; Estrella, 2000; Nam &
Pardo, 2011) that may multiply the usefulness of
organisational learning and knowledge manage-
ment practices.

Note

1. The concept of “public good” has a further, different
meaning in evolutionary biology and the game theory
literature. In that context, a “public good” is
a consequence of an individually costly act that ben-
efits all group members (Frank, 2010). The economic
concept of “positive externality” (i.e., a consequence
of an economic transaction that benefits third parties
who are not involved in the transaction and do not
pay for the benefit) is similar to the game-theory
concept of public good.
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