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Abstract
In the current century, organisations are facing unprecedented changes in their working environments. 
In order to remain viable, organisations must learn to adapt to the changes they face. We investigate 
the influence of senior leaders on organisational learning from the employees’ perspective. Data were 
based upon qualitative research utilising a case study of a New Zealand–operated information technology 
company. By employing an explorative, exploitative and transformative organisational learning framework, 
and a transactional and transformational model of leadership, the findings contribute empirically to the 
limited body of research surrounding how senior leaders influence organisational learning. In particular, the 
findings illustrate the way in which senior leaders employed a transformational leadership approach during 
explorative and transformative learning, while adopting a transactional leadership style during exploitative 
learning. Also compelling were participants’ comments highlighting how senior leaders had employees 
emotionally connect and test business ideas and assumptions throughout the learning process.
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Introduction

The adage that ‘the only constant in life is change’ has never been as pertinent as it is today. While 
there is generally an acceptance by both academics and practitioners that many of the tried and 
tested ways of thinking regarding many facets of business may well be outdated (Uhl-Bien et al., 
2007), there is now an awakening of the seismic changes in operating environments, workforce 
demographics and levels of employee mobility (Herstatt et al., 2009). As a result, simply being 
content with competing in the marketplace will no longer be enough as a business model for busi-
nesses to remain viable. Thus, future organisations will need to be able to not only learn internally 
(e.g. by improving systems and processes) and externally (e.g. learning about competitors, and 
market demands and trends) (Bess et al., 2010; Bui and Baruch, 2011; Grobler et al., 2006), but 
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2	 Management Learning ﻿

will also require the willingness to transform the way they think, and to challenge existing operat-
ing assumptions in order to create new market opportunities for the future.

As part of the learning process, senior leaders, such as managers at the CEO level, top execu-
tives and top-level managers (Vera and Crossan, 2004), are often seen to be a key influence on how 
an organisation learns and adapts to the changing business environment (Collins, 2010; Elenkov 
et al., 2005; Kurland et al., 2010). While being limited in nature, studies in the management and 
learning fields have identified how styles of leadership may affect exploring for information, the 
exploitation of knowledge and transformation of knowledge within an organisation (Lichtenthaler, 
2009; Zahra and George, 2002). In terms of the specific leadership styles employed by senior lead-
ers, transformational leadership has recently been associated with explorative and transformative 
learning, while transactional leadership has been associated with the exploitation of knowledge 
(Sun and Anderson, 2011).

In addition to the sparse body of research on senior leader influence on organisational learning, 
there are also key limitations associated within the existing literature. One limitation pertains to the 
high proportion of articles on leader/manager influence on organisational learning being based 
upon either an analysis of current literature, and/or a numerical (quantitative) style of research 
methodology (Lichtenthaler, 2009). While quantitative approaches provide valuable information, 
it is difficult to generate the ‘how’ answers which may underpin participant responses (Myers, 
2009; Yin, 1994). A second limitation within the existing literature relates to the belief that once a 
particular piece of research has been undertaken, further attempts to replicate and substantiate such 
work is not necessary. As a result, there is a wide, but rather superficial body of literature surround-
ing the topic of senior leader influence on organisational learning (Crossan et al., 2011).

In an effort to address these limitations, and to build upon the existing literature, our purpose is 
to address the question, ‘how do senior leaders influence organisational learning?’ We also high-
light the resulting theoretical and practical implications. Based upon the findings from a case study, 
we apply an organisational learning theoretical framework adapted from a study by Lichtenthaler 
(2009) which focuses on the various components of explorative, exploitative and transformative 
learning. In addition, we build upon similar research by Sun and Anderson (2011) who focused on 
the leadership styles of both senior and middle-level managers within the apparel manufacturing 
industry. While our framework is similar to earlier models regarding the exploration of new infor-
mation and the exploitation of newfound knowledge, it has two significant enhancements pertain-
ing to transformative learning.

The first enhancement relates to the positioning of transformative learning as a separate learn-
ing component after explorative and exploitative learning. This approach moves away from the 
body of literature looking at organisational learning through an absorptive capacity lens in which 
transformative learning acts as a conduit between explorative and exploitative learning in order to 
allow for the assimilation and retention of knowledge (Gutierrez et al., 2011; Lane et al., 2006; 
Lichtenthaler, 2009; Sun and Anderson, 2011). The second enhancement builds upon the trans-
formative component in the existing literature (Lichtenthaler, 2009; Sun and Anderson, 2011) by 
widening the focus from an organisation’s effort ‘to combine existing knowledge with externally-
acquired knowledge so that a new collective schema emerges’ (Sun and Anderson, 2011: 26), to 
also encompass the opportunity and willingness for employees to test ideas and business-operating 
assumptions.

In addition to the transformative learning enhancements, it is important to note that we do not 
position the three components of learning as stages, where it is required to complete one compo-
nent of learning before progressing to the next level of learning. Rather, the three components can 
be viewed as complementary to each other, and can take place as a parallel and continuous process 
which resides within the organisational learning framework. The explorative, exploitative and 
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transformative learning framework will also be supplemented by Bass and Riggio’s (2006) trans-
actional and transformational model of leadership. Following on from the theoretical frameworks, 
the research question and methodology will be outlined. Next, the research findings and discussion 
are presented. To conclude, the study’s limitations and theoretical implications are outlined. The 
implications section includes the recommendation to build on the qualitative style of research 
employed by this current study in order to deepen the body of literature on senior leader influence 
on organisational learning, and to investigate the role of transformative learning as related to the 
changes in the current societal, environmental, economic and cultural contexts. The study’s practi-
cal implications are also discussed with a focus on those in a position to lead others towards an 
organisational goal or objective.

Theoretical background

Based upon the necessity of learning and adaption, this section will provide a brief outline of the 
existing literature pertaining to organisational learning, and the potential influence of senior lead-
ers on such learning.

Organisational learning

Organisational learning, as a concept, has received an increased level of interest in recent years 
(Crossan et al., 2011). However, one of the contentious issues regarding organisational learning is 
the ongoing debate surrounding how best to define the concept (Flores et al., 2012; Foil and Lyles, 
1985). For our study, organisational learning is centred upon two widely cited viewpoints. The first 
is that ‘organisational learning implies that individuals learn as agents for the organisation [and 
that] knowledge must be stored in the memory of the organisation. This consists of routines, rules, 
procedures, documents and culture (i.e. shared mental models)’ (Ortenblad, 2001: 130). The sec-
ond viewpoint regards learning as a means of ‘participation not acquisition. Neither the individuals 
nor the organisation as an individual learn. Instead, it is more correct to say that the collective 
learns’ (Ortenblad, 2001: 131). In combining these two views of organisational learning, we not 
only recognise the more ‘traditional’ work processes and formal organisational functions, but also 
acknowledge the often borderless working environments resulting from new technologies and 
flexible work arrangements (Uhl-Bien and Marion, 2009).

Although the literature in the field of organisational learning provides a wide variance in what 
constitutes learning, many recent articles have focused on three key components. These include 
explorative, exploitative and transformative learning (Lichtenthaler, 2009; Sun and Anderson, 
2011; Yukl, 2009). We take a macro-level view of the organisational learning components based on 
the assumption that senior leaders are the key influence on organisational learning. Therefore, the 
explorative, exploitative and transformative learning components are viewed as applicable across 
multiple contexts and business-operating environments. Moreover, while each component has 
been separated within the organisational learning framework, it contains elements that are not 
mutually exclusive to each other (e.g. risk taking, challenging assumptions, and adaptability).

Explorative learning

The first component of the organisational learning process pertains to explorative learning. 
Explorative learning refers to the ability to both recognise information (e.g. through scanning the 
environment for new technologies, market trends and industry information), and to assimilate  
the information within the organisation (Lichtenthaler, 2009; March, 1991). Common terms within 
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the literature relating to explorative learning include ‘search, variation, risk taking, experimenta-
tion, play, flexibility, discovery, and innovation’ (March, 1991: 71). These terms are pertinent 
because they highlight an organisation’s willingness to be proactive about learning. Research by 
Danneels (2002) notes that exploring and being able to innovate allows organisations to build a 
capacity of adaptability and flexibility and an awareness of the changing environment. Moreover, 
exploring for information can also be seen as the ability to interact with the external environment, 
rather than simply being affected by it (Alegre and Chiva, 2008).

While a key aspect of an organisation’s explorative learning is in the scanning of the external 
environment, another facet relates to an organisation’s ability to integrate new information back 
into its existing knowledge base for future use (Cohen and Levinthal, 1990; Lenox and King, 2004; 
Lichtenthaler, 2009; Lopez et al., 2005). Although there is little known about the process of assimi-
lating new knowledge back into the organisation (Nevis et al., 1995), Ulrich et al. (1993) suggest 
that existing knowledge is useful in the assimilation process. This is possibly because it allows 
people within the organisation to draw from past assimilation experiences and problem-solving 
methods (Eva, 2011; Ulrich et al., 1993).

Exploitative learning

The second component of the organisational learning process pertains to exploitative learning. 
Within exploitative learning, Lichtenthaler (2009) outlines two phases. The first phase relates to 
the conversion of knowledge. This is a key aspect because for organisations to survive, it is critical 
that they know how to change and convert what they have learnt into something of value (Marsh 
and Stock, 2006). While there appears to be a limited amount of information regarding the conver-
sion process, Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) advocate that if anything of value were to be created, 
there needs to be both a context in which knowledge can exist, and an active effort by the organisa-
tion to convert knowledge (e.g. concepts, ideas, information and knowledge) from the unknown to 
the known. While not specifically answering the question of how to go about the conversion pro-
cess, Sharif (2008) raises a pertinent question – ‘where and when does information [convert] into 
knowledge, and what … supports it?’ (p. 10).

The second phase of exploitative learning relates to the actual ‘application’ of newly acquired 
knowledge. This is important because organisations which are able to apply the converted 
knowledge are in a better position to achieve superior innovation, production, processes and 
outputs (i.e. products and services) (Zahra and George, 2002). Although the concept of applica-
tion may sound logical, many organisations fail to apply their newfound knowledge (Yukl, 
2009). For example, a study by Ulrich et al. (1993) found that while an Australian division of a 
multinational firm applied a number of new marketing pilot programmes – which allowed for a 
25 per cent market share increase – the other divisions (in Europe and the United States) decided 
against applying those programmes. The decision not to implement such programmes is ques-
tionable because it is likely that they would have potentially been more effective in their larger 
markets.

Transformative learning

The third component of the organisational learning process relates to transformative learning. 
Transformative learning pertains to the maintenance and reactivation of knowledge over time 
(Garud and Nayyar, 1994; Lichtenthaler, 2009). This aspect of organisational learning is critical for 
organisations because knowledge management and retention not only assists organisations to 
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develop new and innovative products, but also influences the way a firm is able to ‘apply knowl-
edge developed in prior new product development projects’ (Marsh and Stock, 2006: 431).

In addition to the retention and maintenance of knowledge, scholars have also taken a more 
holistic view of transformative learning. For example, O’Sullivan et al. (2002) note that ‘trans-
formative learning involves experiencing a deep structural shift in the basic premises of thought, 
feeling, and actions’ (p. 11). While this is a relatively broad view of transformative learning, it does 
imply the necessity for organisations to challenge the way they think (e.g. their assumptions) and 
the way they value learning (Argyris and Schon, 1974; Armitage et al., 2008; Wilner et al., 2012; 
Zundel, 2012), while also taking into account the context and environment in which an organisa-
tion operates (Mezirow et al., 2009). Additionally, this broad view can assist organisations to delve 
into their various business-operating assumptions. Being able to challenge ideas and assumptions 
can then result in creating an organisational culture which is open, engaging, creative and encour-
aging of discovery (Argyris, 1990). Furthermore, within these types of environments, individuals 
can feel free to ‘speak honestly and act with fewer defences [which] can transform an organisa-
tion’s ability to innovate and excel’ (Lumpkin and Lichtenstein, 2005: 464).

Influence of senior leaders within an organisation

While it can generally be agreed that the majority of employees in a firm are valuable and contrib-
ute to the overall success of a company, it can also be argued that it is the senior leaders who have 
the most impact on how a firm operates (Edwards et al., 2013; Jansen et al., 2009; Kurland et al., 
2010). This is because it is typically the senior leaders who set the direction and are seen to have 
the ultimate accountability for the success or failure of the company (Kurland et  al., 2010). 
Moreover, while it is not in the scope of this article to discuss the specifics of communication, 
senior leaders are often seen as the ones who have a large influence on the level and quality of 
information which is communicated, and how it is disseminated throughout the organisation 
(Avolio et al., 2004). This is an important aspect because communication underpins how organisa-
tional goals and objectives are achieved (both at an individual and organisational level), the organi-
sational culture, and how adaptable an organisation is to changes in their operating environment 
(Hackman and Johnson, 2009).

While not specifically outlining designations, the scholarly literature generally refers to man-
agement at the CEO level, top executives and top-level managers (e.g. General Managers) as sen-
ior leaders (Vera and Crossan, 2004), and the two leadership styles of most prominence being 
transactional and transformational (Bass and Riggio, 2006; Zagorsek et al., 2009). Yet, while the 
two leadership styles can be viewed as distinct from each other, it does not mean a leader cannot 
possess the attributes of both leadership styles and, that they cannot be employed simultaneously 
depending on a particular working environment or situation (Vera and Crossan, 2004; Wright and 
Pandey, 2010).

Transactional leadership

The transactional style of leadership typically ‘focuses on promoting the individual interests of the 
leaders and their followers … by establishing objectives and monitoring and controlling the results’ 
(Garcia-Morales et al., 2012: 1040). Based upon the model outlined by Bass and Riggio (2006), 
transactional leadership has three components, though not all have to be exhibited for it to exist. 
The first component relates to contingent reward leadership in which a leader rewards a follower 
in exchange for carrying out a task. The second component pertains to active management by 
exception (AME), which can either be ‘active’ or ‘passive’. AME ‘active’ is when a leader actively 
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monitors a task to identify any deviances from set standards and takes any necessary corrective 
action. In contrast, AME ‘passive’ is when a leader does not actively look for any deviances or 
mistakes, but if they occur, then takes corrective action to remedy the issue. The third aspect of 
transactional leadership is associated with passive/avoidant leadership in which a follower experi-
ences an absence or lack of leadership from their leader/manager.

What is interesting about the ‘transactional’ style of leadership is that it can evoke debate both 
around its effectiveness with followers, and also the influence it may have on the culture of an 
organisation. For example, Bhat et al. (2012) state that ‘this type of leader [transactional] never 
creates any motivating or boosting positive environment to gain extraordinary performance or 
willingness from the followers. Under this leadership style, neither a collective/mutual environ-
ment is created, nor are the team interactions fostered’ (p. 349). While it can be argued that trans-
actional leaders could potentially reduce levels of innovation and organisational learning (Lee, 
2008), there is evidence that transactional leadership (e.g. through setting targets, and rewarding 
contingent on outcomes) is both positive and necessary to achieve the desired organisational goals 
and objectives (Vaccaro et al., 2012).

Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership is a ‘style of leadership that heightens consciousness of collective 
interest among the organisation’s members and helps them to achieve their collective goals’ 
(Garcia-Morales et al., 2012: 1). As outlined by Bass and Riggio (2006), the transformational lead-
ership style has four components, though not all have to be exhibited for it to exist. The first com-
ponent relates to charismatic/inspirational leadership in which leaders motivate and inspire others, 
and provide challenge and meaning to people’s work. A vision for the future is promoted, and 
enthusiasm and optimism is also fostered. The second component pertains to idealised influence 
where leaders behave and act as role models for others. The third component of transformational 
leadership is associated with intellectual stimulation where leaders foster an environment in which 
innovation and creativity is promoted. The leaders encourage the questioning of assumptions and 
the reframing of problems. Individualised consideration is the fourth component of transforma-
tional leadership and relates to paying ‘special attention to each individual follower’s needs for 
achievement and growth by acting as a coach or mentor, … and adapt[ing] to the individual needs 
of their followers’ (Bass and Riggio, 2006: 7).

In contrast to transactional leadership, the transformational approach to leadership is often 
regarded as the one which provides people with a sense of direction, energy and support for the 
processes of change and organisational learning (Garcia-Morales et  al., 2012). This is because 
leaders/managers who exhibit transformational leadership are typically able to ‘inspire trust, loy-
alty and admiration in followers’ (Zagorsek et al., 2009: 148). These heightened levels of employee 
aspiration and interest can, in turn, lead to a culture within the organisation that embraces the con-
cept and importance of continuous learning and adaptation (Amitay et al., 2005).

Integration of transactional and transformational leadership

Despite there being a substantial body of literature highlighting the difference between transac-
tional and transformational leadership (Bass, 1985; Bryant, 2003; Vaccaro et al., 2012), it is also 
contended that transformational leadership is built upon a base of transactional leadership (Avolio, 
1999), and that the two leadership styles complement each other (Tsai and Su, 2011). For example, 
a study by Vaccaro et al. (2012) analysing 1000 Dutch firms (from a variety of industries) and their 
top management teams found that ‘leaders who inspire team success and develop trusting and 
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respecting relationships [do so] based on common goals [and through] management practices, 
processes or structures’ (p. 44).

Another important aspect surrounding both transactional and transformational leadership and 
organisational learning relates to emotions (Edwards et al., 2013). While the link between emo-
tions and organisational learning are largely absent in the scholarly literature (Antonacopoulou 
and Gabriel, 2001; Dirkx, 2006), the effects of emotions have been acknowledged as having the 
potential to have either a positive or negative influence on organisational learning (Dirkx, 2008; 
Harman, 2011; Vince, 2002). For example, emotions can promote feelings of ‘joy and happiness 
due to business achievements, [and] confidence in skills and knowledge’ (Akgun and Keskin, 
2012: 96). These feelings can, in turn, result in ‘the belief that one’s work is meaningful, [which 
can generate] pride, commitment, empowerment, and energy’ (Bierly III et  al., 2000: 608). 
Conversely, emotions can also generate negative side effects such as feelings of ‘anger, embar-
rassment, and feelings [of being] threatened’ (Seo, 2003: 9), which can then result in the ‘resist-
ance to learning itself’ (Dirkx, 2006: 17).

As evident in the existing body of scholarly literature, the ability for organisations to learn and 
adapt is critical if they wish to remain viable and competitive in the marketplace. In addition, it is 
generally accepted that the senior leaders have the most impact on how a firm operates. However, 
there remains limited information surrounding the specific influence of senior leaders and their 
leadership styles on organisational learning. Therefore, this study investigates the following ques-
tion: How do senior leaders influence organisational learning?

Methods and data collection

Research approach

The approach used for this research centred upon a qualitative case study methodology, and inves-
tigated the perceptions of non-managerial employees with regards to how they viewed their senior 
leaders influencing organisational learning. A case study approach was chosen because it typically 
focuses on capturing the stories of an individual entity (Giddings and Grant, 2002) – whether it be 
an individual person, group or organisation – in an attempt to ‘describe details, offer explanations, 
and make connections (e.g., early experience and current functioning)’ (Kazdin, 2011: 4). 
Furthermore, a case study approach – ‘which investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its 
real-life context’ (Yin, 1994: 9) – is regarded to be suitable for asking questions relating to ‘how’ 
and ‘why’ participants may view something in a particular way (Yin, 1994).

Research setting

The organisation selected for this research was a New Zealand information technology (IT) com-
pany. Within the last four years, this IT company expanded its business activities from solely being 
a distributor of electronic equipment, to operating in the education and retail sectors. As a result of 
numerous changes in the marketplace and their new business direction, the company underwent a 
number of major restructures. The value from using this particular company was based upon the 
fact that most of the organisational senior leaders were recently recruited to increase operational 
efficiencies and make the organisation more competitive in the New Zealand market. In terms of 
organisational structure, company documents indicated that the organisation had a flat structure 
with an acting CEO, eight senior leaders, and 10 direct reports to senior leaders. The organisation 
had a total of 268 employees in its various divisions.
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Data collection and analysis

Using the explorative, exploitative and transformative learning framework, Bass and Riggio’s 
(2006) model of transactional and transformational leadership, and the research question (how do 
senior leaders influence organisational learning?) as a guide, the following section will briefly 
outline the research methodology used for collecting and analysing the data. The three-component 
organisational learning framework and the transactional and transformational leadership model 
were used because they (and/or similar variances) have been acknowledged to be effective lenses 
with which to examine the relationship between leadership styles and organisational learning 
(Bryant, 2003).

Data collected using a case study approach, included in-depth semi-structured interviews, archi-
val documents and blogs. The participants for this research were purposefully selected based on 
their position within the company as non-managerial employees who directly report to one or more 
of the company’s senior leaders. The seven participants represented 70 percent of the total number 
of senior leader direct reports. The research recruitment process was through the initial contact 
with the organisation’s General Manager of Human Resources. Using the company contact list, 
invitation emails were sent to a pool of potential participants who could then respond and/or accept 
the interview invitation.

Interviews were semi-structured and utilised open-ended questions (see Appendix 1 for a sam-
ple of the interview questions) to allow all interviewees to have the same fundamental set and 
sequencing of interview questions (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Participant responses were recorded 
digitally to allow for an accurate and thorough recount of what had been said by participants 
(Bryman and Bell, 2007). Each interview was transcribed within 36 hours in preparation for data 
analysis.

Using a thematic analysis approach, participant interview responses were categorised under the 
three components of explorative, exploitative and transformative learning. Additionally, to identify 
how the leadership styles of senior leaders influenced learning, participant responses were catego-
rised under Bass and Riggio’s (2006) transactional and transformational leadership themes. The 
analysis of participant responses was based upon Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-stage process of 
thematic analysis. Key elements of the process included becoming familiar with the data (e.g. dur-
ing and after transcribing the interviews), generating initial codes, searching and reviewing catego-
ries, and defining and naming those categories. Throughout this analysis process, the NVivo 9 
software package was used to assist in clustering, removal and renaming of categories. The them-
ing process continued until the categories appeared to handle any new data without making ongo-
ing updates or changes (Dey, 1999). During the analysis process, care was taken to ensure that 
participant responses maintained their integrity through the coding of whole sentences and phrases 
(Gomm, 2004).

In addition to the data from participant interviews, secondary sources such as company docu-
ments, media releases, news articles, and blog comments were used to complement and provide 
context to participant responses. While ‘blog’ comments can add value by offering differing 
insights and personal opinions, they were used with the knowledge that they are the opinions of 
individuals (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2008).

Case study findings and discussion

Based upon the aggregated responses from participant interviews and archival documents, the fol-
lowing section will outline how the senior leaders and their leadership styles influenced the three 
components of explorative, exploitative and transformative learning.
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Employees’ perceptions regarding senior leader influence on explorative learning

The explorative learning framework used for this case study was based on the senior leaders’ influ-
ence on scanning the environment, and the assimilation of information back into the organisation. 
The predominant leadership style employed by senior leaders throughout explorative learning in 
this case study related to transformational leadership. This result endorses the findings of Sun and 
Anderson (2011) who also found that explorative learning was largely influenced by senior leaders 
employing the transformational style of leadership. In the current study, participants indicated that 
the transformational style was largely through their managers employing the charismatic/inspira-
tional and idealised influence aspects of transformational leadership.

In terms of influence on scanning the environment for new information, senior leaders were 
able to have participants emotionally connect with their work. This connection was important in 
determining how willing participants were to explore for new information. In particular, it was 
compelling to hear how participants were encouraged to embrace their talents and passions during 
the explorative process. For example,

Participant 2: [The manager] had the belief that you are better off with someone who puts up their hand 
and wants to do it. Because they are going to want to do it, they were going to drive and do it rather than 
you saying you look after this. [The manager] would say ‘if you enjoy this, run with it. This is your talent. 
This is your passion’.

While the majority of participants were positive about connecting with the process of scanning for 
new information, one participant commented that his/her manager built apathy and resistance 
towards exploring for new information. For example,

Participant 4: So generally [the manager] was very impractical, he/she just wanted to give me an objective 
that I felt I wasn’t going to meet. In hindsight, they weren’t too onerous. For one, he/she just wanted me to 
be on the constant lookout for new accounting systems and approaches so we [the organisation] could keep 
on top of our game. For me, I think it comes down to one major factor working under [the manager]. And 
that is while I once would go the extra mile and see some of the challenging objectives as an opportunity 
to grow, now I can’t be bothered. I just say it’s not in my job description.

As these two participant comments demonstrate, senior leaders have a direct impact on partici-
pants’ willingness to engage in the exploring process. This supports the findings of Sun and 
Anderson (2011) on the importance for senior leaders to motivate and encourage people through 
the explorative process. This finding also ties into Alegre and Chiva’s (2008) claim that people 
(i.e. employees) should be interacting with the external environment, rather than simply being 
affected by it.

Following on from the scanning of the environment, the second component of explorative learn-
ing pertains to the assimilation of new information back into the organisation (Lichtenthaler, 2009). 
The major influence senior leaders had in assimilating newfound information related to communi-
cation. For example, the majority of participants viewed their manager as taking an active role in 
encouraging people to share any information they had found. This active encouragement was 
through regular meetings where people could come together and freely share what they were doing, 
issues they may be encountering and to discuss future plans. As one participant noted,

Participant 1: I’ll tell you about [the manager] who is the Sales and Product Strategy Manager. Um, a 
couple of ways. One is where we would have weekly meetings where he/she would get the National Sales 
Team together and we’ll talk about the stuff we are working on. Things like our pipelines, what deals 
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we’ve got working, and what new sales initiatives we are doing. As part of that, we would start talking 
about new technologies that are out there, and what we could look at selling.

Participant responses support the findings of Amitay et al. (2005), in which organisations with 
transformational leaders (i.e. those who were open and communicative) have heightened levels of 
employee aspiration and interest. Moreover, this finding is compelling in that it adds to the limited 
body of literature regarding the assimilation process (Nevis et  al., 1995) by highlighting how 
leaders can encourage bringing information back into the organisation by simply formalising the 
process.

During the interviews, participants also noted that another key factor surrounding communica-
tion was senior leaders’ promotion of candour and openness during conversations. This finding 
illustrates how senior leaders were open to new ideas from others. While this would seem logical, 
scholars have attributed the variation of senior leader influence on communication and exploring 
for information based upon particular industry dynamics and operating environments (Weerawardena 
et al., 2006). Our findings endorse Sun and Anderson’s (2011) proposition that it is the specific way 
in which leaders think and approach issues that can actually override the influence and constraints 
of a particular industry. This is an important realisation as it, once again, highlights how the leaders 
of an organisation can influence how adaptable and innovative an organisation can be.

Employee perceptions regarding senior leader influence on 
exploitative learning

The exploitative learning framework employed in this case study was based upon the conversion 
and application of knowledge. Senior leader influence on exploitative learning primarily related to 
transactional leadership, and was based around monitoring and control. This finding supports Sun 
and Anderson’s (2011) study where the ‘top management’s focus at this stage of the learning pro-
cess was to ensure successful implementation … [with]in the organisation’ (p.43).

When related to the conversion of knowledge into something of value, many participants 
expressed that the accountability placed on them from their managers was important in the exploit-
ative learning process. What was interesting about the participant responses was that participants 
were not only held accountable to their manager, but also their peers. As one participant noted,

Participant 7: His/her influence was also about getting all of those different partners [from different 
departments] in a room. As part of that though, we became not only accountable to our manager, but to also 
the people we are working with. Also, because we were now accountable to our peers, it built a level of 
trust in that we didn’t want to let the others down.

This finding does not support the position held by Bhat et al. (2012) that the transactional approach 
(pertaining to accountability) would mean that not only motivation or willingness of participants 
would suffer, but ‘neither a collective/mutual environment is created, nor … team interactions 
fostered’ (p. 349). In contrast, the findings support Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) around the impor-
tance of both the context (e.g. the coming together of departments) and an active effort to convert 
the knowledge into something of value. Moreover, this finding also partially answers Sharif’s 
(2008) question around the conversion process pertaining to ‘where and when does information 
[convert] into knowledge, and what … supports it?’ (p. 10). In this study, participant responses 
highlight the importance of accountability for ‘supporting’ the conversion process.

In terms of the application of knowledge, participant responses indicated that their managers’ 
active monitoring of tasks and processes was positive for them and the organisation as a whole.  
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In particular, participants commented on how their manager influenced organisational learning 
through the setting, monitoring and reinforcement of performance outcomes. For example,

Participant 5: Yeah, so I guess it’s about reinforcement. So [the manager] would talk about reinforcing 
something in lots of different places. Like it will come up in your one on ones [as part of the regular setting 
of goals and objectives], and they will come up in your overall plans and goals.

As a result of the active monitoring, participants commented that they were then able to have a 
clear vision of the future, and an awareness of the goals and objectives needed to meet that ‘vision’. 
One reason for this finding may have related to the active participation employees had in the crea-
tion of their own goals and objectives. This conclusion would support the findings of Kim and Lee 
(2011) who note that employees are more likely to be driven towards goals if they have been set, 
clearly defined and mutually agreed upon.

In contrast to the positive experience of the majority of respondents, one participant voiced a 
negative sentiment that the type of monitoring and control exhibited by their manager actually 
fostered negative attitudes and behaviours. For example, there was an opposition towards applying 
new knowledge, the creation of employee dependency and a lack of accountability. This was espe-
cially apparent when in his/her opinion, the pressure and additional workload meant that they 
decided to handover the making of various decisions to their manager. For example,

Participant 4: So sometimes I would go to [the manager] and say ‘this is what I have got on my plate at the 
moment. You tell me what the priorities are’. And then [the manager] would tell me what is more important. 
It’s easier for me to do it this way. I once prioritised my workload, but because of my manager being 
unresponsive around communicating what work is out there and timeframes, I don’t really bother anymore.

While some scholars argue that providing new work and allowing people to become independent 
can potentially empower and ‘stretch’ people (Goodnight, 2004), the influence this particular man-
ager had was on reducing the desire or willingness for the participant to ‘think’ for himself or 
herself. This finding supports the views of Morhart (2009) who advocates that actively managing 
people can result in ‘compliant’ employees, and the results of Lee (2008) who argues that a ‘moni-
tor and control’ approach to transactional leadership can potentially reduce levels of innovation 
and organisational learning.

Employee perceptions regarding senior leader influence on 
transformative learning

The transformative learning framework employed for this case study was based around the embed-
ding of knowledge within the organisation, the reactivation of knowledge for future use and the 
willingness to challenge and test ideas and assumptions. Consistent with the findings of Sun and 
Anderson (2011), this aspect of organisational learning – while being categorised under exploita-
tive learning – was associated with senior leaders primarily employing a transformational leader-
ship approach. In particular, senior leaders generally promoted the testing and challenging of 
accepted organisational norms and employees’ ideas/thoughts around business practices. The man-
agers’ willingness to ‘test’ and ‘challenge’ ideas and assumptions, in turn, played a profound role 
in the way the participants themselves questioned current processes. For example,

Participant 6: So I have had a lot of this traditional work, and have been aware that this is how the 
mechanics work of what we do. And [the manager] has been great to say ‘well no, let’s challenge that, and 
let’s challenge this. Let’s challenge the things that have been sacred to the business’.
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Participant 3: The change in approach to learning was about moving from a reactive mind-set to more of 
a proactive mind-set. So rather than primarily reacting to events, they are more proactive in not only 
anticipating the future, but also examining why things happen.

The managers’ active encouragement around the testing and challenging of assumptions appears to 
allay some of the concerns around change being ‘forced’ upon others (Cable and Furst, 2008), and 
that change is often inherently feared (Cao et al., 2011). This finding illustrates how senior leaders 
within the organisation have shifted away from a reactionary operating mode, and towards being 
able to analyse the systemic and underlying issues associated with business operations and assump-
tions. This apparent shift in thinking also illustrates how senior leaders are now learning both 
externally and internally. That is, the organisation was once in a favourable monopolistic position, 
and operated in a market which remained relatively static over a long period of time. Having a rela-
tively static operating environment, in turn, created a level of complacency within the organisation. 
As time passed, and while the organisation was largely unwilling to change, its market and operat-
ing environment had begun to change rapidly. As a result, company financial statements showed a 
decline in revenue and overall profits. Moving forward, it appears that both learning and adapting 
to the changes in the external environments have now influenced the organisation’s willingness to 
challenge and test operating assumptions. This shift in thinking has also translated into increased 
revenue and profits.

This finding relating to the change of thinking as a result in changes in the operating environ-
ment is also interesting because it has acted as a catalyst for transformation within the organisation. 
This supports the proposition by O’Sullivan et al. (2002) that for transformative learning to occur, 
there needs to be a deep structural shift in the basic premises of thought, feeling and actions 
throughout the organisation.

Employee perceptions regarding senior leader influence on 
organisational learning with the combination of transactional and 
transformational leadership

Based upon participant comments, it can be noted that while there are subtle differences between 
transactional and transformational leadership, the reality is that the two styles are not mutually 
exclusive. This is because transformational leadership was seen to be built upon a base of transac-
tional leadership (Avolio, 1999), and that the two leadership styles exhibited by participants’ man-
agers actually complemented each other (Tsai and Su, 2011). One illustration of the combination 
relates to the active/constant monitoring and control of participant tasks (transactional leadership) 
being built upon with inspiration and trust (transformational leadership). For example, participants 
often commented during interviews that their managers would take an active and supporting role 
while trying to achieve various organisational goals and objectives. This supporting role not only 
gave guidance, but also allowed trust to be built between participants and their managers. This 
finding complements Vaccaro et al.’s (2012) research illustrating that in the setting of goals and 
maintenance of management practices, leaders were able to provide inspiration and to develop 
relationships built upon trust and respect.

Another key area in which both the transactional and transformational leadership styles 
impacted all three components of learning was in relation to emotions. While participants 
emphasised the role of emotions during explorative learning, it was also evident that emotions 
had a significant impact on the participants’ motivation and willingness to engage in the overall 
learning process. This finding supports the sentiment within the scholarly literature advocating 
that emotions do, in reality, play a significant role in facilitating or hindering people’s 
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willingness to engage in the learning process (Bierly III et al., 2000; Harman, 2011; Vince, 2002; 
Yoeli and Berkovich, 2010).

Conclusion

The topic of organisational learning has been studied for over 30 years (Foil and Lyles, 1985), and 
with the rapidly increasing speed of change in the marketplace, interest in this topic will become 
increasingly pertinent in the years to come. The purpose of this study was to investigate how senior 
leaders influence organisational learning and to highlight the theoretical and practical implications 
emerging from this research. By employing the explorative, exploitative and transformative learn-
ing framework (Lichtenthaler, 2009), and Bass and Riggio’s (2006) model of transactional and 
transformational leadership, the findings have shown how senior leaders directly influence organi-
sational learning. In particular, we demonstrated how senior leaders influence the connection (e.g. 
emotional connections) participants have with the learning process, and the association of the 
transactional and transformational leadership styles with the explorative, exploitative and trans-
formative learning components.

The first component of learning we analysed was in relation to explorative learning. The pri-
mary ways in which leaders influenced the exploration and assimilation of information were 
through transformational leadership approaches such as building emotional connections to the 
learning process, the fostering of relationships and the opening of communication channels. What 
is compelling about the current findings is the influence of participants’ managers in fostering an 
environment of communication and collaboration throughout the organisation which, in turn, 
influenced participants’ openness towards exploring and sharing information.

The second component of learning analysed was in relation to exploitative learning. Participant 
comments illustrated that, unlike the use of transformational leadership in explorative learning, 
transactional leadership through managers’ monitoring and control was the primary influence for 
the application of knowledge. In addition to the ‘monitor and control’ approach, participants also 
acknowledged that their managers’ support played a key influence in how they achieved their vari-
ous goals and objectives.

The third component of learning analysed was in relation to transformative learning. It was 
shown that the senior leaders’ transformational leadership style had a major influence on fostering 
an environment where the testing and challenging of assumptions was encouraged. The managers’ 
willingness to challenge existing business assumptions was shown to have both a ‘cultural’ and 
‘financial’ impact on the organisation’s business operations.

Limitations and theoretical implications for future research

While the current study has addressed some key limitations within the existing body of organisa-
tional learning literature, it does have its own limitations, and therefore, presents some potential 
avenues for future research. Although this study, involving an IT organisation, has complemented 
recent research from Sun and Anderson (2011) regarding the apparel manufacturing industry, there 
still remain opportunities to expand similar research to other industries. In addition, as these two 
similar case studies have gone through a rigorous process around the refinement of questions, 
future research could use the same or a similar set of questions. By employing the existing partici-
pant protocol questions, a key limitation surrounding the difficulty associated with extrapolating 
and generalising interview findings to a wider population (Bryman and Buchanan, 2009) could be 
mitigated. Furthermore, as this study has expanded the transformative learning component to 
include the challenging and testing of assumptions not typically included in the majority of 
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organisational learning studies (e.g. regarding absorptive capacity), there is an opportunity to 
research this aspect further.

A second limitation of this study relates to the underlying view of who a senior leader is, and his 
or her role in an organisation. While we have built upon the progress within the transformational 
leadership literature, there is still an underlying belief that people and work are to be ‘managed’. 
With the advent of the Internet and the increasing role of social media, groups and networks are 
often formed and operated independent of many of the typical management influences and bounda-
ries (Collins, 2010). Therefore, future research could build upon this current study by further 
exploring the role leadership styles play in transformative learning as a potential pathway towards 
fostering organisational forms that are viable in the face of current societal, environmental, eco-
nomic and cultural contexts.

Practical implications

The first practical implication provides a caution against the idea of viewing one leadership 
style (i.e. transactional or transformational) as superior to another, but rather, encourages see-
ing them as both valid and necessary approaches for organisational learning. While it is recom-
mended that the selection of a particular leadership style should be based upon a particular 
context or situation, the findings from the current research (cf. Sun and Anderson, 2011) would 
suggest that people who are in a position to lead others could apply a certain leadership approach 
depending on the particular aspects of organisational learning. For example, senior leaders 
were shown to apply transformational leadership during explorative learning, a transactional 
leadership approach with exploitative learning, and a transformational leadership approach 
with transformative learning.

The second practical implication is a call to be willing to challenge existing business assump-
tions. The findings from this study illustrated how there were issues around senior leaders being 
content with the existing operating environment, and the potential to become complacent with past 
successes. This combination led to both a reactive learning environment and a decline in overall 
revenue and profit as the external market changed. Despite a perception that change and testing of 
ideas can be inherently feared (Cao et al., 2011), fostering an environment where being open to 
ideas and the challenging of assumptions can, in turn, promote learning and innovation. Moreover, 
supporting Sun and Anderson’s (2011) study within the apparel manufacturing industry, the current 
findings illustrate that it is not necessarily the particular industry in which an organisation operates 
that has the greatest influence on organisational learning, but rather, it may be the senior leaders’ 
willingness to engage in the learning process.

The third implication relates to the emotional connections people have in the organisational 
learning process. While there is limited research on the topic of emotions and organisational 
learning (Antonacopoulou and Gabriel, 2001), the findings from this study illustrate the impor-
tance of having people ‘emotionally’ connected with the learning process. This is because while 
people can become motivated and engaged, they can conversely become uninterested and unwill-
ing to participate in the process. As the current findings have illustrated, the emotional compo-
nent can, and does have a flow-on effect on a company’s performance and ability to remain 
viable in the marketplace.
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Explorative learning

Question 1: How does your manager influence the way you scan the environment for new information (e.g. 
for new technologies, market trends and industry information)?
Question 2: How does your manager influence and/or manage the way new information is sourced and 
brought back into the organisation for future use?

Exploitative learning

Question 3: What influence does your manager have on the application of new knowledge into the 
organisation?
Question 4: How does your manager influence the conversion of newly acquired knowledge into something 
of value (e.g. products, services, systems, processes)?

Transformative learning

Question 5: How does your manager influence the way knowledge is embedded into the organisation (e.g. 
into organisational structures, routines, practices, values, beliefs)
Question 6: Can you give an example of when your manager has used existing knowledge to take advantage 
of potential business opportunities?
Question 7: Can you give an example of when your manager encouraged you or your peers to question 
traditional methods of doing things and to look for new approaches that could potentially be more 
effective? This could include a time when your manager challenged you or your peers to think differently 
about something that may have worked in the past, but now may be working against business success?
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Sample interview questions
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