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Revitalizing Double-Loop Learning

Moving from Conceptual Framework to
Fundamental Organizational Transformation

Synthesized from the research of Jonathan H. Westover, PhD
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The Paradox

In an era of accelerating disruption, the faster the
pace of change, the more critical it becomes to
question fundamental assumptions. Yet, the more
difficult such questioning becomes.

The Root Cause

Argyris's concept of “Skilled Incompetence". The
better executive teams become at established
routines, the more resistant they become to examining
whether those ways of working remain appropriate.

The Implementation Gap

Double-Loop Learning has thousands of citations, yet
leaves a superficial impact on practice. We have
mastered strategic experimentation, but failed to
systemize the underlying cognitive shifts.
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The Core Paradox: The Trap of Skilled
Incompetence

Organizational Capability

Pace of Environmental
Disruption

Skilled
Incompetence

1

Capacity to Question
Assumptions
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The Illusion of Learning: The Conceptual

Espoused Theory:

Gap in Human Action What we say. The idealized set

of rules, values, and frameworks

- agents claim allegiance to.
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Theory-in-Use: What we
\ actually do. The unconscious,
deeply embedded rules that

actually dictate human
behavior under pressure.

The Insight: The conceptual space for Double-Loop Learning exists entirely within the gap between these two layers.
Most organizational change fails because it targets the Espoused Theory while ignoring the Theory-in-Use.
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Diagnostic Matrix: Single-Loop vs. Double-Loop Learning

Single-Loop Learning (SLL)

Fixing errors to achieve the exact same
predetermined ends.

Double-Loop Learning (DLL)

Questioning the appropriateness of the
predetermined ends themselves.

Model I: Unilateral control, winning, minimizing
loss, suppressing negative feelings.

Model lI: Valid information, free and informed
choice, personal responsibility.

Procedural / First-order solution.

Root cause / Altering governing variables and
assumptions.

A thermostat turning on the AC when the
room gets too hot.

Asking why the thermostat is set to 68
degrees in the first place.
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The Anatomy of Genuine Double-Loop Learning

1. The Cognitive
Component

Altering the deep values, beliefs,
and governing assumptions
of one's theory-in-use.

2. The Behavioral
Component

Continuous
Translation

D

Producing concrete, observable
changes in action that directly flow
from those cognitive shifts.

The Missing Link: Cognitive realization alone does not constitute DLL. “The only way
to know if one has learned something is when you can produce in the form of action
whatever you claim that you know.” — Chris Argyris
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The Barrier: The Organizational
Immune System

Threat /
Embarrassment

Defensive Reasoning

A primitive, emotional "fight-or-flight” response
adapted for the office. It encourages people to keep
the premises shaping their behavior private and
avoids objective testing. Empirical Reality:
. In a study of 504 Defensive
Learning hospital improvement Routines

Pervasive Unawareness Blocked b M (Fight-or-Flight)

Individuals rarely realize they are operating (Mazur et al., 2012).
defensively. They remain unaware of their biases and

unaware that they are closed to having their ideas

challenged.

Leadership Gaps

Interventions consistently fail when senior leaders do Bypass &
not actively model vulnerability and authentic inquiry, Cover-Up
structurally cementing the defensive routines.
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The Compounding Cost of Single-Loop Stagnation

Innovation Stagnation

Trapped in incremental adaptation.
Unable to generate Senge's
“generative learning"” or out-of-the-
box ideas because underlying
assumptions are never audited.

Problem Recurrence

Employing discrete, first-order
fixes ensures the exact same
symptoms resurface continually,
consuming resources and eroding
stakeholder credibility.

Strategic Drift

Optimizing the efficiency of
outdated strategies while ignoring
shifting environmental realities.
Leads to “Model O-1" bypass
behaviors when the strategy fails.

Psychological Strain

Workplaces marred by cognitive
dissonance. Employees know the
system is flawed but must use
defensive reasoning to survive,
destroying internal commitment.
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The Revitalization Engine: A Blueprint for DLL
Transformation

Reflective Immunity to
Leadership. Change.
(Modeling (Mapping and
vulnerability and dismantling
inquiry) defensive routines),

Systems & Process &

gg;;:;;ﬁi-r Double-Loop Technology.
s Aut ti
consent and open capablhty asssjr:ljp?irgri1 :L%its)

info flow)

> Psychological
Lesson-Learning. Contract.

(Lootking palst events (Rewarding the
o root logic) quality of learning)

The following architectural breakdown translates decades
of academic evidence into operational practice.
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Intervention I: Leadership & Defensive Routines

Reflect

Case Study: Microsoft

Satya Nadella shifted the culture from "know-it-all"
Redesign to "learn-it-all" by explicitly starting executive
meetings with his own uncertainties, modeling the
vulnerability required for DLL.

Reframe

Case Study: Interpublic Group
The Fix:

Double-loop coaching and Collaborative Developmental
Action Inquiry (CDAI). Leaders must map hidden
‘competing commitments’ and use the Left-
Hand/Right-Hand column method to uncover
discrepancies between thoughts and words.

Dismantled assumptions (“clients can't handle edgy
work”) through immunity-to-change mapping,
replacing defensive routines with small, boundary-
pushing creative experiments.
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Intervention II: Systems & Structures

Human Capital
Innovations

The Fix: Implementing organic structures, consent-based decision making, and heavily protecting psychological safety.
Structures must enable employees to question established procedures rather than merely execute them.

Executive
Leadership

/ ¥\
P\

autonomous
team

Rigid Top-Down Hierarchy

Buurtzorg Netherlands

Replaced traditional hierarchy with autonomous neighborhood teams of
nurses. Teams use consent processes and coaches to continually revise
care protocols based on frontline learning.

Circular Organization (Double-Linking)

Google (Project Aristotle)

Structurally mandated assumption-challenging (e.g., 20% time).
Systematically questioned assumptions about team composition,
discovering psychological safety outranks individual brilllance.
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InteI'VentiOH III: PI‘OCCSS 8 TeChnOlogy The Fix: Integrating Double Kaizen Loops

and using technology (System Dynamics,
Machine Learning, Digital Twins) to make
historical decision patterns and hidden
assumptions visible for testing.

Standard Continuous Improvement

Toyota & Virginia Mason Amazon & Shell Oil

Integrated ‘assumption audits' into daily improvement. Toyota questioned the Shell uses scenario planning simulations to identify vulnerable strategic
sacred assumption of single-source JIT supply chains post-earthquake; assumptions. Amazon uses ML demand forecasting to surface where human
Virginia Mason explicitly tests govemance beliefs when fixing patient safety. forecasters are systematically wrong, forcing an audit of mental models.
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Intervention IV: Systematic Lesson-Learning

The Fix: Most incident reporting generates Single-Loop improvements. DLL requires crisis analysis protocols
and near-miss systems that explicitly log and interrogate the beliefs that created vulnerability.

Traditional What Document Single-Loop
Post-Mortem happened? Error Fix

DLL What What were our Why did we Systemic
Post-Mortem happened? assumptions? hold them? Root Change

U.S. Army AARs: Pixar Post-Mortems:

Institutionalized After Action Reviews strip rank to create Intensive sessions following film completion focused not on
create truth-telling safety, allowing frontline soldiers to blame, but on treating assumption failures (creative,
examine and dismantle flawed doctrinal assumptions technical, collaborative) as pure data to rewrite their
without fear of reprisal. creative process.

www.innovativehumancapital.com


http://www.innovativehumancapital.com

Capability Builder I:
The Psychological Contract
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The Old Contract (Execution)

“You are responsible for having the right
answer.” The organization rewards
predetermined results and strictly punishes
failure, breeding defensive impression
management.

The New Contract (Development)

"You are responsible for questioning whether
our current answers remain right." The
organization invests in capability building and
protects assumption-testing.

Operationalizing the Shift

DLL cannot survive on espoused values
alone. Leaders must draft explicit learning
charters and embed learning metrics directly
into performance evaluation, promotion
criteria, and compensation.
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Capability Builder II:
Distributed Leadership for Inquiry

Executive Core

The Frontline Reality

Assumption failures and contradictions between official Strategic Insight

strategy and ground-truth realities are almost always E

spotted first by frontline workers. & Grp_und Truth
Realities

Democratizing Action Science

Do not restrict inquiry development to senior leadership
programs. Build Action Science capabilities (making
reasoning explicit, actively seeking disconfirmation) into
universal onboarding.

Structural Listening

Implement reverse mentoring, skip-level listening
sessions, and formal roles for improvement facilitators to
ensure ground-level assumption violations reach the
strategic core without defensive filtering.
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From Technique to Identity:

Double-Loop Learning must transition
from 'something we do' to ‘who we are.’

Organizations that deeply embed
continuous questioning into their
purpose naturally reproduce DLL across
leadership transitions.

The Stakes: The Promise:

In an era of unimagined shocks, DLL is not mystical; it is a developable
Single-Loop Learning is a fatal liability. capability. By embracing the

Strategic resilience requires the vulnerability it requires, organizations
systematic, fearless questioning of can unlock sustainable, out-of-the-box
governing assumptions. transformation.

The Ultimate Shift: The Double-Loop Identity
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