= Global Publishing

Neya Global Journal of Non-Profit Studies
2025

Understanding
Organizational Learning in
the Non-Profits

DOI: 10.64357/neya-gjnps-bld-Irn-org-02

DR. ANNA NEYA KAZANS



Publication and System Notice

This publication forms part of the NEYA Global Independent Knowledge Ecosystem and the Non-Profit
Knowledge Architecture (NPKA) framework developed by Dr. Anna Neya Kazanskaia.

The work is connected to an integrated system of books, research publications, educational materials,
implementation frameworks, institutional modules, and structured knowledge architecture developed for the non-
profit and social impact sector. Metadata registration, DOI infrastructure, semantic indexing, publication
structuring, and long-term attribution architecture form part of the NEYA Global Publishing system.

This publication may be indexed, referenced, archived, processed, or analyzed by academic databases, search
engines, Al systems, semantic discovery systems, and institutional knowledge infrastructures.

Institutional, organizational, implementation, curriculum, consulting, training, database integration, Al training,
or system-level use of this material requires active licensing, written authorization, or formal institutional
agreement with NEYA Global Publishing.

Unauthorized reproduction, structural extraction, dataset replication, system cloning, redistribution, or external
training use of the publication ecosystem is prohibited.

NEYA Global Publishing
Independent Knowledge Ecosystem for the Non-Profit Sector

Version 1.0 | NEYA Global Publishing Publication Protocol



Understanding Organizational Learning in the Non-Profit
Sector

Dr. Anna Neya Kazanskaia

NEYA Global | NEYA Global Publishing
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0009-5669-1676

DOI: https://doi.org/10.64357/neya-gjnps-bld-lrn-org-02

Abstract

Organizational learning is a critical determinant of sustainability and resilience for non-
profit organizations, particularly in low-resource and volatile contexts. Unlike static
operational models, learning organizations develop adaptive capacities by acquiring,
processing, and applying knowledge to enhance performance and mission delivery. This
article analyzes the theoretical foundations of organizational learning—drawing on Argyris
and Schon’s single- and double-loop learning, Senge’s Five Disciplines, and Nonaka and
Takeuchi’s SECI Model—and applies them to the realities of non-profits in developing and
emerging economies. Through illustrative case studies from Uganda, Kenya, Peru,
Bangladesh, Nigeria, and South Africa, the discussion highlights how shared vision, systems
thinking, team learning, and personal mastery contribute to organizational adaptability and
innovation. The article also emphasizes practical strategies for cultivating a learning culture,
including inquiry-driven practices, collaborative exchanges, and digital tools for knowledge
management. By bridging theory and practice, the analysis demonstrates that organizational
learning is both an operational necessity and a strategic resource for non-profits seeking

long-term impact.
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1. Introduction

Non-profit organizations in developing and low-income regions operate under conditions of
economic volatility, shifting policies, and persistent resource limitations. Their ability to
sustain programs and achieve long-term impact depends not only on financial stability but
also on the capacity to learn and adapt. Organizational learning provides the foundation for
resilience, enabling non-profits to adjust strategies, refine practices, and maximize limited
resources. This article explores organizational learning as both a theoretical construct and a
practical framework for non-profit effectiveness, situating it as a vital enabler of

sustainability and mission achievement.

2. Theoretical Foundations of Organizational Learning
2.1 Argyris and Schon: Single- and Double-Loop Learning

Chris Argyris and Donald Schon (1978) distinguished between single-loop and double-loop
learning. Single-loop learning involves incremental adjustments within established
frameworks, while double-loop learning challenges underlying assumptions and policies.
For non-profits, double-loop learning is particularly transformative, allowing organizations

to rethink program design and governance structures in pursuit of deeper social impact.

2.2 Senge’s Five Disciplines

Peter Senge (1990) conceptualized organizational learning through five interconnected
disciplines: personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learning, and systems
thinking. Together, these create a holistic approach to learning, enabling organizations to
align individual growth with collective strategies. For non-profits, cultivating a shared
vision enhances cohesion, while systems thinking reveals interdependencies between

organizational operations and broader social systems.

2.3 Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI Model

The SECI Model (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) describes the cyclical transformation of tacit
and explicit knowledge through socialization, externalization, combination, and
internalization. This framework is particularly relevant for resource-constrained non-profits,

where informal knowledge-sharing often precedes formal documentation. By applying the
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SECI model, non-profits can capture grassroots insights and convert them into structured

organizational knowledge.

3. Core Dimensions of Learning Organizations
3.1 Shared Vision and Cohesion

A healthcare non-profit in Uganda that articulated a shared vision to combat malaria
experienced improved cohesion and service delivery. A unifying vision ensures that staff
and stakeholders are aligned toward common objectives, increasing organizational focus

and accountability.

3.2 Team Learning and Collective Problem-Solving

Team learning encourages collective intelligence and knowledge exchange. In Peru, a
community development non-profit facilitated regular team learning sessions, enabling staff

to design innovative responses to local challenges.

3.3 Systems Thinking and Strategic Adaptation

Systems thinking allows organizations to see interconnections. A microfinance institution in
Bangladesh applied systems thinking to its loan strategies, improving both efficiency and
inclusivity. This demonstrates how holistic perspectives enhance organizational decision-

making.
3.4 Mental Models and Transformative Change

Examining mental models can reveal hidden biases and institutionalized assumptions. A
gender-focused non-profit in Nigeria implemented reflective workshops to challenge

ingrained attitudes, leading to more inclusive program strategies.

3.5 Personal Mastery and Capacity Development

Individual learning fuels organizational capacity. A South African leadership program
promoted personal mastery among staff, resulting in enhanced competencies and stronger

service delivery outcomes.
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4. Case Studies and Illustrative Practices

Case evidence reinforces theoretical insights:

* Kenya: A non-profit overcame structural limitations by embedding a learning culture

that maximized resource use despite financial constraints.
e Uganda: Shared vision fostered organizational unity in malaria prevention.
e  Peru: Team learning initiatives generated innovative community solutions.
*  Bangladesh: Systems thinking improved loan distribution efficiency.
*  Nigeria: Challenging mental models advanced gender inclusion.
e  South Africa: Leadership development enhanced operational effectiveness.

These examples demonstrate that organizational learning not only improves operational

capacity but also expands social impact.

5. Discussion

The synthesis of theory and practice reveals that organizational learning equips non-profits
to navigate uncertainty, mobilize scarce resources, and innovate in response to complex
challenges. However, barriers persist: financial pressures often deprioritize investment in
training, while external donors may impose rigid accountability frameworks that discourage
adaptive learning. Bridging these gaps requires leadership commitment, resource allocation
for capacity building, and leveraging low-cost digital tools for knowledge sharing.
Importantly, fostering a culture of inquiry—encouraging staff at all levels to question

assumptions and propose solutions—creates fertile ground for sustained learning.

6. Conclusion

Organizational learning is not an auxiliary function but a core capacity for non-profits
seeking sustainability and impact. By integrating foundational theories with context-
sensitive practices, non-profits can enhance adaptability, foster innovation, and strengthen
mission delivery. The case studies illustrate that even in resource-limited settings,

organizations that prioritize learning achieve greater resilience and long-term effectiveness.
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For scholars, further comparative research across regions is needed to deepen understanding
of adaptive learning models in non-profits. For practitioners, investing in organizational

learning represents a strategic pathway to maximize impact in challenging environments.
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