Journal of Advanced Research Design 31, Issue 1 (2017) 1-8

Penerbit

Journal of Advanced Research Design

Akademia Baru
Journal homepage: www.akademiabaru.com/ard.html
ISSN: 2289-7984

The impact of learning organization on knowledge transfer
and organizational performance

Open
Access

Ammar Saleh Mubarak Habtoor 1,*, Darwina Ahmad Arshad 1, Hazlinda Hassan 1
1

School of Business Management, Universiti Utara Malaysia Malaysia, 06010, Sintok, Kedah, Malaysia

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Article history:

HEIs are facing major challenges in the current era, and an investigation of their
structures and roles is imperative. The survival and continued competiveness of HEIs
depend on the willingness and acceptance of changes and consideration for the
methods that will allow their practices to be improved. A learning organization is one
that seeks to maximize fully the capacities of its people to change, to survive in a
volatile environment and to sustain competitive advantage. The HEI sector is one such
sector that exists in a volatile environment; this sector needs to be resilient in facing
these challenges and adopting new ways to survive and cope with them. Thus, this
paper proposes that the learning organization approach has a direct influence on
knowledge transfer and organizational performance, which in turn, leads to HEIs
attaining success and continued survival.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Research background
In the current era, organizations are facing several challenges, such as globalization, accelerated
environmental changes, increased competitiveness, continuous technological development and the
emergence of knowledge organizations. To keep up with these economic and technological changes,
the organizations in the education sector, in particular, should adopt the concept of learning and the
principles of the learning organization. The learning organization approach has effectively become a
crucial element for organizations to succeed and survive in a competitive environment [1]. A learning
organization is described as a place where people in organizations are able to create, acquire and
transfer new knowledge [2].
Improving the performance of Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) is a universal concern in
various countries around the world. The higher education sector in Yemen is one of the sectors that
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operates in a volatile environment; they need to be resilient in facing the challenges, adopting new
ways to survive and coping with changes. However, very few studies have investigated this aspect
from the Yemeni context.
Marsick and Watkins [3] pointed out that learning organizations are especially important in the
modern era, where employees can considerably change jobs or can store what they know because
sharing and transferring knowledge may be detrimental to their own success. A learning organization
meaningfully seeks to achieve the full benefit of the capacities of people in the organization to
change, survive in a volatile environment, sustain competitive advantage and improve the overall
performance of the organization [4]. Modern organizations will have to learn faster and better from
previous events, whether successful or unsuccessful; both types of events must be transformed into
learning experiences, which in turn, can develop learning organizations which are suitable places for
individuals or groups at all levels to permanently learn [5].
According to Delfmann and Koster [6], the transfer and creation of knowledge are widely
recognized in management literature as vital elements in knowledge-driven economies. Moreover,
the transfer of knowledge is the foundation to create competitive advantage in organizations [7].
HEIs are essentially engaged in learning, generating and transferring knowledge [8]. In HEIs, the
transfer of knowledge is embedded because HEIs are the main sources of knowledge [9]; therefore,
the seamless transfer of knowledge is crucial to make the knowledge widely accessible [6].
According to Suryadi [10], like other organizations, HEIs should adapt and develop strategies to
respond to rapid changes in a regulatory environment. HEIs in various parts of the world are facing a
dynamic and turbulent environment, including demographic changes in the number of students,
decline in government funding and focus on information technology in learning and teaching.
Modern HEIs are shifting from being public service organizations to market-driven organizations;
thus, they face the need to reform many of the management practices, and one of the most
important of the current issues faced by HEIs is to improve performance. Therefore, many HEIs have
adapted the models of learning organization for facilitating advancement and progress, and to be in
tandem with economic and technological changes [11].
Moreover, educational institutions are also influenced by the rapid environmental changes in the
business context [12]. Many countries around the world are facing a growing demand from different
political, cultural, technological and economic contexts, to enhance their capacities for research and
knowledge production. Special importance has been given to knowledge-oriented institutions, and
this often requires more effort to re-engineer, modernize and restructure the higher education
system to cope with knowledge-based societies, which are volatile and competitive [13]. Based on
these facts, it is necessary to give increased attention to improve the performance of HEIs.
Ali [14] indicated that the survival of HEIs depends entirely on their willingness to accept the
changes, the mechanisms through which they can develop their practices and how they can improve
their performance. Like other business organizations, HEIs have used a variety of methods for
improving and developing the practices, services, managerial processes and competitiveness, such
as the application of organizational restructuring, the principles of total quality management, reengineering processes and training [14]. Becoming a learning organization also is an applicable and
effective way for many HEIs to improve performance and increase competitiveness [14].
In spite of the rapid advancement and the huge expansion of the several facilities in the higher
education sector and the increasing number of students, the Yemeni higher education sector is still
facing crucial problems, such as the low quality of the educational process and a decline in
institutional performance. In addition, it suffers many imbalances, such as a decline in efficiency, the
failure of curriculum and teaching methods, failure to use educational technology, administrative
problems, weaknesses in the infrastructure of buildings, equipment and laboratories, learning
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resources, libraries, facilities and services and poor access to internet knowledge [15]. These reasons
have led to lower levels of higher education outputs, which are no longer in tandem with the needs
of the community in the local, regional or international labour markets [16].
Today, the higher education sector in the Arab countries has witnessed numerous changes, such
as rapid expansion of HEIs, increasing number of students, the emergence of new patterns of
learning, as well as the need to improve educational services and obtain academic accreditation.
These challenges have called upon HEIs to adopt the concepts and practices of the learning
organization and create a leadership that supports this concept [17]. Higan [18] noted the huge
absence of the concept of organizational learning in the management literature of the Arab world.
To improve the performance of HEIs, he stressed the importance of transformation of universities to
become learning organizations, because the learning organization is extremely important to solve
institutional problems. However, in spite of the growing interest in this topic among scholars in
various countries around the world, it is still in its infancy stage in management studies in the Arab
world [1, 17], particularly in Yemen [19].
As evident in the literature, knowledge transfer and learning represent the most valuable assets
in today’s organizations [5, 20]. If knowledge transfer is better managed, organized and carried out
in learning organizations [21], learning and creation of knowledge will have a prominent place in the
organization; people will then transfer knowledge to foster learning in the organization [3]. It can be
said that learning organization and knowledge transfer complement each other. This may lead to
achieving competitiveness. In other words, this complementary link between learning organization
and knowledge transfer within the organization may lead to achieving competitiveness. Generally,
very few studies have investigated the learning organization and its relationship with knowledge
transfer, such as Hernandez [22] in the industrial sector and Salleh [23] in a single educational
institution. However, both were only limited to tacit knowledge, which calls for more research
empirically of this relationship.
Therefore, this paper aims to review the role of the learning organization on reinforcing
knowledge transfer and improving organizational performance, particularly in HEIs. It also highlights
the importance of these issues as a combined approach that organizations can currently adopt to
achieve competitive advantage in both the domestic and international environments.
2. Literature review
2.1 The Relationship between Learning Organization and Knowledge Transfer
Based on a review of literature, learning organizations are skilled in learning from current and
past experiences and from best practices [24], after which knowledge is transferred in a fast and
efficient manner within the organization [5, 24]. Therefore, creating a system or systems that
support/s these practices is necessary for it to be applied more effectively in organizations [24].
Developing embedded systems enables the capturing, using and sharing of knowledge, so that the
organizations can continue to progress and develop and sustain competitiveness [25, 26]. For sharing
knowledge within the organization, knowledge must be transformed from tacit to explicit knowledge
[7, 27]. The learning organization can facilitate the processes of knowledge transfer by encouraging
inquiry and dialogue and discussions among the members in the organization [21, 24]. Garvin [24]
indicated that the learning organization is built on different skills that generate the processes of
knowledge creation, acquisition and transfer. Learning organizations create more new avenues for
speaking, listening, inquiring and questioning of experience [28]. Thereafter, this automatically
creates many ways to transfer knowledge from one person to another throughout the organization
[5]. This indicates that new knowledge can be transferred more effectively in the learning
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organization. In the absence of learning organization characteristics, such as strategic leadership,
embedded systems, team learning and systems connection, it will be difficult to manage, distribute
and categorize knowledge available in the organization [21]. Marsick and Watkins [3] stated that
learning and creation of knowledge have a prominent place in the organization; knowledge can be
disseminated and transferred to foster learning in teams and within the organization. Therefore,
knowledge should be accessible and flow both up and down throughout the organization, whether
through people or technology [5].
Based on a review of literature and previous empirical studies, it is found that the majority of
previous studies have pointed out that the learning organization has an impact on knowledge transfer
[22, 23, 29-33]. However, very few studies have investigated the relationship between learning
organization and transfer knowledge in HEIs, specifically in Yemen. Therefore, this leads to the
following hypothesis:
Proposition 1: There is a significantly positive relationship between the learning organization and
knowledge transfer in Higher Education Institutions.
2.1.2 The Relationship between Learning Organization and Organizational Performance
Many promising and innovative practices have been confirmed to have solutions to improve the
overall organizational performance [34]. More specifically, todays organizations must adopt like
these practices such as a learning organization characteristics. Due to the importance of the learning
organization approach to improve organizational performance and create competitive advantage for
organizations [3, 35], there is an urgent need for more empirical studies to investigate the effect of
the dimensions of learning organization on organizational performance [36, 37]. Learning
organization characteristics can enhance an organization’s abilities to acquire problem-solving
capabilities and behavioural change which can lead to performance improvement at all levels of the
organization [23].
Based on the literature review, although several previous empirical studies have proven that the
learning organization has a significant relationship with organizational performance in several areas
[37-43], nonetheless, inconsistent results are evident in studies that have addressed this relationship
in the HEI area, somewhat more compared to other areas [14, 23, 44-47]. Kumar and Idris [44] found
that there are positive and significant associations between the learning organization and
performance in private HEIs in Malaysia. In addition, the study of Hussein et al. [45], in a public
institution of higher education in Malaysia; and Ponnuswamy and Manohar [46], in Indian HEIs, has
also found that all learning organization dimensions have a significantly positive association with
organizational performance. Another relevant study was carried out by Salleh [23] in Universiti
Teknologi MARA, in Malaysia; the results show that continuous learning, leadership and team
learning are moderately significant learning organization dimensions on innovation and knowledge
performance.
Ali's [14] study of faculty members shows that learning organization characteristics have a
moderate impact on the performance of their institutions. The study also concludes that the
correlation between learning organization and satisfaction with performance is reasonably
significant; the researcher attributed it to the fact that faculty members gave only moderate scores
to the various dimensions of the learning organization. Akhtar et al.'s [47] study on HEIs in Pakistan,
indicates that two dimensions (systems connection and inquiry and dialogue) have a positively
significant impact, whereas another five dimensions have an insignificant impact on organizational
performance. In addition, continuous learning and empowerment have a positive but insignificant
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impact and the hypotheses on the other five dimensions are rejected. The reason for the insignificant
relationship may be due to the fact that most of the respondents did not have sufficient experience
and education to make decisions. In addition, the majority of respondents were young (43%). To
recapitulate, since there are only a few previous empirical studies that have examined this
relationship in HEIs, this study develops its second hypothesis to investigate in-depth the relationship
between the learning organization and organizational performance in HEIs as follows:
Proposition 2: There is a significantly positive relationship between the learning organization and
organizational performance in Higher Education Institutions.
Based on the literature reviewed, the theoretical framework shown in Figure 1 is proposed:

Fig. 1. Proposed conceptual framework for predicting the relationship between
the learning organization and knowledge transfer and organizational
performance

3. Conclusion
The learning organization approach has been adopted by many organizations as a distinctive
hallmark of success and survival in a volatile environment because of its ability to adapt and keep up
with changes. Organizations have to learn from previous experiences, and become an appropriate
place where members at all levels constantly learn as well as engage in new learning processes, thus
facilitating knowledge to be transferred smoothly and easily, which in turn, lead to improved
performance. Like other business organizations, if HEIs aim to be effective, they have to adopt and
create various mechanisms and approaches for improving and developing their practices, services
and managerial processes, such as the application of the principles of learning organization, for not
only attaining their objectives but for enhancing their competitive level as well.
From the review of studies mentioned above, it can be seen that many previous studies have
indicated that the learning organization approach has a significant impact on the transfer of
knowledge and organizational performance, but only a few studies have addressed the impact of
learning organization on the transfer of knowledge and organizational performance in the context of
HEIs, particularly in Yemen. In addition, the application of the learning organization concept as a
managerial concept has not attracted the attention of researchers in the field of higher education.
Thus, HEIs must pay more attention to this concept and its application, so that they can overcome
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current and other potential problems resulting from the rapid and complex changes in the
environment. On this basis, this study mainly focuses on the relationship between the learning
organization and knowledge transfer processes and organizational performance, from the
perspective of HEIs in Yemen. It would be very interesting to explore the role of these variables in
translating the aims of HEIs to become learning organizations with improved performance and
sustained competitive edge.
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