By looking at the creative, open-ended conversations that often occur in a company's
hallways, the author discovers a rich metaphor for how organizations build meaning.

The Hallways of Learning
NANCY M. DDtON

ome of our best conversations happen in
the hallways. Ask any conference attendee and you'll likely to hear the familiar
comment, "The sessions were okay, but I had
some great hallway conversations."
Why is it that hallway exchanges,
whether at a conference center or at the workplace, have such a very different feel from the
events that take place in meeting rooms and
offices? Perhaps it's because the hallway takes
away some of the sense of hierarchy, making
the participants seem more equal. Perhaps it's
because the hallway invites multiple perspectives—anyone who wanders by can join in,
adding their ideas to the mix. By the same token, people feel free to walk away if the subject proves uninteresting. (Those organizational norms that require we feign interest in
a topic are weaker in the hallway.) For all
these reasons, among others, we talk more
freely and openly in the hallway—perhaps
we talk in more depth as well, being more
willing to raise those subjects that are of
concern to us but that seem undiscussable in
other settings.

S

The hallway is a useful analogy for talking about organizational learning. Most of the
organization literature considers organizational learning as a process, or a series of pro-

cesses, through which an organization constructs the meaning that guides its action. It is
these learning-related processes themselves
that constitute organizational learning, rather
than the knowledge that is accumulated as a
result of the processes. The accumulated
knowledge is essential—but it is time-limited
and must continually be renewed.
Knowledge renewal is critical because
many of the most difficult problems organizations face are ones they have never encountered before, that are unique to a given
situation. Increasingly, organizational members find that they must learn their way out of
their problems—they must gather the available information and create meaning from it
for themselves. Knowledge from experts or
from other parts of the organization may inform their thinking but cannot replace it.
What is required, then, are processes that allow the organization to continuously construct new meaning; to learn.
It is helpful to consider three categories of
meaning that organizational members construct: private meaning, which can be likened
to Private Office space; accessible meaning,
which is analogous to Hallways; and collective meaning, which corresponds to a Storeroom. Exhibit 1 summarizes the characteris-

The author expresses her thanks to Tom Carter, vice president of
human resources at Alcoa, for suggesting the term "Hallways."
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EXHIBIT l
DIFFERENCES BETWEEN PRIVATE OFFICES, HALLWAYS, AND STOREROOMS.

Private Meaning

Private Office
Meaning is constructed by
individuals out of their experience.
Individuais hoid both explicit and
tacit meaning.

What is known by the individual is
not accessible to others.

Accessibie IVIeaning

Hallways
Collective meaning is constructed
among organizational members
through dialogue,
Only explicit meaning can be
communicated to others, but in the
process, tacit meaning can be
revealed.

What is known by Individuals is
made accessible to others.

tics of each location, and the following discussion takes a closer look at each category.
Private Office
Each and every individual in an organization
constructs meaning for himself or herself.
Each makes sense of what is happening—in
the organization, with co-workers, with customers; each attends classes, reads books,
talks with experts; each plans, strategizes, and
reflects. It is a conhnual process of constructing and re-constructing meaning as the individual encounters new experiences and ideas.
Over time, each accumulates a great deal of
knowledge and expertise about the organization and about his or her job. But even when
we envision a whole organization full of individuals, each possessing extensive knowledge
and expertise, we cannot be assured that the
organization is learning. Each individual may
keep the meaning he or she constructs within
the walls of a private office.
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Coiiective IVieaning

storeroom
Meaning is held in common by
organizational members.
Both explicit and tacit meaning are
held in the storeroom: explicit
meaning in documents and
policies, tacit meaning in the
culture and actions of
organizational members.
Explicit meaning that is held in
common is accessible; tacit
meaning that is held in common is
inaccessible.

Private meaning, then, is that meaning
which the individual constructs but does not
make accessible to others. Imagine a field representative that installs and repairs the company's product and over time determines that
a particular part fails repeatedly under certain
conditions. The field representative has constructed private meaning and, unless he or
she talks with others about the field failure,
the organization will not learn.
There can, of course, be very legitimate
personal reasons for individuals' keeping the
meaning they construct to themselves. For
example,
• the meaning may be about personal
issues that are of little value to the organization; or
• the meaning may have been constructed from information that would violate
someone's confidence if revealed.
There may also be political or logistical
reasons for holding meaning private. For
example.

• an individual may see a personal competitive advantage to keeping the meaning
quiet;
• an individual may have tried in the
past to convey information and concluded that
others are not interested in his or her ideas; or
• there may be no easily accessible
channel through which the meaning can be
conveyed.
Although there are understandable reasons for keeping meaning private, the more
willing individuals are to make the meaning
they are constructing available to others, the
more the organization is able to learn.

Hallways
As long as meaning is held privately, it is protected from the discovery that it may be
wrong or limited in perspective. When it is
made accessible to others, the data on which it
is based can be challenged and the reasoning
and logic that led to conclusions examined.
This leads us to a second category of meaning,
analogous to the Hallways.
Hallways are places where collective meaning is made—in other words, meaning is not
just exchanged, it is constructed in the dialogue
between organizational members. In the process of articulating their own meaning and
comprehending how that meaning differs
from the meaning others have constructed, individuals alter the meaning they hold. The act
of one person articulating the meaning another constructed serves to clarify that meaning
for both. Individuals often do not know what
meaning they have made until they attempt
to put it into words.
The meaning each organizational member articulates influences others. Influence
does not necessarily imply agreement, but it
does suggest a cognizance or recognition. Out
of this confluence of ideas, new meaning develops—meaning that no one individual
brought into the Hallway, It is this joint construction of meaning that is organizational
learning.
It would be inaccurate to equate Hallways
with the simple dissemination of organizational information, although a full and com-
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plete exchange of organizational information
is absolutely necessary for the Hallways to
lead to organizational learning. But information has little meaning in and of itself. Organizational members imbue the numbers and figures they see with meaning—and that
meaning legitimately differs from member to
member. When organizational members read
that the turnover rate is 25 percent, calculate
that the product development cycle is 18
months long, or hear that the organization
failed to get the anticipated $3 million contract, each assigns different meaning to the information—not just in terms of cause but also
in terms of importance and possible consequences.
As Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal have
suggested, what is most important about any
event is not what happened, but what it means.
And because events and meanings are loosely
coupled, the same event can have very different meanings to different people. To the extent that meaning is made privately, it remains
unique to each individual; to the extent that it
is constructed jointly, the organization learns.
The categorical boundary between private and accessible meaning is gradual and
flexible. For example, individuals may be willing to make their meaning accessible under
some circumstances but not under others, or
they may be willing to communicate their
meaning only to select members of the organization. Thus the same meaning may sometimes be private and sometimes accessible.
The Storeroom
Collective meaning is meaning that organizational members hold in common. These are
the norms, strategies, and assumptions that
specify how work gets done and what work
is important to do. CoUechve meaning may be
codified in policies and procedures, but to be
collective, this meaning must also reside in
the niinds of organizational members. Organizational members create the collective
meaning, yet it can become so familiar that
they forget they created it and begin to think
it is simply the "way things are." For example,
it may be tacitly understood that whatever
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else happens, you do not miss your schedule,
or that top management will be selected from
individuals within the finance group, or that
people cover for each other when someone
needs to take care of family responsibilities.
Collective meaning is a storeroom where
the mementos of the past are kept. This collective meaning is extremely important to organizahons^it is its history. Collective meaning is the glue that holds organizational
members together and allows them to act in
concert with each other. It provides a sense of
belonging and community. Collective meaning saves the organization time—there is no
need for lengthy discussions about those issues on which organizational members all
agree—so time can be spent on more critical
issues.
Collective meaning can, however, have a
negative impact on the organization. In a
rapidly changing world, collective meaning
that was advantageous at one point in time
may have become obsolete. If this meaning is
tacit, it may be unavailable to the organization
for examination. Thus, an organization may
not realize that the collective meaning it holds
is dysfunctional. Examples of this are readily
apparent in hindsight: IBM's view of the future of personal computers, or GM's ideas
about what cars the American public wanted.
Collective meaning makes the introduction of new ideas that conflict with existing
meaning difficult to implement. Collective
meaning is viewed, by those who hold it, as
"truth." It is not questioned; the organization's members have no need to question
what they know from long years of experience to be true. For example, when W. Edwards Deming introduced quality concepts
into this country, many organizations "knew"
from experience that improved quality could
be achieved only by greatly increasing cost.
That meaning was so entrenched that many
organizations could not even entertain the alternative—that improve quality could actually reduce costs. It is only in retrospect that we
can see how limiting that collective meaning
was to U.S. industry.
Although an organization's collective
meaning does change gradually over time, as

witnessed by the change to our now generally held understanding about the relationship
between quality and cost, it is difficult to
change collective meaning radically or suddenly because organizational members continually reaffirm their collective meaning with
each other. By definihon, collective meaning
is that meaning which all members hold in
common. Therefore, interaction among organizational members related to collective
meaning will lack differences in perspective.
When everyone is in agreement, there is no
one to challenge the accepted position.
The fact that collective meaning is difficult to change does not imply that it is static;
it is, in fact, continually being reconstructed
and reaffirmed—continually being made. Although a literal storeroom would suggest a
place where items remain untouched for long
periods of time, in our metaphorical Storeroom meaning is constantly being recreated
in the same way a ritual continually reaffirms
the meaning associated with it.

ORGANIZATIONS LEARN IN
THE HALLWAYS
Hallways are the only spaces in which it is
possible for an organization to learn. It can not
learn in the Private Offices, although individual learning can certainly take place there. It
cannot learn in the Storeroom, although the
collective meaning is continually reinforced
there. If organizations are going to learn, they
will need to construct Hallways in which the
learning can occur. The literal hallways will
not suffice for the level of organizational learning that is necessary. In other words, organizations need to develop processes that have
the positive characteristics of real hallways, yet
are more focused and intentional.
Many organizations are experimenting
with processes that seem to serve this Hallway function. Some of these are "whole system in the room" processes such as Work Out
(developed at General Electric), as well as processes developed by various individuals:
Strategic Search Conferences (Marvin Weisbord). Real Time Strategic Change (Robert Ja-

cobs), Open Space Technology (Harrison
Owen), the Conference Model (Fred and
Merrelyn Emery), and Team Syntegrity
(Stafford Beer). "Whole system in the room"
processes bring from 80 to 300 organizational
members together with representatives from
suppliers and customers for a three- to fiveday meeting. Much of the work is done in
small groups, alternating between functional
and mbced groups. Outside professionals facilitate the meetings and follow developed
processes to systematically generate and test
ideas.
Consider one example of how organizations use "whole system in a room" processes
to learn collectively. In 1993, a grocery chain
with 28 stores and $225 million in sales used
Weisbord's process of Strategic Search Conference in a three-day event that brought together over 70 people, including store managers, employees, customers, and suppliers.
Among other issues, the chain had been
struggling with the question of whether to
continue its rapid expansion. Many of the
store managers, valuing the benefits of a relatively small organization, opposed expansion.
However, from the discussions during the
three days, it became clear to the store managers that continued growth was essential to
the chain's long-term viability. The changes in
their perspective came as a result of the reasoning they themselves worked through in
discussion with other voices in the conference. It was reflected in the target the conference set: 100 stores and $1 billion in sales by
1998.
Another learning that grew out of the
conference came from hearing the vendors
speak about how difficult the chain was to
deal with because there was no common
voice. Neither corporate nor store managers
had been aware of this concern. As a result of
the discussion, the chain established a national purchasing director. Many of the outcomes
of the conference were direct, such as the
change in the store managers' perspective
and centralized buying. But an equal number
of indirect outcomes emerged^seeds that
would grow into action plans later on.
Not all Hallways need have the same arSPRING1997
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chitecture. Both action learning (as developed
by Reginald Revans) and learning maps (root
learning) are different in that they make use
of a team approach. Learning maps are
graphic, wall-size illustrations of an issue an
organization is dealing with. Teams from
across the organization meet around the
graphic for two- to four-hour discussions of
the issues illustrated. Because graphics are
more ambiguous that words, the maps provide a focus for the discussion yet allow a
wide range of ideas to emerge.
Again, consider an example. A trucking
company of some 6,000 people at 90 remote
sites used learning maps to facilitate its
change from a long-haul carrier strategy to a
short-haul strategy. Through the team discussions, organizational members came to their
own conclusions about the new plan and
were ready to take responsibility for acting on
those conclusions. Over a period of less than
a month, the whole organization focused on
this critical issue and the implications it had
for each part of the company.
Yet another form of Hallway involves the
whole organization in constructing a viable future. Appreciative Inquiry (developed by
David Cooperrider) and alternative scenario
development (practiced by Peter Schwartz)
represent this form of Hallway, which is based
in social constructionism. Appreciative Inquiry
starts from the assumption that organizations
are products of broad social agreement and as
such are not fixed by history or nature, but are
continuously open to revision. A form of collective inquiry is used to marshal this revision.
Employees are interviewed, not to detect the
problems they face, but to identify the life-giving forces of the organization, those that the organization will choose to build upon.
Consider, for example, the case of a company that had been troubled with an increase
in sexual harassment. Rather than probing to
find examples of sexual harassment, interviewers, using an Appreciative Inquiry approach, asked employees throughout the organization about situations in which men and
women had worked especially well together,
then to consider what factors allowed those
examples of excellence to happen. Thus, the
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whole organization began to focus on how
men and women could work well together
and made plans to create the conditions that
fostered those kinds of relationships. One of
the assumptions of Appreciative Inquiry is
that organizations move in the direction of
what they study—in this case, conditions that
supported productive cooperation between
male and female employees.

CHARACTERISTICS OF HALLWAYS

The use of metaphorical Hallways such as
those just described has increased rapidly over
the past five years, as has the diversity of new
Hallway designs. Still, organizahons are in the
early stages of developing processes that facilitate the construction of collective meaning. As
varied as the current processes are, it is possible to identify common characteristics that
may represent the critical elements any such
process would need in order to facilitate collective meaning. Following is a discussion of
six such elements: (1) reliance on discussion,
not speeches; (2) egalitarian participation; (3)
encouragement of multiple perspectives; (4)
nonexpert-based dialogue; (5) use of a participant-generated database; and (6) the creating
of a shared experience. Perhaps a seventh
characteristic should be added as well—the
creation of unpredictable outcomes.
Exhibit 2 details how some of the processes cited above support these characterishcs. Let's take a closer look at each.
Discussion, Not Speeches
Hallways require organizational members to
interact with each other by exchanging their
data, conclusions, reasoning, and questions
with others, rather than by listening to
speeches or presentations. Although learning
by talking rather than listening goes against
conventional wisdom, recent studies have
shown that the act of orally summarizing information works to strengthen the speaker's
understanding of that information. Although
the potential benefits to the receiver of such
an exchange are apparent, there is evidence
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that it is the speaker who makes the greatest
cognitive gains from the exchange. Individuals organize information differently when
they are going to present it to others, compared with when they are trying to understand it for themselves. It is in the act of
speaking that we cognitively organize what
we know. As Karl Weick puts it, "How can I
know what I think until I see what I say?"
A second beneficial action to the speaker
is perspective-taking, that is, the act of paraphrasing the ideas and arguments of others.
Perspective-taking is more than playing back
others' arguments to check with them for accuracy. It also involves comprehending and
voicing how the situation appears from another's perspective. In addition, the action inclines the other to disclose information more
fully than if the perspective were not voiced.
The additional informahon and the fuller
comprehension of another perspechve work
together to increase the development of new
knowledge out of varying perspectives on a
complex issue. It is necessary, however, to hold
both our own and others' perspectives in mind
simultaneously to create new knowledge. Simply listening to another's perspective is less facilitative of the creation of new knowledge
than is giving voice to the other's perspective.
Collective learning occurs in Hallways,
then, because this metaphorical time and
space is designed to facilitate in-depth conversation between organizational members
about subjects that matter to them.
Egalitarian Participation
Collective learning is more effective when organizahonal members talk with each other as
equals rather than as disparate members of a
hierarchy. Unfortunately, the culture of many
organizations is such that it is difficult for
those in positions of lesser authority to openly challenge the ideas of those in higher positions or even to offer alternative perspectives.
Without the free flow of ideas, learning is
severely limited. Hierarchy is a great inhibitor
of collective learning. As Frank Friedlander
has noted, subordinates may suppress or deny
their own ideas, superiors may impose their
30 ORGANIZATIONAL DYNAMICS

ideas, and either party is likely to distance itself from the other in order to protect itself.
Hallways, then, are designed as places
where managers leave their positions at the
door and where ideas are judged on their
worth, not on who put them forth. The Hallway limits a manager's role to that of parhcipant. There can be no management speeches
(whether intended to set the stage or praise the
good work accomplished) that set managers
apart or highlight the structural differences between people. To support this egalitarian
mode, the gathering may need to be facilitated
by professionals from outside the company.
Multiple Perspectives
Differences foster collective learning. We
learn only when there is a discrepancy between how we are currently thinking about
something and some event or data that calls
our current thinking into question. To the extent that we all agree, or that we detect no difference, we will not learn. Thus, there is a
need to invite multiple perspectives into the
Hallway and, moreover, to tolerate the tension that results from the ensuing differences
long enough that new meaning can be generated from them. Analogous to the need for an
individual to simultaneously hold two perspectives in his or her mind in order to generate new meaning, the collective must also simultaneously contain multiple meanings. The
longer the tension is tolerated, the greater the
possibility that fresh ideas will emerge. Thus
Hallways intentionally invite in multiple perspectives, actively encourage those perspectives that challenge accepted practice, and
steadfastly maintain the ensuing tension
while new learning emerges.
It is helpful to consider Karl Weick's distinction between ambiguous data and lack of
data. As he notes, groups tend to respond to
many organizahonal problems by citing lack
of data, believing the hoped-for solution wUl
be found in additional information. However,
most organizational problems do not require
more information for resolution: rather, it is
the problem itself that needs to be reframed—
the group needs to ask different questions in-

stead of gathering more information about
the same questions. By encouraging multiple
perspectives. Hallways increase the likelihood that someone will offer a useful way to
reframe the problems the organization faces.
One of the most advantageous outcomes
of fostering multiple perspectives is the opportunity it affords the collective to become
aware of the tacit assumptions. Once noticed,
these assumptions can be publicly discussed
and their accuracy and usefulness debated.
Those assumptions that have become outdated and are handicapping the organization
can be discarded and those that still serve the
common interest can be maintained. Without
the group's initial awareness of the assumptions, however, neither can happen, and organizational members remain blinded by
their own unawareness.
Nonexpert-Based Dialogue
Hallways operate with two fundamental
assumptions:
1. Ordinary people, thinking together,
have the capability to generate workable answers to the problems of the organization.
2. There is not just one solution to most
organizational problems^there are many potenhal solutions, any one of which, if agreed
upon, would be effective.
In the natural world, the task of science is
taken to be one of "discovering" those laws
that are "true" and thus can predict the behavior of natural forces. Because the natural
sciences have been so beneficial and are so admired, it is tempting to assume that it is possible to "discover" answers in human systems
that would also allow the accurate prediction
of outcomes. To this end, organizations often
seek experts who can provide the hoped-for
Answer. The search for the Answer often involves the latest management books, wellknown consultants, and highly paid speakers.
But the world of human systems is constructed out of meaning. Organizations, including churches, schools, nations, and families, are products of how those involved think
about them, and, as we are well aware, different cultures think about them differently.

Thus, in human systems, meaning is "constructed" rather than "discovered." Expert answers are useful only insofar as organizational problems are technical in nature—if the
problem is based in human systems, then expert advice, no matter how prized, becomes
only one of many perspectives on an issue.
Most of the truly difficult problems in organizations fall in the latter category rather
than the former, leaving organizations in a
position that often feels too ambiguous for
comfort. But it likewise leaves organizations
with the possibility of an infinite number of
answers. Those answers lie in the inventiveness of the organizational members—ordinary people who, working together, can generate workable answers to the problems of the
organization.
Because there are many potential solutions, it is less critical that the collective come to
a right answer and more critical that collective
meaning is made, so that those who must act
upon the meaning (and often that is everyone)
can support their actions with their own reasoning. This is a substantially different concept
from the familiar idea of including employees
in a decision so that they will later support it.
Organizational members cannot act responsibly except on the basis of their own conclusions—and to reach those conclusions they
must participate in the creation of meaning.
Participant-Gene rated Database
Hallways are data-rich. Participants bring
with them the understanding they have
gained about their own processes, about how
they interact with other parts of the organization, and about what is important to them—
what they value. They bring, as well, data
they have generated about the quality of the
company's products and services and data
they have collected about their customers.
Hallways bring together primary sources of
data, not reports from others, thus allowing
the "sense making" process to be less inferential and more data-based. The data are publicly displayed in the Hallway in charts, process maps, lists, plans, and diagrams so that
each part of the organization knows what all
SPRING 1997
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other parts know—data are "published" in
the comprehensive meaning of that word. It
is, however, not the data itself, nor the sharing of it, but the public discussion that references that data and constructs meaning from
it that forms the act of collective learning.
There are then four critical data elements
in Hallways: (1) the availability of organizational data, (2) the primary sources of the data
being present, (3) publishing the data, and (4)
the discussion that constructs meaning from
the data. These four elements highlight the
differences between Hallways and a more traditional organizational communication process in which learning is sometimes equated
with sharing organizational information.
Shared Experience
Hallways function as a generative metaphor
for the organization. Not only are Hallways a
source of new ideas for the organization, they
are also a shared experience of interacting in
new ways. Hallways, in many of their current
forms, are temporary—organizational members know they will return to their normal
way of relating and working at the end of the
allotted time. However, if over time organizational members have many experiences in
which, as a collective, they are able to generate exciting new ideas, reframe issues in more
useful ways, and act in a more egalitarian
manner, they may come to think of themselves and others in a new light. The Hallway
may itself make another form of functioning
seem more possible, more within reach.
Shared experiences are powerful sources
of shared meaning because it is possible to reference the experience and thus to bring to
mind for everyone a meaningful image. In
large organizations, there are surprisingly few
shared experiences. Organizations tend to organize their meetings, training sessions, retreats, and the like by organizational units or
levels.
Unpredictable Outcomes
When the elements outlined above (i.e., exchanges based on discussion not speeches.
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egalitarian participation, encouragement of
multiple perspectives, nonexpert-based
dialogue, use of a participant-generated
database, and the creation of shared experiences) are designed into a Hallway, then the
meaning that the collective constructs is relatively unpredictable. That may be both good
news and bad news^—the bad news being
that because Hallways require an investment
of time and money, organizations may want
some assurance that the outcomes will be
those that will justify the cost outlay. Regardless of the process (bringing 75 people together for the three days of a Strategic Search
Conference, holding two-plus hours of appreciative interviews with every member of
the organization, or asking every team in the
organization to hold a discussion around a
learning map), the investment is considerable. And when organizations invest money,
they would like to know what they will get
for their outlay.
The good news is that if the outcon:ie were
predictable, organizahons would not need to
intenhonally create Hallways. It is this unpredictability—the potential of the collective to
create never-before-thought-of-meaning, to
reframe problems in unexpected ways, and to
uncover unconscious assumptions that were
getting in the way—that makes Hallways so
valuable. In human systems, the price we pay
for the almost limitless ability to construct our
own future is that the future feels less like a
linear progression and more chimerical.

NON-HALLWAY EXPERIENCES

In addition to identifying the characteristics of
Hallways, it is also important to say what is not
a Hallway. Any meeting in which one or a few
people make presentations or speeches to
many, including staff meetings and briefings,
is not a Hallway. A queshon-and-answer meeting in which top managers field questions
from employees, whether in person or
through teleconferencing, is not a Hallway.
Most management development programs
and professional conferences are not Hallways; they are designed for individual, not col-

lective, learning. Newsletters and reports that
disseminate information are not Hallways. All
of these may be necessary to the functioning of
the organization, but they are not places in
which collective learning can take place.

produce a similar sense of knowing more
about the whole and how the parts relate and
therefore being able to act in concert with that
shared understanding.

CREATE MORE HALLWAYS
COLLECTIVE MEANING
VERSUS GROUP DECISIONS
It is important to differentiate the making of
collective meaning from group decision making. Hallways are about the former, not the latter. The intended outcome is a new way of understanding something that is shared across
the collective. That new understanding may
influence one or a multitude of decisions over
time—but it is the shared understanding that
is the goal. The meaning a collective constructs
and the decisions it makes do not bear a oneto-one relationship to each other. CoUechve
learning may result in an understanding that
action should not be taken, or organizational
members may simply come away with a new
perspechve on an ambiguous issue.
Our negative fantasies and fears about
creating Hallways are more related to decisions than to the construction of collective
meaning. The fears are easy to idenhfy: What
if organizahonal members make decisions that
serve their own interests rather than the interests of the whole? What if no one takes responsibility? What if organizational members
decide to do something that bankrupts the
company? If, as general manager, I am going
to be held responsible for members' actions,
how can I give up that much control? These
are concerns about decision making—not
about the construction of collective meaning.
David Bohm relates a story about a North
American Indian tribe of hunter-gatherers.
From time to time, the whole tribe would
come together in a circle and talk. No one appeared to have called the meeting nor to have
led it; the group made no decisions and seemingly had no agenda. Yet when the meeting
ended, people knew what to do—because
they now understood each other. They might
then get together in small groups and make
plans or decide on specific actions. Hallways

For organizations to learn, they need to create
Hallways where collective learning can take
place. That may seem incongruous at a time
when organizational members are increasingly dispersed, when teams are often only virtual, and when increasing numbers of employees telecommute. Clearly, the traditional
model of organizational members being colocated with a manager who coordinates their
work is in decline. Not only are organizational
members geographically dispersed, but there
are fewer managers to serve such an integrating role within the organizahon. Thus, the major integrative mechanism organizahons have
relied on in the past is less functional.
There is, however, still the need for an integrative mechanism; a way for parts of the
organization to learn from each other and to
build on each others' ideas. Increasingly, that
integrating mechanism may be Hallways,
brief periods when the organization comes together to construct collective meaning. Rather
than the co-locahon of the past, the new form
may be an oscillation between geographic dispersion and periodic large group meetings
such as Strategic Search Conferences or coordinated orga nization-wide discussions.
Increasingly faced with unique and ambiguous issues, organizahons are finding a rich
resource in the collective learning of their
members. However, to tap into that resource,
they face the need to create new processes that
are strikingly different from the ways their
members have interacted in the past. The
number and variety of Hallways being invented attests to the growing interest in collective
learning and to the ability of organizations to
develop new organizational processes.
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