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Abstract. To achieve an economic success many economic entities decided to adopt the rules and princi-
ples of learning organizations. The main aim of this article is to identify and analyze the selected aspect of 
the adaptability to the market environment in the group of learning enterprises in Poland. The verification 
of the hypothesis, presented in the paper, has been based on the results of questionnaire empirical studies 
conducted in 2016 on a group of 250 SMEs in Poland. The studies resulted in finding statistical dependen-
cies that show the correlation between the level of organizational learning and adapting to changes appear-
ing in the environment.  
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1. Introduction 

It become visible that globalization and diversity 

issues are more and more crucial not only to the 

survival but to the successful functioning of busi-

ness entities as well, when dealing in the world of 

rapid changes and growing competition in the 

marketplace. Currently, the dynamically develop-

ing market environment is typical for its elements 

of high complexity and uncertainty, enterprises are 

led to the need of use all the knowledge to increase 

their economic efficiency and market position. 

Knowledge become the most important factor de-

termining the success and survival in long-term. 

However, knowledge acquiring is not a natural, 

cost free process. Organizations need to engage the 

significant amount of resources to possess infor-

mation, technology or know-how. 

Analyzing the recent studies, we can see that 

the essential role of learning and knowledge in the 

management of enterprises has become the im-

portant research subjects in economic science 

(Currah, Wrigley 2004). The explanation of this 

situation is that the constant learning has become a 

basic element for organization development, trying 

to adapt to the changes in the environment (Fard 

et al. 2009) and taking advantages of them. As the 

environment become more and more turbulent, 

there is a need of intensification of the learning 

process in the companies.  

The process of organizational learning is a 

tool for present enterprises regulating their activi-

ties in an unstable environment, allowing generate  

 

knowledge from their own experience and the ex-

periences of the others and moreover creating 

unique knowledge resources in particular surround-

ings (Ziółkowska, Tomski 2013). Organizational 

learning is often connected to changes associated to 

environment adaptation and transformation. Based 

on information from surrounding, learning organiza-

tions adapt their forms and methods of functioning 

to be more competitive (Ogrean et al. 2009). This 

adaptation could be, however, not enough to keep 

up with the rapid changes, it is necessary to discover 

completely new economic solutions. 

Small and medium-sized enterprises play un-

deniably crucial role in each economy. These busi-

nesses are generally regarded as the driving force of 

economic growth, workplaces creation, improve-

ment of the flexibility and competitiveness of mar-

kets, and poverty reduction in developing countries 

(Betakova et al. 2014; Okręglicka et al. 2015). Small 

and medium-sized enterprises are responsible for 

the proper level of competitiveness of the markets, 

avoiding their monopolization, and effectively im-

prove flexibility of the supply. SME development 

should be than the priority of each government. 

The national and local authorities should improve 

the condition of creating and running of small 

business, basing on the professional analysis of the 

economic reality. It emphasizes the importance of 

the constant analyzing of this sector in order to 

intensify its future development. As this issue is 

complicated and multidimensional the analyzes of 

this area relate to the selected problems or areas. 
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The main aim of this article is to identify and 

analyze the selected aspect of the adaptability to 

the market environment in the group of learning 

enterprises in Poland. 

2. Theoretical background 

The issues of learning organizations are wide and 

multidimensional. Levitt and March (1988) point-

ed, that in theories on organizational learning ap-

peared the idea that there are dependencies be-

tween organizational learning, organizational 

performance and organizational intelligence. Or-

ganizations focused on learning can find and apply 

new economic solutions, achieving in this way the 

competitive advantage.  

Organizations cannot operate independently in 

the full meaning. They are open systems and built 

networks with other organizations or elements of 

environment. Hannah and Lester (2009) underline 

that enterprise ability to learn and their adaptation 

skills allow them to survive and develop when 

meet threats and opportunities created by complex 

external environments. Consequently, existing 

business volatility leads the organizations to base 

their action on regular creation and integration of 

new knowledge, and thus, to adopt the model of 

learning organization for their daily operation if 

they want to achieve better organizational perfor-

mance and sustainable competitiveness (Dekou-

loua, Trivellasb 2015). The advancement of the 

learning model depends on many determinants, 

including the characteristics of the organization, 

especially its size and market experience. This is 

why small enterprises have many problems with 

the implementation of a coherent model of learn-

ing, although they fully understand its economical 

importance. 

Since the term “organizational learning” was 

first used a quarter of a century ago in a work by 

Argyris and Schon, the intensive evolution of this 

idea took place in economic reflections. Firms 

found very quickly that organizational learning and 

learning tools and techniques can bring many 

competitive benefits for them. Fulmer et al. (1998) 

confirmed that the further evolution of organiza-

tional learning, using the existing learning tools for 

new aims and the constant development of  learn-

ing tools lead to achieve corporate competitive ad-

vantage on the market. 

We can find many definitions and descriptions 

of learning organizations in literature. One of the 

first was this created by Senge (1990), who defines 

learning organizations as “organizations where 

people continually expand their capacity to create 

the results they truly desire”. He stated that in a 

learning organization (company), new and expan-

sive patterns of thinking are nurtured, joint aspira-

tions are set free, and the entities are continually 

expanding its capacity to its future creation (Wor-

rell 1995). In contrast to the Senge’s abstract defi-

nition, Garvin (1993) formulates much more prac-

tical term in which learning organizations are  

skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring 

knowledge, and based on new knowledge they are 

ready to change its own thinking, behavior and 

actions. Therefore, learning organizations have 

ability not only to possess new knowledge, but, 

what is more important, can use this new 

knowledge for improving its performance.  

The present definitions develop and detail the 

learning organization term. For example, Kanten 

et al. (2015) indicate that learning organization 

focuses on “learning” as a crucial component in its 

visions, goals, values and all of its functions. 

Therefore, learning organization basically refers to 

a culture that promotes learning environment, 

which includes both individual and organizational 

learning. Watkins and Marsick (2003) state that 

entity becomes a learning organization when it 

learns continuously and transforms itself. I turn, 

Juceviciene and Leonaviciene (2007) emphasize 

that the learning organizations, by breaking their 

boundaries created by the past experiences during 

learning process, are looking for the solutions, 

which could be more effective and efficient for the 

economic entity. They can leave the existing paths 

and habits, believing that only constant improve-

ments allow surviving in the changeable environ-

ment. 

In other approach, a structure of learning or-

ganization is shaped in a specific form, which is 

focused on constant self-improvements by making 

it easier for the staff to learn (Yaşlıoğlu et al. 

2014). Alipour et al. (2011) stresses that all mem-

bers of learning organization have facilitated ac-

cess to learning, by which it consciously reform 

itself and affects its context in order to improve 

existing systems to acquire and share knowledge 

so that the progression continuation and further 

competitive development can be ensured (Calan-

tone et al. 2002). 

According to Watkins and Marsick (2003), 

there are seven dimensions essential for a learning 

organization (Fig. 1). 

Watkins and Marsick (2003) pointed that the 

above elements integrated in a single approach be 

the key determinants of organizational learn-

ing,leading enterprises toward becoming “typical” 

learning organizations, with all its characteristics. 
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Fig. 1. Dimensions essential for a learning organization 
(Source: Watkins, Marsick 2003) 

Creating this type of organization require the en-

gagement not only assets and financial resources, 

but also the radical change in human resource 

management, creating new way of thinking and 

cooperating. 

In this area, it is stated that individual person 

is always the start and end of all learning process-

es. People (not organizations) are responsible for 

new knowledge creation or acquisition form the 

others, knowledge dissemination, and its imple-

mentation in organizational processes and systems. 

Smith et al. (2014) argues that members of the 

learning organization should not only accept orders 

from superiors, so be the passive recipient of or-

ders. They need to be encouraged to question es-

tablished norms to explore new avenues of think-

ing and to make mistakes in order to improve their 

products/services and production methods. How-

ever, it needs to create the completely new model 

of relations between subordinates and superiors. It 

seems to be particularly difficult in small and me-

dium-sized enterprises, there the whole manage-

ment is focused in the person of the owner, who 

often uses authoritarian management system, 

which does not take into consideration the collec-

tive decision-making. It is concluded that the idea 

of learning organization is based on the belief that 

by collective learning, the organization’s members 

are able to improve the organizations performance 

and competitive advantages. Additionally, it is 

pointed that the individual learning process has 

usually voluntary rather than compulsory charac-

ter, and the biggest challenge is increasing the will-

ingness to learn and than share new knowledge. 

However, just sharing knowledge could be not 

enough because people need to reflect this 

knowledge through their actions and behaviors to 

enhance organizational learning. 

In literature, there is a difference between two 

very close but still separated ideas: the learning 

organization and organizational learning. The con-

struct of the learning organization normally de-

scribes such entities, which possess the skills of 

permanent learning and adaptive characteristics, 

but also developed them in the continuous way. In 

turn, organizational learning, in general, be a sign 

of joint learning experiences used to acquire 

knowledge and develop skills (Lemańska-Majdzik 

2014). This distinction is significant because it 

shows all learning organizations feature learning at 

all levels: individual, group and organizational. 

However, if there are some elements of organiza-

tional learning in company, used at the organiza-

tional level, it doesn’t automatically means that we 

deal with learning organization, which is much 

wider term. It needs to be organized in the form of 

coherent system or (in smaller entities) to become 

a habit, not only incidental activity, which is a re-

sult of the current need. Moreover, the learning in 

organization should be a part of the general strate-

gy of the company, included in all firm’s short- 

and long-term plans. 

Learning organization is identified as one of 

the firm strategy to improve its performance. The 

positive correlation between learning ability of or-

ganization and its financial performance was stud-

ied by many researches (Som et al. 2015). 

According to findings in various researches, 

organizational learning provides competitive ad-

vantage for companies through fostering innova-

tions (Sipa, Skibiński 2015). They launch innova-

tive and rather competitive products or services, 

introduce innovatory working practices and stand-

ards, and ensure constant staff learning improve-

ment and new, advanced technology absorption 

(Garrido, Camarero 2010). 

Many studies present that learning organiza-

tions can successfully adapt to the changing envi-

ronment conditions. According to Senge (1990), in 

the more interconnected world and by the com-
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plexity and dynamics existing in business envi-

ronment, all the economic activities must become 

more “learningful”. Nzuve and Omolo (2012) indi-

cate the most spectacular transitions in corporate 

environment, including:  

− Increased competition. 

− Rapid advancements in ICTs.  

− More informed and demanding global 

population.  

− Increasingly complex (and not so stable as 

expected) global financial system. 

− Last economic recession etc. 

The above changes become more and more 

critical for functioning of organization. We can say 

that the change is nowadays a normal situation and 

cannot look forward to the balance.  

Many organizations do not succeed in learn-

ing because their management boards have a stiff 

vision of their functioning, which is considerably 

separated apart from their environment (García-

Morales et al. 2006). Firms preferring the learning 

organization model in their actions, effectively find 

and take advantage of opportunities and avoid 

threats, and therefore effectively utilize their re-

sources in order to meet market demands and 

trends (Yeung et al. 2006). In other words, the 

more an enterprise is capable of at creating, acquir-

ing, and transferring knowledge and change them-

selves basing on the possessed information’s 

(Garvin 1993), the more likely it is able to deal in a 

rapidly changing, dynamic surrounding of corpo-

rate sector. 

Studying learning organizations can bring 

new insights for makers of strategy, since learning 

organization is able to meet and shape the demands 

of its markets (Kuşcua et al. 2015). Learning capa-

bility can foster enterprises, especially small and 

medium-sized, an ability to identify and respond to 

market requirements better cheaper or faster than 

market rivals (Sok et al. 2013). It shortens delivery 

time of goods to marketplace and increases the 

pace of solving the unexpected problems or com-

plaints reported by clients (Kumar 2005). Learning 

capability enables enterprises to identify channels 

and networks to work more directly with their cus-

tomers, and in this way to differentiate themselves 

from their rivals (Sok, O’Cass 2011). Learning-

oriented operations facilitate interaction between 

parties of transactions: customers and staff, and 

provide the enterprise with proper and extended 

information about client tastes, needs and selection 

criteria (Chenhall 2005). They increase satisfaction 

and loyalty of the customers reinforcing enter-

prise’s brand name and image.  

3. Research description and methodology 

The issues of learning in organization and its influ-

ence on functioning in many its areas is very wide, 

so the holistic view on this issue is very difficult. 

This is why the researches focused mostly on the 

selected parts of this phenomenon. 

The main aim of this article is to identify and 

analyze the selected aspect of the adaptability to 

the market environment in the group of learning 

enterprises in Poland.  

The study starts with a literature review in or-

der to highlight the importance of learning process 

in the organization. Research papers considered for 

inclusion in this literature review are written most-

ly in English, from peer-reviewed journals or mon-

ographs, and accessible through electronic man-

agement databases. Then authors will go on to 

development of the hypothesis: 

H1 – Enterprises with stronger focus on learn-

ing adapt to market environment better than those 

with moderate focus on learning. 

In order to confirm/reject the hypothesis the 

author conducted a questionnaire survey in 250 

enterprises from the small and medium-sized en-

terprises sector from the south of Poland. The re-

search group selection had an accidental character, 

and this is why study should be treated as a seed 

research, identifying correlations/trends, which 

should be confirmed, based on representative  

sample.  

During the elaboration of the paper, the gen-

erally accepted methods of economic research 

were used, including statistical analysis (Gamma 

correlation coefficient) and graphical illustration 

methods. 

The research process was performed in sever-

al consistent stages:  

− Preparing the survey questionnaire and re-

alizing the survey. 

− Preliminary evaluation of research materi-

al. 

− Selection the group of enterprises, which 

could be described as learning organization 

(39.2%) from the total population. 

− Data analyzing for the selected group and 

preparing presentation of the research re-

sult. 

The research group selection was based on the 

combination of approaches presented in literature. 

The survey was directed to enterprises of different 

size, so it was decided that the definition should be 

simplified to be understandable for any entrepre-

neur, even without management knowledge. The 

selection of the research group is therefore the 
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opinion of entrepreneurs about their companies (in 

4-point scale), created as an answer to the ques-

tion: Could you evaluate your company as a learn-

ing organization i.e., open to the acquisition of 

knowledge, focused on the continuous development 

and flexibly transforming itself to adapt to the 

changing environment. 

The presented results base on the opinions of 

managers or owners of the enterprises. The 4-range 

scale was adopted: from 1 – definitely not to 4 – 

definitely yes. 

4. Research results and discussion 

The issue of the learning organizations and its cor-

relation with the environment is complex and mul-

ti-threaded. For the purpose of this paper several 

aspects were chosen, which are divided into two 

groups.   

First group of questions concerns the intensity 

of obtaining information from the environment, 

which can be used to introducing changes in the 

functioning and using alternative management 

tools/methods. The new knowledge can appear in 

the company only through the process of acquiring 

(and proper use) of information, both internal and 

external. 

We assumed that in learning organization the 

process of acquisition of information should be 

intense, multilateral, but also systematic and orga-

nized. 

Therefore, this group consists of four questions 

assessed by managers or owners of enterprises: 
A. Employees have wide access to infor-

mation even beyond their current operating 

needs. 

B. There is a systematic collection of infor-

mation in the company about the environ-

ment (competitors, purchasers, economic 

and technological trends). 

C. The collected information is analyzed and 

based on them needed changes in function-

ing are introduced. 

D. The company compares the achieved re-

sults with the environment (competitors, 

industry). 

Analyzing the distribution of answers (Fig. 2) 

we can generally stated that the mean mostly under 

3 in 4-point scale is not a satisfactory result, con-

sidering the learning  organizations,  which are the 

subject of the research, should be extremely sensi-

tive on changes in the environment and thus con-

stantly focused on the acquisition of new infor-

mation. Only the question considering a systematic 

collection of information in the company about the 

environment achieved the slightly better result – 

above  
 

 

Fig. 2. Distribution of answers – group 1  
(Source: authors) 

The next step of the research was a diagnosis 

if there is any correlation between attitude to learn-

ing of the organization and approach to accumula-

tion and using of information from the environ-

ment. To this analysis the gamma correlation 

coefficient was chosen as the most suitable for the 

collected data (the learning of enterprises was as-

sessed in 2-point scale as moderate level of learn-

ing and strong level of learning).  

There are visible positive dependencies in all 

analyzed questions and additionally in the case of 

question B and C the dependencies could be de-

scribed as strong (Table 1). It means that the more 

the organization is focused on learning the more it 

is involved in collecting, processing and using of  
 

Table 1. Gamma correlation between selected 
questions – group 1 and level of learning in organization 
(Source: authors) 

Question Level of learning of the company 

A 0.329* 

B 0.753* 

C 0.693* 

D 0.428* 

Note: *p-value = 0.05. 
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external information. It confirm the general state-

ment visible in literature, that information is cru-

cial for performance improving an learning organi-

zations are focused on information capturing from 

the surroundings. 

The second group of questions relate in par-

ticular to adaptation to changing conditions in or-

ganization’s environment. Three questions were 

chosen to this group: 

E. On an ongoing basis company analyzes 

and modifies plans of its development. 

F. Changes in the functioning of the company 

are systematically planned and introduced.  

G. The company adapt to market changes 

quickly and flexibly (in the opinion of 

managers/owners). 
 

 

Fig. 3. Distribution of answers – group 2  
(Source: authors) 

In opinions of managers/owners, Polish enter-

prises actively adapt to the changes in environ-

ment, both competitive and macro environment 

(Fig. 3).  

The mean for all the answers presented in 

Figure 3 is above 3 in 4-point scale. It could be 

assessed as positive situation, emphasizing the role 

of organizational learning in adaptability to chang-

es and strengthening of the firm’s competitive po-

sition. 

The further analysis confirmed the strong pos-

itive relations between attitude to learning of the 

organization and the adaptive skills to the changes 

in the environment (Gamma coefficient >0.5). It 

means that the growth of the adaptability is closely 

connected with the increasing level of learning of 

the organizations, especially in the sector of small 

and medium-sized enterprises, which were ana-

lyzed (Table 2).  

Positive and mostly strong correlation in all 

studied areas indicates that these relations are ra-

ther constant. It creates the proper core for future 

representative research. 

Table 2. Gamma correlation between selected 
questions – group 2 and level of learning in organization 
(Source: authors) 

Question Level of learning of the company 

E 0.505* 

F 0.588* 

G 0.631* 

Note: *p-value = 0.05. 
 

In the research process the authors try to find 

other correlation with features describing enter-

prises. Among eight characteristics, the analyzed 

questions stay in correlation only with the scope of 

activity (local, regional and national). The ques-

tions A, B, C, D, E show the visible dependencies 

with statistical significance (p = 0.05). We cannot 

confirm the correlation regarding to questions F 

and G (Table 3). 

Table 3. Gamma correlation between selected questions 
and the geographical scope of activity in learning 
companies (Source: authors) 

Question Level of learning of the company 

A 0.310* 

B 0.333* 

C 0.286* 

D 0.263* 

E 0.253* 

F 0.139 

G 0.162 

Note: *p-value = 0.05. 
 

Additionally, we expected initially the corre-

lation of the analyzed areas with the size of enter-

prises or their age (period of functioning on the 

market), but after the detailed statistical analysis 

our expectation cannot be confirmed.  
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5. Conclusions and limitations 

Current economic activity is characterized by the 

forces of globalization, technology, deregulation 

and democratization jointly creating an extremely 

complex operating environment for companies 

(Gorzeń-Mitka, Okręglicka 2014). Learning is es-

sential for organizations to efficiently adapt to 

these complex environmental conditions and gen-

erate long-term value over competitors (Kandemir, 

Hult 2005; Fraj et al. 2015). Organizational learn-

ing is especially important for small and medium-

sized enterprises influencing their development 

and indirectly the development of the whole econ-

omy. 

This paper examined the links between focus 

on learning of the enterprises from the small and 

medium-sized enterprise sector in Poland and their 

ability to adaptation to the turbulent market envi-

ronment. After statistical analysis of the data ob-

tained during questionnaire research process, many 

statistically significant correlations were found, 

confirming the research hypothesis that enterprises 

with stronger focus on learning adapt to market 

environment better than those with moderate focus 

on organizational learning.  

The results of this study confirm that learning 

organizations respond to changes actively by col-

lecting, processing and using external information. 

They are open for the inflow of the new data, and 

are willing to process and use of them. Learning 

enterprises make efforts to acquired knowledge, 

which becomes a significant source of competitive 

advantage.  

This paper is not free of limitations. The 

strongest limitation of present research is the un-

representative research group, so the challenge for 

the future is to create and realize the fully repre-

sentative research in the area of process manage-

ment and process maturity in Polish SMEs. The 

second problem was the using the proper definition 

of learning organizations. It is not a unified con-

cept and the literature review showed that the defi-

nitions are presented in different way. Additional-

ly, the research group consisted from small and 

medium-enterprises, which necessitates the using 

of the simplified description of learning organiza-

tion. 
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