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Objectives: The primary challenge of the research is to identify and define dimensions of organizational learning and the way it affects SME performance. The secondary objective was verification of the research tools created and used in Polish conditions.

Prior work: Most of the so-far-conducted empirical studies focused on the separate areas of organizational learning: behavioral, structural or strategic. These areas were treated comprehensively and the survey questionnaire was developed on the basis of the scales used previously by Sadler-Smith, Spicer, Chaston (2001), Marsick, Watkins (2003) and Perez Lopez, Montes Peron, Vazquez Ordas (2005). Surprisingly, very little research studied the relationship between organizational learning and SME performance. That is why SME performance was thoroughly analyzed in this context.

Approach: The empirical research was carried out in the second half of 2006. The data was gained from the survey of managers of 107 Polish SMEs. Factor analysis with viramax rotation, correlation analysis and cluster analysis were used in order to test the constructed hypotheses. The sales and employment growth figures and synthetic J. McKenzie index were used to evaluate SME performance.

Results: In the empirical study eleven empirical dimensions of organizational learning were identified and defined. They were: strategy stability, approach to risk and experimentation, creating individual learning opportunities for the employees, dialogue and empowerment of the employees, collaboration and team learning, leaders' attitudes, connecting the organization to its environment, knowledge acquisition, organizational memory, hiring and compensation, key results. The empirical research showed that sales and employment growths were the most dependent on the following dimensions: dialogue and empowerment of the employees, collaboration and team learning, leaders' attitudes.

Implications: The research gives an answer to the question: Which dimensions of a learning organization are the most important ones? It follows that the leaders should make every effort to inspire the employees' confidence in each other and create an atmosphere of honest and frank exchange of information and ideas.

Value: The research results fill a gap in the current knowledge of strategic management and can be used by managers, specialists and independent experts. In this paper it is shown that there is an empirical relationship between organizational learning and SME performance. However, the question of the relationship between organizational learning and J. McKenzie index should be analyzed furthermore, because the research did not give an explicit answer.
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Introduction

As in the future organizational learning will be a crucial factor in corporate survival, organizations will have to manage this process more proactively, in an intensive and coordinated way. That is why the subject concerning the influence of organizational learning on business performance is now topical. Surprisingly, very few authors deal with this issue and there is no theory of organizational learning which would take into account the specificity of SME management in connection with the corporate performance. Because not enough attention has been paid so far to the specific character of these processes in SMEs and the impact of the processes on their performance, the question how organizational learning proceeds in SMEs and how it affects their performance is relevant and very important. Authors researching these issues present a number of definitions of organizational learning (Maier, Prange, Von Rosenstiel, Gavin, 1993; Senge, 1990; Mcelroy, 2003; Gardiner, Whiting, 1997; Steward, 2003; Nevis, DiBella, Goud, 1995; Pollitt, 2000; Bukowitz, Williams, 2000; Pak Tee, 2004). Huber (2004: 118) says that „organizational learning occurs when the organization's members revise their beliefs in ways that, when beliefs are acted upon, improve the organization's performance”. It is interesting that in the presented definition the author refers to the organization's performance. Other authors also emphasize that judging organizational learning (Miner & Mezias, 1996) with reference to the organization's performance is very important (Lahteenmaki, Toivonen, Mattila, 2001). 

Organizational learning

The literature on the subject does not develop specific problems of organizational learning in SMEs. We can only find single publications which reveal a low level of formalization (Tsang, 1997) of these processes in SMEs in contrast with large organizations. In their research Sadler-Smith, Spicer & Chaston (2001) focused on the analysis of organizational learning styles and their correlation with the entrepreneurial style and job complexity as well as SME performance. Analyzing the entrepreneurial orientation they used the scale proposed by Covin and Slevin (1988) and discussed the following issues: great pressure on innovation, new products or services, specificity of products or services, marketing first, first we will start innovation. Analyzing the job complexity they studied the following factors: the employees keep learning new things, the employees do a number of various things, the job requires a high level of skills, the employees keep doing the same things, the job requires creativity. 

Analyzing the styles of organizational learning the researchers started from dividing them into two basic categories: passive orientation: lower level, single loop (cf. Argyris and Schön, 1978), adaptive (cf. Senge, 1990), incremental; and  active orientation: higher level, double loop, generative, transformational (cf. DiBella, Nevis, Goud, 1996). 

Argyris and Schön (1978) created the conception of single- and double-loop learning. The single loop depicts a process of learning a determined way of doing the work. In this case specific rules, goals or plans are carried out and not questioned. The alternative is a double loop, which occurs when the organization's members ask about the reasons why certain things are done. The double loop of learning implies courage to revise or even question the existing practice. The outcome is a possibility of changing the strategy which has been used by the organization. When an error detected and corrected permits the organization to carry on its present policies or achieve its presents objectives, then that error-and-correction process is single-loop learning. Single-loop learning (Argyris & Schön 1978: 3) is like a thermostat that learns when it is too cold or too hot and turns the heat on or off. The thermostat can perform this task because it can receive information (the temperature of the room) and take corrective action. Double-loop learning occurs when an error is detected and corrected in ways that involve the modification of the organization’s underlying norms, policies and objectives. 

In his discussion Huber (2004: 136-139) concludes that in the future we can expect organizational learning to be a crucial factor in corporate survival, so organizations will have to manage this process more proactively, in an intensive and coordinated way. It will happen because (Huber 2004: 118): survival in a dynamic and competitive business environment requires innovation, innovation requires new knowledge, or a new way of combining current knowledge, new knowledge, or a new way of combining current knowledge, requires learning. Increasing dynamism of business environments will make firms change faster and more often (Huber 2004: 216), so we can conclude that proactive processes based on the double-loop learning will be crucial as they result in organizational changes.

Some cross-sector research (Sadler-Smith, Spicer & Chaston, 2001) did not establish a cause-and-effect relationship between the style of organizational learning and the performance. Nevertheless this research revealed a possibility of a relationship between the organizational learning and the development (measured by the growth rate of the income) of SMEs being manufacturing companies. The authors pointed out that the differences between manufacturing companies and service ones had become visible. Some imperfection of this research results from limiting it to an analysis of only the structural dimension of organizational learning with the negligence of the strategic and behavioral dimensions; moreover, only one variable representing the performance of SMEs was used.  

In other research (Chaston, Badger & Sadler-Smith, 2001) we do not find any reference to performance. The subject of this research was an analysis of the relations between the level of  organizational entrepreneurship and organizational learning and information management. The authors proved the hypothesis that entrepreneurial companies achieve a higher level of organizational learning than their non-entrepreneurial competitors. They also proved the hypothesis that the synthesis of new information is more effective in entrepreneurial companies.     

Other research (Chaston, Badger, Mangles & Eugene Sadler-Smith, 2001) analyzed the relationship between the learning style, competence and learning system. The research involved 750 (168, i.e. 22.4%, responses were received) small manufacturing firms employing 10 to 50 people. The hypothesis that companies characterized by an active learning style raise their competence was proved.

Sadler-Smith, Gardiner, Badger, Chaston & Stubberfield (2000) developed and implemented a model of collaborative learning in small firms. According to the assumed model all the stakeholders (clients, advisors, business schools) take part in the learning process, the starting point being a diagnosis of learning needs at the individual and organizational levels. With regard to performance the influence of the managers' behavior and the influence of the entrepreneurial style on small business performance were also studied (Sadler-Smith, Hampson, Chaston & Badger, 2000) but this research did not cover learning. Other research was conducted in Denmark (Lund, 2004) and involved five manufacturing firms. The analysis covered the correlation between innovation and organizational learning in the following dimensions: strategic, structural and process as well as external relations. The performance of the firms was not analyzed.

The subject of analysis (Wolff, Pett, 2005) was also the correlation between SME innovation (with subsequent development of new products) and performance.  The research involved 181 American (from the Midwest) SMEs employing not more than 500 people. The income growth rate and profitability (ROA) were selected as dependent variables. The correlation between SME innovation (with subsequent development of new products) and performance was proved.

Wiklund & Shepherd (2005) studied the relationship between entrepreneurial orientation and small business performance. The research was conducted in the UK and covered more than 800 small firms employing up to 50 employees. The research did not concern organizational learning but it is relevant what variables were selected for small business analysis. Namely, the dependent variables were profitability, sales growth and increase in employment, whereas the controlling variables were the line of business, the firm's age, the firm's size.

Van Gelderen, Van der Slums & Jansen (2005) studied the relationship between organizational learning and small business performance. The research involved 91 entrepreneurs (from the Amsterdam region) who had started their businesses not more than two years earlier; the data was made available by the chamber of commerce. One of the dependent variables selected by them was the extent to which the novice business owners had achieved their goals. Moderate correlation between the ability to learn and the achieving of goals set by the entrepreneurs was found.

The behavioral dimension of organizational learning and its relationship with the effectiveness of human resource practices were the subject of research carried out by Perez Lopez, Montes Peron and Vazquez Ordas (2005), who studied Spanish companies employing more than 200 people. The authors identified the following areas of organizational learning: external acquisition of knowledge, internal acquisition of knowledge, knowledge distribution, knowledge interpretation, organizational memory, selective hiring, strategic training, participation of the employees in the decision making, contingent compensation.

Some research concerning organizational learning in the structural context can be found in the studies by Kim (1993) and by Berthoin, Dierkes, Marz (1999). The subject of some cross-sectional research (Berthoin, Dierkes, Marz, 1999) was long-term effectiveness of organizational learning processes in both centralized, hierarchical structures and decentralized ones. The research was conducted in three countries (China, Israel and Germany) and did not prove the hypothesis that hierarchical structures posed a threat to organizational learning.

In their work Marsick & Watkins (2003) proposed the Dimensions of the Learning Organization Questionnaire, which portrays the strategic dimension of the studied phenomenon. The learning processes in organizations are examined here in three dimensions: individual, group and organizational. The authors identified seven separate but correlated dimensions of a learning organization. According to the proposed model, the following dimensions of organizational learning can be indicated: create continuous learning opportunities, promote inquiry and dialogue, encourage collaboration and team learning, create systems to capture and share learning, empower people toward a collective vision, connect the organization to its environment, provide strategic leadership for learning, key results (financial performance and knowledge performance).

This tool was later applied by a number of researchers, for example to analyze non-profit organizations (McHargue, 2003). It was also used to study the impact of organizational learning on corporate performance, the research being done (Davis & Daley, 2006) in 2000 American companies whose income was not less than 100 million US dollars. The research proved a relationship between the level of organizational learning and variables such as income per employee and ROE but no significant relationship was established between the level of organizational learning and ROI. 

The development of research in this field makes it worth giving some thought to the present state of knowledge about organizational learning and trying to critically integrate achievements to date. Although the amount of research on organizational learning, which can be found in the literature on the subject, is significant, there is no theory of organizational learning which takes into consideration the management specificity of SMEs in connection with their performance. As not enough attention has been paid to the specificity of these processes in SMEs in connection with their performance, the question how organizational learning takes place in SMEs and how it affects their performance is both highly topical and very important.

The study had the following objectives, which also reflect the research procedure:

1. the identification of the dimensions of organizational learning in SMEs

2. the understanding of the nature of organizational learning and the way it affects SME performance 

3. the creation of a tool to diagnose organizational learning with regard to SME performance.

The research makes an original contribution to strategic management science in two aspects. First, the literature on the subject made it possible to determine the dimensions of organizational learning - but this was contrasted with the opinions of practitioners; it might have resulted in standardization, in the sense of adequacy check in Polish conditions. Secondly, the arguments which resulted from the empirical research led to a change in the list of the organizational learning dimensions, which makes the picture of the studied phenomenon more complete. The conducted analysis of the literature on the subject had led to putting forward the following research hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1            Organizational learning in SMEs is a multidimensional construct.

Hypothesis 2            Organizational learning has an effect on SME performance.

The research hypotheses were verified by statistical analysis of the empirical data obtained through direct study – the research technique was a survey conducted with the use of a questionnaire, which was the research tool. To specify the dynamics and multidimensionality of organizational learning a versatile perspective was used describing organizational learning in the following basic dimensions: structural, strategic, behavioral. After drawing up the questionnaire the tools applied in the empirical research conducted in the years 2001-2006 were analyzed. The following three scales used in the empirical research deserve special attention:

1. The learning orientation questionnaire (Sadler-Smith, Spicer, Chaston, 2001) – the strategic dimension describing an active or passive style of learning

2. The dimensions of the learning organization questionnaire (Marsick & Watkins, 2003) – the structural dimension, which consists of the following aspects: creation of continuous learning opportunities, promotion of inquiry and dialogue, encouragement of collaboration and team learning, creation of systems to capture and share learning, empowerment of people toward a collective vision, connection of the organization to its environment, provision of strategic leadership for learning. There exist three levels of organizational learning here: the individual level, the team or group level, the organizational level.

3. The scale of organizational learning (Perez Lopez, Montes Peron, Vazquez Ordas, 2005) – the behavioral dimension, which consists of: external and internal acquisition of knowledge, knowledge distribution, knowledge interpretation, organizational memory, selective hiring, strategic training, participation of the employees in the decision making, contingent compensation.

The scales mentioned above complement each other, so it was assumed that there was additive synthesis between them.

3. Research design and sample

In the study a deliberate selection was made (Freedman, Pisani, Purves, 1978: 302-307) – the research involved companies belonging to the Regional Chamber of Commerce (Regionalna Izba Gospodarcza) in Katowice. RIG is one of the biggest economic organizations of local government in Poland and gathers about 400 member enterprises. The research covered SMEs except for microenterprises. The database obtained from RIG was analyzed and 211 companies were selected (without the microcompanies). The target group was the top managers of these companies. At the beginning an attempt was made to carry out the research by e-mail, circularizing the survey questionnaire in this form. In order to avoid the risk of rash deletion of the e-mail from an unknown sender and raise the effectiveness of the research, RIG took it upon itself to send out (three times altogether) the survey questionnaire to its members. Regrettably, the total feedback (after the triple send-out) was about 1% so this method was given up. Eventually, a decision was made to do the research at the companies' premises or in the RIG headquarters - the forms were delivered and collected personally. The proper research was preceded by a pilot study. In the course of the proper research filled-out survey questionnaires from 107 companies were received. This sample was divided into certain categories according to the number of employees, the length of time the firm had been in the market, the firm's line of business. To divide the sample according to the number of employees, the criterion introduced by Weir, Kochhlar, LeBeau and Edgeley (2000) was applied and the following sample structure was obtained: companies employing 10 to 50 people – 39.25%, companies employing 51 to 100 people – 28.04%, companies employing 101 to 250 people – 32.71%. The most companies were in the first category of enterprises, with up to 50 employees. To divide the sample according to the length of time the firm had been in the market, the criterion introduced by Bantel (1998) was applied and the following sample structure was obtained: companies operating in the market for up to 5 years – 15.89%, companies operating in the market for 6 to 13 years – 46.73%, companies operating in the market for 14 to 21 years – 25.23%, companies operating in the market for 22 or more years – 12.15%. The most companies were in the second  category of enterprises, with the length of time in the market of 6 to 13 years - this group constituted almost a half of all the firms. The sample was also divided according to the firm's line of business. The most companies were the manufacturing ones and they constituted almost a third of the researched units. Next were: the sales companies – 16.82%; other service companies – 12.15%; construction companies – 11.21%; real estate companies – 9.35%; transport companies – 7.48%; financial brokerage companies – 6.54%; the other companies – not more than 5%.

The relationship between organizational learning and organizational performance of SMEs – research results

At the first stage of the research a factor analysis was carried out; to classify the factors a taxonomic method was applied, namely the Ward method. The cluster analysis of 105 items (all items were measured using a seven-point Likert scale) allowed to identify the following eleven dimensions of organizational learning:

1. dimension D1 – strategy stability

2. dimension D2 – approach to risk and experimentation

3. dimension D3 – creating individual learning opportunities for the employees

4. dimension D4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees

5. dimension D5 – collaboration and team learning

6. dimension D6 – leaders' attitudes

7. dimension D7 – connecting the organization to its environment

8. dimension D8 – knowledge acquisition

9. dimension D9 – organizational memory

10. dimension D10 – hiring and compensation

11. dimension D11 – key results.

The identified and defined dimensions did not coincide with the original dimensions which had been assumed on the basis of relevant literature. A reliability coefficient was established for the scales measuring separate dimensions - for each scale this coefficient was higher than 0.7, which confirmed their high reliability. Then the relationships were studied between the identified and defined dimensions of organizational learning in SMEs.

The analysis showed no relationship between dimension D1 (strategy stability) and the majority of other dimensions, except for dimensions D2, D4, D8, which were correlated negatively with D1 (at a low but statistically relevant level). The strongest relationship existed between dimension D11 and the following dimensions: D6 – leaders' attitudes, D4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees, D3 – creating individual learning opportunities for the employees and D5 – collaboration and team learning (Table 1). 

Table 1. Correlations between the dimensions of organizational learning

	
	D1
	D2
	D3
	D4
	D5
	D6
	D7
	D8
	D9
	D10
	D11

	D1
	1,00
	-0,26**
	-0,06
	-0,20*
	-0,09
	-0,16
	-0,14
	-0,29**
	-0,11
	-0,14
	-0,13

	D2
	-0,26**
	1,00
	0,54***
	0,68***
	0,53***
	0,57***
	0,57***
	0,51***
	0,56***
	0,50***
	0,53***

	D3
	-0,06
	0,54***
	1,00
	0,79***
	0,77***
	0,84***
	0,77***
	0,76***
	0,73***
	0,67***
	0,74***

	D4
	-0,20*
	0,68***
	0,79***
	1,00
	0,89***
	0,87***
	0,78***
	0,63***
	0,70***
	0,67***
	0,75***

	D5
	-0,09
	0,53***
	0,77***
	0,89***
	1,00
	0,85***
	0,80***
	0,58***
	0,67***
	0,64***
	0,71***

	D6
	-0,16
	0,57***
	0,84***
	0,87***
	0,85***
	1,00
	0,78***
	0,77***
	0,82***
	0,68***
	0,79***

	D7
	-0,14
	0,57***
	0,77***
	0,78***
	0,80***
	0,78***
	1,00
	0,61***
	0,66***
	0,60***
	0,66***

	D8
	-0,29**
	0,51***
	0,76***
	0,63***
	0,58***
	0,77***
	0,61***
	1,00
	0,72***
	0,57***
	0,63***

	D9
	-0,11
	0,56***
	0,73***
	0,70***
	0,67***
	0,82***
	0,66***
	0,72***
	1,00
	0,61***
	0,70***

	D10
	-0,14
	0,50***
	0,67***
	0,67***
	0,64***
	0,68***
	0,60***
	0,57***
	0,61***
	1,00
	0,66

	D11
	-0,13
	0,53***
	0,74***
	0,75***
	0,71***
	0,79***
	0,66***
	0,63***
	0,70***
	0,66
	1,00


*p<0,05; **p<0,01; ***p<0,001

It was also studied whether the differences between the dimensions of organizational learning, depending on the control variables such as the number of employees, the length of time the firm had been in the market, the firm's line of business, were statistically relevant. In the subsequent research nonparametric analysis of variance for independent samples was applied: the Kruskal-Wallis test (Ferguson & Takane 1997: 463-465). The Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA on ranks showed that there were statistically relevant differences (p < 0.05), depending on the number of employees, between the following dimensions of organizational learning: D3 – creating individual learning opportunities for the employees, D4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees, D5 –  collaboration and team learning, D6 – leaders' attitudes (Table 2). 

Table 2. ANOVA – analysis of variance

	
	ANOVA –  enterprises categorized by the number of employees
	ANOVA –  enterprises categorized by the length of time they had been in the market
	ANOVA – enterprises categorized by  the line of business

	 
	p
	p
	p

	D1
	0,247
	0,204
	0,038*

	D2
	0,193
	0,067
	0,423

	D3
	0,036*
	0,331
	0,954

	D4
	0,001**
	0,019*
	0,895

	D5
	0,005**
	0,252
	0,667

	D6
	0,044*
	0,071
	0,900

	D7
	0,427
	0,361
	0,677

	D8
	0,067
	0,593
	0,438

	D9
	0,092
	0,667
	0,938

	D10
	0,052
	0,589
	0,538

	D11
	0,058
	0,429
	0,900


*p<0,05; **p<0,01; ***p<0,001

It was shown that there were statistically relevant differences (p < 0.05), depending on the length of time the firm had been in the market, between the studied categories of enterprises, for dimension D4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees.  It was also shown that there were statistically relevant differences (p < 0.05) between the lines of business, for dimension D1 – strategy stability.

In the conducted empirical research the dependent variable was organizational performance. To assess the performance of the studied SMEs, the profitability index, also called the McKenzie index (McKenzie, 1996), was applied, calculated as the quotient of two variables: gross profit and net sales revenue. (This index has been designed to measure the performance level of an enterprise of any size and line of business. Moreover, the index structure eliminates all the taxation impact  on its level, which is important while assessing the current performance.)

It was also decided to use the sales growth index as the key index of performance considered a category of organizational activity assessment (Zahra, Ireland and Hitt, 2000), particularly new activity assessment.

Furthermore, to assess the performance of the studied SMEs, the income growth rate (Wolff, Pett, 2005; Sadler-Smith, Spicer, Chaston, 2001; Wiklund & Shepherd, 2005) was employed.

The analysis was commenced with statistical variable analysis - the firms above the 95th percentile and below the 5th percentile were removed  as they were atypical observations. The Pearson correlation was calculated between the income growth rate and the dimensions of organizational learning, from D1 to D11 (Table 3). It was demonstrated that there were very clear and strong positive correlations between the income growth and dimensions D2 to D10. Dimension D1  (strategy stability) was negatively correlated with the dependent variable but it was a statistically irrelevant relationship; it is also visible in the scatter graph, where the observations form a chaotic cloud. With regard to the performance measured by income growth the most important factors of organizational learning were the following dimensions: D4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees, D6 – leaders' attitudes, D5 – collaboration and team learning. Dimension D11 (key results), out of all the dimensions of organizational learning, had the strongest correlation with the income growth. The observations visible in the graph lie close to each other.

Table 3. Results of the analysis of the correlation between dimensions D1 to D10 of organizational learning and the income, McKenzie index and employment growths

	Dimensions D1 to D10 of organizational learning
	Income growth
	McKenzie index growth
	Employment growth

	Dimension D1 – strategy stability
	-0,020 
	-0,143
	-0,130

	Dimension D2 – approach to risk and experimentation
	0,556*** 
	0,122
	0,444*** 

	Dimension  D3 – creating individual learning opportunities for the employees
	0,533***
	0,056
	0,468***

	Dimension D4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees
	0,649***
	0,123
	0,609***

	Dimension D5 – collaboration and team learning
	0,559***
	0,128
	0,553***

	Dimension D6 – leaders' attitudes
	0,631***
	0,161
	0,539***

	Dimension D7 – connecting the organization to its environment
	0,499***
	0,066
	0,440***

	Dimension D8 – knowledge acquisition
	0,519***
	0,070
	0,331**

	Dimension D9 – organizational memory
	0,554***
	0,044
	0,360***

	Dimension D10 – hiring and compensation
	0,542***
	0,107
	0,337***

	Dimension D11 - key results
	0,678***
	0,136
	0,473*** 


p<0,05; **p<0,01; ***p<0,001

Discussion, implications, limitations and future research

In the end, the research hypotheses verification results, achieved objectives, contributions to the research achievements and limits of the conducted research were assessed and fields for further analysis were identified. A broad study of the literature on the subject was conducted, whose aim was conceptualization of the idea of organizational learning. Various approaches to organizational learning, their elaboration and modification were presented and an attempt to systematize them was made. Although the discussed perspectives and approaches to organizational learning are different, it does not mean they exclude each other; on the contrary, they are complementary, which shows various aspects of this complex and multifaceted phenomenon. The research tools used in Polish conditions were verified and the dimensions of organizational learning were identified and defined. Generally, the created research tool was appropriate but the dimensions of organizational learning resulting from it did not prove correct because they interpenetrate as the empirical research showed. Eleven empirical dimensions of organizational learning were identified and defined: D1 – strategy stability, D2 – approach to risk and experimentation, D3 – creating individual learning opportunities for the employees, D4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees, D5 – collaboration and team learning, D6 – leaders' attitudes, D7 – connecting the organization to its environment, D8 – knowledge acquisition, D9 – organizational memory, D10 – hiring and compensation, D11 – key results. A reliability analysis of the above mentioned dimensions was conducted, with the use of Cronbach's alpha coefficient (one of the most commonly used measures of the reliability of scales). Thus high accuracy of the scales serving as tools to assess the dimensions of organizational learning was proved.

To sum up,  in Polish conditions, in order to assess the dimensions of organizational learning in SMEs, employing the scales created is recommended, as well as the identified dimensions. The research proved that there were significant differences in organizational learning depending on the number of employees, the age of the company and the line of business. Special attention should be paid to the differences in organizational learning within manufacturing companies – their specificity in this regard can be the subject of further research.

The research proved that organizational performance, measured by sales growth and growth in number of employees, depended on all but one (D1 – strategy stability) of the dimensions of organizational learning, all the correlations reaching a high level of statistical significance. The study showed that sales and employment growth were most dependent on the following dimensions (out of the eleven ones): 

1. Dimension 4 – dialogue and empowerment of the employees

2. Dimension 5 – collaboration and team learning

3. Dimension 6 – leaders' attitudes. 

It is worth mentioning that the research indicated the same dimensions but in a slightly different order. It is also interesting that a stronger relationship existed between the dimensions of organizational learning and sales growth than between the dimensions of organizational learning and growth in number of employees. Dimension D1 showed no relationship to sales growth as well as to growth in number of employees.

A separate piece of research was conducted for  D11 (key results), which showed the highest correlation coefficient (almost 0.7) with sales growth, of all the dimensions of organizational learning. Thus a very strong relationship was proved between this dimension and the dependent variable. Then an analysis of the relation between the dimensions D1 to D10 and the dimension D11 showed a very strong relationship between the results of organizational learning (D11) and all the other dimensions except for D1. The strongest relationships existed for the same dimensions which affected sales growth and employment growth (in a slightly different order). Additionally, it must be said that a strong relationship was also observed between  D3 (creating individual learning opportunities for the employees) and D11 (key results).

The question of the effect of the dimension D1 (strategy stability) on profitability growth requires further research because the analysis results, before the removing of atypical observations, showed a low, but statistically relevant, negative relationship. However, this relationship did not show in the repeated study, which was conducted after the removing of atypical observations. None of the other dimensions from D2 to D11 showed any relationship with the profitability growth of the studied organizations, expressed by the McKenzie index. Further research should also examine other parameters reflecting profitability of enterprises, e.g. the index showing the profitability resulting only from operational activities. Incidentally, it can be supposed that for enterprises outside the SME sector these relations may be different.

Central variables were identified for the selected dimensions of organizational learning with the use of center of gravity method. In order to better understand the nature of the studied phenomenon some calculations were performed, which showed the following central features for these, determined in the previous stage of the research, dimensions: 

1. Dimension 3 (creating individual learning opportunities for the employees) – central feature: my organization monitors the results of devoting time and resources to training.

2. Dimension 4 (dialogue and empowerment of the  employees) – central feature: my organization encourages the people to contribute to the organization's vision.

3. Dimension 5 (collaboration and team learning) – central feature: in my organization the people do not hide their reactions, openly and frankly express their opinions and share their experience.

4. Dimension 6 (leaders' attitudes) – central feature: in my organization the leaders give advice to their subordinates and train them.

5. Dimension 11 (key results) – central feature: the number of new products or services is bigger than in the previous year.

A tool was created to diagnose organizational learning with regard to SME performance. The tool can be employed to analyze the level of the dimensions of organizational learning. The determination of the organizational learning components which are characterized by a low level and the ones which are characterized by a high level can certainly be the basis for setting guidelines by the managers. This tool gives SMEs a practical chance to improve their performance.

The research resulted in the following recommendations for SME managing staff:

1. Managers should be flexibly creative, also at the strategic level. It was shown that the more stable the strategy of an organization the lower the level of knowledge acquired by it. On the other hand, the more flexible the strategy of a company the larger the extent to which organizational systems and procedures support innovation. Dialogue and empowerment of the employees decrease together with the strategy stability, which may cause difficulties in obtaining necessary information and discourage the employees from asking questions – people stop asking what the others think and do not want to listen to their opinions. Growing strategy stability worsens the approach to risk and experimentation and makes both the employees and the customers lack motivation to inform the organization that there is room for improvement. Generally speaking, these directly proportional relationships are best visible in enterprises employing 10 to 50 people and in new enterprises operating in the market for less than 5 years.  Strategy stability is strongly negatively correlated with all the dimensions of organizational learning in the case of manufacturing enterprises. Thus it can be said that in this case strategy stability blocks organizational learning processes. It is worth underlining here that the research showed that the higher strategy stability of manufacturing enterprises the smaller the number of new products and customer satisfaction.

2. Managers should be leaders advising their subordinates, as it was shown that the key results of organizational learning process depend on the leaders' attitudes in the most crucial way. If the leaders advise their subordinates and train them and inform all the employees about the company's objectives, then the organization achieves better results of organizational learning. Leaders themselves should constantly seek opportunities to learn and they should also share the current information with the employees about the competitors as well as about the trends in the market. Moreover, the better opportunities for individual learning for the employees a company creates the better results of organizational learning are achieved and the bigger numbers of new products and services are launched by the company. It follows from what was said that the leaders' role also consists in supporting of requests for training and in creating learning opportunities as well as monitoring the training results. It is also important to keep open discussions about the mistakes so that the people can learn from them and avoid them in the future. 

3. The management of SMEs should be characterized by a will to accept risk and by a positive approach to experimentation, which means for example encouraging people to experiment with innovative methods of work. The research showed that risk acceptance decreases with growth in the number of employees. The level of dialogue and empowerment of the employees decreases with growth in the employment to a significant extent, two-way communication is also worse. Collaboration is better developed in small companies and teams treat their members as peers regardless of their rank. These companies are also the best ones with regard to the connecting of the organization to its environment owing to, among other things, the fact that the customers' views are taken into consideration in decision-making processes. On the other hand, creating learning opportunities for the individual employees is a strong point of enterprises employing more than 100 people. 

4. The level of organizational memory is of significant importance for SME effectiveness. Enterprises should have and use constantly updated databases to maintain their knowledge and experience.

5. The management of the enterprises which have been operating in the market for a longer time should develop specific dimensions of organizational learning. Encouraging the employees to have their own contribution to the organizational vision is particularly important as the research showed that the youngest enterprises, operating in the market for less than five years, achieved the highest level of organizational learning. These enterprises obtained the highest average level in nine out of eleven dimensions of organizational learning. 

6. The managers of an organization should create an atmosphere encouraging open and sincere exchange of opinions and experience as the research proved it was crucial for collaboration. The certainty that the organization will use the team's achievements and the people will be justly rewarded stimulates teamwork. An inherent feature of team learning processes is also the fact that the people treat each other with respect and build mutual confidence.

The general rules for organizational learning, allowing managers to guide it efficiently, are of particular importance because in the future they will create such a way of leading people which will stimulate organizational learning both at the individual level and the team  level. The leaders should do their best to make team confidence grow, to create an atmosphere of frank and open dialogue and to encourage the employees to contribute to the organizational vision.

It is important, as to interpretation of the obtained results, to underline the existence of certain restrictions on the conducted empirical research, the main one being the attribution of its results to the selected sample. So, it is possible that the selection of a different set of organizations and in a different cultural environment could give different results, which could be analyzed  further. On the other hand, the analysis showed very high reliability – the Cronbach's alpha coefficients for each dimension were higher than 0.7.

Another limitation to the presented research, also opening a field for further analysis, is its time dimension. The level and intensity of the dimensions of organizational learning was studied as well as their impact on organizational performance at the given moment of time, which makes the research a unique picture of those organizations. In order to analyze the discussed problem more fully the research should be repeated on the same sample in a few years. It would increase our knowledge of what is happening in Polish SMEs with regard to organizational learning.

In this research it was proved that there was an empirical relationship between organizational learning and organizational performance. In practice it means that organizations reaching a higher level of organizational learning probably achieve higher performance. However, further research is needed to verify the existence of specific configurations of explained variables, which are polarized by control variables. So, it is worth considering whether the amount of earned income causes unique variance in the dimensions of organizational learning in different types of organizations.

Some research on organizational learning and performance could also be done at the individual level, not only at the organizational level, as such a presentation may make us fall into the trap of researching „what others think of what the organization thinks” (Meyer, 2002). The control variables at the individual level (age, gender, education, yearly income) may make the results different, affect each other and then lead to different intensity of particular dimensions. Future research could also take into consideration subjective measures of SME development, as it was shown that subjective measures of development had a great influence on entrepreneurs' decisions and behavior and so on the development of the company. The limitations described above open a field for future research and indicate a need for further analysis in the area of organizational learning and organizational performance.

The review of the literature on the subject proves that the dialectical approach to empirical analysis of organizational learning processes has not been applied so far. That is why further research should also concern analysis of variance of organizational learning in SMEs in the context of strategic entrepreneurship in connection with organizational performance. The contradictions, resulting from the identified dimensions of organizational learning, can be divided into following:

1. Learning through innovation – Acting in accordance with set procedures

2. Creating new models – Using the past models

3. Empowerment of the employees – Supervision of work

4. Teamwork – Individual work 

5. Self-organizing – Mechanistic structure

6. Exploring emerging opportunities – Implementing the planned strategy

7. External partners participation in problem solving – Seeking development potential inside the organization

 A study on the above contradictions will also be a promising direction for further research. 
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