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Figure 3. Tetralogic loop according to E. Morin (1977)
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Argyris and Schén’s (2002) action theory leads us to consider the «depth» of
knowledge changes. Three levels of learning are highlighted. Single-loop learn-
ing consists of adapting to environmental changes through action. Double-loop
learning induces a change in values with regard to the theory of use and strate-
gies. According to the authors, this learning is the only one that enables the values
and standards governing theories of use and organisation to be called into ques-
tion. Furthermore, Argyris and Schan (2002) highlighted a third type of learning:
«deutero learning” (Bateson, 1942) or triple-loop learning, to emphasise the pos-
sibility of “learning about learning” or “learning to learn” and learn lessons from
experience.

Abstract

In the organizational learning literature a variety of concepts exists denoting
some third order of organizational learning, notably that of ‘triple-loop’
learning. Despite this there has been no systematic, critical consideration of
this concept or its origins, impeding both theoretical development and
empirical research. Whilst ‘triple- loop learning’ has been inspired by Argyris
and Schon, we establish that the term does not arise in their published work.

Indeed, we argue that conceptualizations of triple-loop learning are diverse,
often have little theoretical rooting, are sometimes driven by normative
considerations, and lack support from empirical research.

We map the major influences on these conceptualizations, including
Bateson’s framework of levels of learning, and offer an original theoretical
contribution that distinguishes between three conceptualizations of ‘triple-
loop learning’. We also highlight implications for practice, and caution against
the uncritical preference for ‘higher levels’ of learning that is sometimes
discernible in the literature and in practice.

Keywords

Deutero-learning, double-loop learning, levels of learning, organizational
learning, triple-loop learning

Figure 2. Triple-loop learning according to Argyris & Schén (2002)
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This learning requires interaction with the outside, a contribution of energy.
Morin (1977) refers to the phenomena of entropy and negentropy. Indeed, in
order to work a system uses energy. However, this energy inexorably deteri-
orates.

CONCLUSION

Current theoretical and conceptual reflections on triple-loop
learning remain disparate. They do not fundamentally call into
question the work of Argyris and Schon (2002).

With regard to the operational register, the idea of triple-loop
learning reveals the need for work to remodel conceptualizations
and associated methods to grasp their full potential. Used to clarify
the benefits of such learning, the work of the founding fathers does
not clearly lay out an implementation process. In fact, it does not
really provide for an approach more able to reflect the
fundamentally active or process nature of triple-loop learning, its
social dimension and underlying constituent dynamics.
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