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1.

This research attempts to determine the direct influential effect a change project
has on the learning outcomes of organizational members. The cognitive change of
organizational members can be classified as their cognitive understanding of a
change project (the What of change) and cognitive understanding of the change
implementation process (the How of change). On the other hand, their behavioral
change is viewed straightforwardly as the cooperative behavior exhibited during a
change project. In this study, the possible influential factors are derived from the
organizational learning and change management literature and the empirical
analysis is based on primary data obtained from a questionnaire survey
administered to the employees of four large corporations in Thailand. The results
reveal that if employees believe that a change project will have adverse impacts on
them, the negative perception may strongly hinder their cognitive understanding of
the What part of the change project and slightly inhibit cooperative behavior. On
the other hand, the perception of a positive impact induces cooperative behavior
and both the abovementioned aspects of cognitive understanding among the
employees to a similar degree. In addition, awareness of the necessity of
organizational learning positively influences the understanding of the What of
change and strongly induces behavioral learning among organizational members.
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Introduction

The imprecise definition of learning makes it difficult to develop arguments

and studies in the area of organizational learning [41]. Since the term
organizational learning is often interpreted differently by different scholars, it is
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necessary to clearly state that, for the purposes of this study, the organizational
learning refers to the process by which an organization acquires new knowledge
and adjusts itself as a means of ensuring continuous development.

Following the above definition, it is crucial to distinguish between the concepts
of cognitive and behavioral development. Cognitive development occurs with the
interpretation of events and the development of in-depth understanding, while
behavioral development takes place when new responses or actions arise [9]. A
number of theorists have argued that behavioral development is often a result of
acquired knowledge [9], while learning only takes place when new knowledge is
translated into a different but replicable behavioral action [4]. The difference
between the two types of development is important because each represents a
different phenomenon, and behavioral change does not necessarily accompany
cognitive change and vice versa [23]. Thus, the appearance of one type of change
does not necessarily reflect the appearance of the other.

Even though no concrete agreement exists on the process of how individual
learning contributes to organizational learning [2; 9], it cannot be denied that
individual learning is important to any organization (e.g. [23; 49; 51]). Indeed,
organizational members are key players in the learning process [17], since their
ability to learn and apply their learning to their work increases the value of the
organization [50]. Thus, the notions pertaining to individual learning are vital to
the understanding of organizational learning [32]. In this sense, it is essential to
examine the factors that influence changes in individual learning in terms of both
cognition and behavior. However, the difficulty of accurately measuring and
observing such changes impedes the analysis of these factors [38].

The current research focuses on the learning that occurs within an organization
at the individual level and attempts to empirically measure and evaluate individual
learning. Specifically, the objective is to examine the cognitive and behavioral
changes in employees when organizational change is implemented and determine
the influential factors.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of
individual learning in organizations. Section 3 presents the study’s theoretical
framework, research assumptions, and hypotheses. Section 4 introduces the field
research conducted for this study, including the construction of the questionnaire
survey, data findings, and analysis. Section 5 details the results of the analysis.
Section 6 provides the research summary and discussion, and Section 7 concludes
the paper.

2. Building an Organizational Member Learning Framework

Bearing in mind the operational definition of the term “organizational learning”
used in this study, organizational learning can be considered to be two-fold
because it involves (1) evidence of improvement in actions, or behavioral
development, and (2) better knowledge and understanding, or cognitive
development. The cognitive aspect is not an alternative, but rather a complement
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to a largely dominated behavioral perspective of change in the past [30]. Thus,
when the cognitive development perspective is incorporated, organizational
learning becomes distinct from mere change, transformation, or adaptation [9].
Additionally, since organizational change can be regarded as an outcome of the
organizational learning process [45], to contribute to the organization's
development, the ultimate goal of organizational change should be to gain
employees’ (1) cognitive buy-in to the change project and (2) cooperative behavior
when the project is implemented. In fact, these two basic dimensions seem to
appear with some consistency in the organizational learning literature [23; 15].

Once it is agreed that organizational learning and change may involve two
different processes [44], the problem lies in how the learning outcome can be
measured, particularly at the individual level [23]. Individual cognition is known,
at best, as an explanatory fiction inferred from observations of behavior [22].
However, changes in behavior may occur without cognitive development, from the
mere need to accomplish a specific task [23]. Conversely, knowledge may be
gained without any accompanying change in behavior [46]. Thus, separate
assessments are required for the two aspects of change.

2.1 Learning in terms of Behavioral Change

Behavioral development takes place when new responses or actions arise [9].
Observing such changes is not problematic if the behavior alone is examined,
without associating it with the underlying mental frames. In this regard, Fiol and
Lyles [23] suggest that at the organizational level, behavioral adaptation can be
measured on the basis of changes in management systems, decisions, and resource
allocation. Accepting the possibility that changes in organizational behavior can
be observed through changes in the way organizations are run, we can suppose that
changes in individual behavior can be similarly observed through changes in
individual actions. In the case of organizational change, evidence of cooperative
behavior during the implementation of a change project constitutes the desired
change in action.

2.2 Learning in terms of Cognitive Change

The investigation of cognitive development has become crucially important in
social science research. The perceptions of human beings do not necessarily rely
on facts alone. Rather, we employ certain mental frames to perceive and interpret
our surroundings [3]. Thus, to ensure that people effectively undergo change, it is
necessary to pay attention to changes in their mindsets [13]. As a consequence, to
capture the cognitive changes within individuals, it is essential to conduct in-depth
assessments that can distinguish cognitive development from pure behavioral
adaptation [23].

The nature of organizational change is a well-functioning combination of the
“what is” and “how to” of knowledge [42]. This distinction is necessary because
the what provides information on the vision and overall direction of the change,
while the how explains how the change is to be implemented and adopted [10].
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Moreover, the identification of change characteristics provides information on
what change involves and why it is important to organizations. It also helps
people gain a deeper understanding of the necessary change. Once the what of
knowledge is delivered, the how of knowledge becomes crucially important
because it involves a more sophisticated knowledge that demands practical
engagement by employees [42]. Specifically, the iow of knowledge identifies the
manner in which employees are to be involved and carry out such change.
Employee awareness of why the change initiative is essential is thus required when
engaging with a change project, and the knowledge of how to change—among
other things—is an important element in the management of organizational change
[29].

On the basis of this notion, the present paper proposes to distinguish the
measurement of cognitive development on the basis of two aspects: the
understanding of (1) what change is and (2) how it should be implemented.

3. Research Hypotheses
3.1 Perceived Impact of an Organizational Change Project

Emotion and attitude are key characteristics of human beings. In most cases,
people’s behavior changes depending on how they feel. Thus, people often use
emotion and not just facts to influence others and help them deal with problems
and seek solutions, even in the case of successful changes [33]. However, altering
an individual's mindset is difficult, since individuals have different mental frames
through which they interpret the world around them [3; 13; 25]. To state it
simply, people think differently. Nevertheless, there is one thing even a diverse
group of people have in common: people have a natural inclination toward the
people, ideas, or objects that they feel positively about and tend to draw back from
those they feel negatively about [19].

An individual’s decision to accept or reject change is influenced by how he or
she perceives the change [12]. That is, upon acquiring knowledge of a change
initiative, people emotionally assess the information and then make a decision on
whether or not to resist [27]. This process is shaped by a number of key variables.
However, the first question people often ask themselves upon hearing of the
change initiative is “How is this (change) going fto affect me?” [5, parenthesis
added].

Change implementation may lead to perceived threats—for example, threats to
job security, performance, power, or the status quo—that will cause the individual
to believe that he or she will lose out as a result of the change (e.g. [13; 18]). This
is because change essentially means doing things differently, which entails the
learning and application of new knowledge [5]. Thus, changes create anxiety and
fear of the unknown. As a consequence, people resist; that is, they refuse to
cooperate with the plan. Indeed, resistance to change seems to be one of the
biggest obstacles to the successful implementation of a change project, and it is
something all organizations wish to avoid. However, it is also undeniable that any
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change attracts some degree of resistance [5]. It is perhaps quite natural that if
people feel that a change will affect them negatively, they will not wish to
participate or become involved in any activity that would bring it about.

In many circumstances, employees do not seek or welcome change and rather
consider it as something that could potentially upset the status quo [48]. However,
on the other hand, not all employees are always opposed to change. In fact,
organizational members often take sides, with some against and others for the
change. The employees who react unfavorably tend to feel anxious about the
change, while the employees who support the change feel comfortable about it and
its implementation [27]. Thus, it is very important to create emotional resonance
and evoke positive experiences when attempting to gain people’s acceptance of a
proposal or idea [25], since people will have a strong tendency to resist if they
believe that it may lead to a negative outcome for them [19].

Hypothesis 1: The higher the negative impact perceived with respect to the change
project, the less the organizational members learn cognitively/
behaviorally.

Hypothesis 2: The higher the positive impact perceived with respect to the change
project, the more the organizational members learn cognitively/
behaviorally.

3.2 Understanding of the Need for Organizational Learning

For additional analysis, people’s understanding of the need for organizational
learning is also taken into account. It may be a cliché to restate that organizational
learning and change are crucial organizational practices. The interconnectedness
of businesses around the world through the use of advanced technology has eroded
the boundaries of business. Given the rapid pace of changes and fast and
widespread information exchanges that characterize the modern business
environment, organizations that can learn and utilize their knowledge quickly and
efficiently are more likely to gain and maintain a competitive advantage [8; 14;
16; 39; 47; 49]. In other words, continuous adaptation and improvement are no
longer optional but rather compulsory to organizations seeking to survive in the
present turbulent business environment [26; 31].

Organizational change and adaptation take place when an organization strives
for survival, especially in the long run. Moreover, changes contributed by
individuals are implemented to drive the organization in the desired direction [10].
In this regard, Marsick and Watkins [39] assert that employees themselves are key
contributors to the success of organizational learning and change. Even if they do
not wish to learn for their own pleasure, they appear to acknowledge learning as a
necessary burden to remain employable [39]. Regardless of whether their
intention is primarily for personal fulfillment or the benefit of the organization,
since organizational learning is widely accepted as an essential tool for the
organization’s survival, organizational members are increasingly recognizing the
need to learn continually.
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Hypothesis 3: The more organizational members recognize the importance of
organizational learning, the more they tend to learn cognitively/
behaviorally.

4. Research Methodology
4.1 Sample and Procedures

The empirical analysis in this study is based on primary data obtained through
a questionnaire survey. The questionnaire items were originally created in English
on the basis of the literature, and the content was carefully designed and revised
with organizational researchers. Since the data for this study was collected in
Thailand, once the items in each scale were fixed, the questionnaire was translated
into Thai. Moreover, the translations were cross-checked with language experts.
The questionnaire was then pilot-tested with twelve Thai graduate students with
various educational and work experience backgrounds in order to observe their
understanding of the questions. The wording, question order, format, and overall
appropriateness of the survey was then refined accordingly. The completed
version of the questionnaire was tested one final time with the employees of a
family-owned service business in Thailand to verify that the questionnaire items
captured the respondents’ perceptions of real situations.

At the time of the questionnaire pilot study, a number of organizations in
Thailand were handpicked using the convenience sampling technique. The
selected organizations fulfill the following conditions: they demonstrably
emphasize organizational learning and human resource development, have had
previous experience in handling change projects, and focus on delivering
continuous organizational development. A letter of invitation was sent to a
number of selected organizations, requesting them to participate in the
questionnaire survey.

Four large organizations, each with employees of more than 800 people,
replied with positive responses. While all the four organizations specialize in
different product types, they are mainly in the manufacturing and trading or
services industries. Pre-questionnaire interviews were conducted with the
companies’ human resources personnel and/or executives in order to gain a basic
understanding of each company and its vision with respect to organizational
change and development. Subsequently, in June 2008, a total of 675
questionnaires were distributed to the participating organizations.

Before the end of July 2008, a total of 642 questionnaires were returned
(response rate of 95.11 percent). The first part of the questionnaire asked the
respondents to recall a specific change project with which they had recent
experience in the organization. In the subsequent sections, they were required to
self-assess their cognitive understanding and behavioral cooperation toward the
changes. After screening the completed questionnaires for unfinished or invalid
responses, 447 questionnaires were included for the analysis.

The demographic characteristics of the respondents are as follows.



Influential Factors in Organizational Member Learning 213

Approximately 41.16 percent of the respondents were 21-30 years of age, 37.36
percent were 31-40 years of age, and approximately 21.47 percent were above 40
years of age. Slightly more than half of the respondents were female (56.15
percent). The majority of the respondents (67.11 percent) hold a bachelor’s degree,
with an additional 16.11 percent holding a master's or higher degree. Further,
10.29 percent of the respondents had been working at their current organization for
less than one year, approximately half (50.78 percent) were there for more than 1
year but less than 10 years, and 38.93 percent had been there for more than 10
years. Finally, 58.39 percent of the respondents were regular employees, 26.17
percent were team leaders or of equivalent rank, and 15.21 percent were at the
middle or upper management level.

4.2 Development of the Organizational Member Learning Measurement
Scale

The study of organizational learning, similar to that of other organizational
phenomena, usually involves some form of measurement [11]. A number of
empirical studies have investigated organizational learning using a variety of
measurement instruments. Aside from the quantitative method, which is based on
the use of questionnaire surveys (see review in [6]), other means such as analyses
of learning or experience curves [21] have been utilized. However, such studies
often adopt the by-products of learning, such as increases in sales amounts [37] or
production capacity [40], as the proxy variables for the outcomes of change.

Empirical studies that examine learning at the individual level are restricted to
the use of cognitive science methodology—namely, cognitive mapping or cause
mapping [7; 20; 36]—to capture the understanding of individuals [24]. However,
these instruments are unable to capture the behavioral aspect of change. In fact,
none of the existing methods are suitable for measuring both the cognitive and
behavioral changes in organizational members.

For this study, a measurement scale was then constructed by using the
following standard procedure: (1) theoretically represent the concept such that its
defining features is reflected; (2) specify the concept by decomposing it into
various dimensions or aspects; (3) compose of a number of relevant indicators;
and (4) synthesize the indicators through the elaboration of a weighted index for
each conceptual dimension (see [11]). Subsequently, on the basis of
organizational learning and change management literature (e.g. [18; 33; 43; 48]),
the following measurement instruments were developed.

Perceived Cognitive and Behavioral Changes of Organizational Members

To measure the participants’ cognitive changes, four items were used to
evaluate their perceptions of a particular change project, its characteristic, and their
understanding of the necessity of the changes (the What of change). In addition,
four items were included to evaluate their perceptions of the overall understanding
of the change implementation (the How of change).

Prior to completing the questionnaire items, the respondents were asked to
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recall a specific organizational change that they were directly involved with and
affected by in the organization where they currently work. A semantic differential
scaling with two contrasting adjectives at the opposite ends of the scale (e.g.
bad/good and unnecessary/necessary for the What of Change; confusing/clear and
problematic/unproblematic for the How of Change) was chosen as the instrument
to measure the respondents’ attitudes [28] in terms of their cognitive understanding
toward such change projects. A 7-point semantic differential scale was adopted
because it allows neutrality and has enough gradations to allow for meaningful
data, and yet is not too tedious for respondents [1]. The ratings 1-3 represented
negative perceptions toward change projects; 4, neutral perceptions; and 5-7,
positive perceptions.

Four additional items were included to measure respondents’ perceived
behavioral changes. A 7-point Likert scale was adopted, with 1 representing
“strongly disagree” and 7, “strongly agree.” Example items are such as ‘I
responded favorably to the change,” and “I am enthusiastic about making this
change happen.”

Perceived Impact of a Change Project and Understanding of the Need for
Organizational Learning

Following the method describe above, six items were developed to measure the
positive and negative impacts of the changes perceived by the respondents. Two
examples of these items are “This change makes my future employment at this
organization uncertain,” and “I receive substantial support from my organization in
terms of obtaining the necessary resources for this change implementation.”

Three additional items were included in the questionnaire to capture the
organizational members’ perception of organizational learning. Example items are

“I basically agree that our ability to learn is the key to improving our work

process,” and “If we quit learning, we endanger out future.” The 7-point Likert
scale was adopted, with the rating of 1 representing “strongly disagree,” and 7,
“strongly agree.”

Control Variables
The following were the control variables: age, gender (0 =male, 1 =female),
education, years of tenure, and ranking within the company.

4.3 Factor Analysis and Scale Reliability

The factor analysis was conducted with Statistical Package for Social Science
(SPSS) version 15.0. The components were extracted using the principal axis
factoring method with varimax rotation and eigen-value greater than unity rule.

Perceived Cognitive and Behavioral Changes in Organizational Members

After removing item 8, which loaded closely on factor 1 (.518) and factor 3
(.552) in the first rotation, three factors were extracted from the analysis (Table 1).
Factor 1 comprises four items representing the respondents’ perceived cognitive
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understanding of a change project (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.939). Factor 2
comprises four items, denoting the respondents’ perceived behavioral change
(Cronbach’s alpha of 0.851). Lastly, Factor 3 comprises three items representing
the respondents’ perceived cognitive understanding of change implementation
(Cronbach’s alpha of 0.796). The factor reduction explains 68.700 percent of the
variance.

Table 1  Factor Analysis of Cognitive and Behavioral Changes in Organizational Members

Factor 1  Factor 2 Factor 3

3. You think this change is. . . useless/useful 917 266 .088
4. You think this change is. . . worthless/valuable .904 283 .103
2. You think this change is. . . unnecessary/ 802 286 138
necessary —_
1. You think this change is. . . bad/good 719 321 210
11. I cooperated. greatly during this change w3 718 136
implementation E—
10. I am enthusiastic about making this change happen 338 708 187
9. I responded favorably to the change 392 .699 175
12. My participation in the change activities contributed
N 151 .673 143
to the success of the change initiative —
6. You think Fhe 1mplementat19n procedure for this 218 153 91
change project is. . . confusing/clear
5. You thll.’lk the 1.mplementat10n procedure for this — 032 110 722
change is. . . difficult/easy -
7. You thlpk the 1mpleme1}tat10n procedu}”e of this 291 268 547
change is. . . problematic/unproblematic e
Eigen Value 5.297 1.380 .880
Percentage of Variance 48.155 12.544 8.000

a) Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.
b) Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
¢) Rotation converged in five iterations.

Perceived Impact of a Change Project and Perception of Organizational Learning

One item with a communality of less than 0.3 (item 16, with a communality of
0.165) was removed from this analysis. Upon the completion of the analysis, three
factors were extracted (Table 2). Three items loaded cleanly on Factor 1, which
denotes perception of organizational learning (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.826). Three
items represent Factor 2, which denotes the variable for negative impact of change
(Cronbach’s alpha of 0.818). Lastly, Factor 3 comprises two items denoting the
variable for positive impact of change (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.535). This factor
reduction explains 55.997 percent of the variance.
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Table 2  Factor Analysis of the Perceived Impacts of a Change Project and Perception of
Organizational Learning

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

21. Learning in my department is seen as a key
commodity necessary for guaranteeing the efficiency 187 —.120 113
of our work process

19. I basically agree that our ability to learn is the key to

. . 764 - .192 .084
improving our work process -

20. If we quit learning, we endanger our future 155 - .103 121

14. This (':har'lge decreases my benefits from this ~ 169 R13 ~ 20
organization —

15. This ghange contradicts my prior belief or past ~ 121 719 — 055
experience of work

13. This (;har}ge makes my future employment at this ~ 131 714 ~ 189
organization uncertain —

17. This chgnge makes my future work easier and more 135 ~ 62 593
convenient

18. I receive substantial support from my organization in
terms of obtaining the necessary resources for this .074 - .063 571
change implementation

Eigen Value 2.782 1.181 517

Percentage of Variance 34.771 14.760 6.467

a) Extraction Method: Principal Axis Factoring.
b) Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
¢) Rotation converged in four iterations.

5. Results

The mean scores, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients of each
variable are displayed in Table 3. Negative impact of change is negatively and
significantly correlated with perceived cognitive understanding of a change project
(r= —483, p <.01), perceived cognitive understanding of change implementation
(r=—204, p <.01), and perceived behavioral change (r= —.402, p <.01). The
results are consistent with Hypothesis 1.

Similarly, positive impact of change is positively and significantly correlated
with perceived cognitive understanding of a change project (r=.514, p <.01),
perceived cognitive understanding of change implementation (r=.409, p <.01),
and perceived behavioral change (r=.529, p <.01). The results are consistent
with Hypothesis 2.

In addition, perception of organizational learning is positively correlated with
perceived cognitive understanding of a change project (r =.291, p <.01),
perceived cognitive understanding of change implementation (r=.126, p <.01),
and perceived behavioral change (r=.428, p <.01). The results are consistent
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with Hypothesis 3.

To test all the hypotheses, regression analysis was performed with the
dependent, independent, and control variables, using SPSS 15.0. Six models were
created. Model 1-2 pertained to the respondents’ perceived understanding of a
change project; Model 3-4, to their perceived understanding of change
implementation; and Model 5-6, to their perceived behavioral change. The
results of the regression analysis are shown in Table 4.

Table 4 Results of Regression Analysis for Cognitive and Behavioral Changes in
Organizational Members and the Influential Factors

Perceived cognitive understanding of Perceived
a change project change implementation behavioral change

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Age 201%* 114 —.034 —.081 .045 —.035
Gender —.058 —.034 —.030 —-.015 —.095 —.059
Education level —.023 —-.032 —.068 —.045 .023 —.003
Years of tenure —.204** —.139* .076 .100 .073 120
Ranking .106 —-.010 .069 .039 165%* .035
Negative impact —.302%* —.002 —.184%*
Positive impact 301%** 271%* 306%*
Perception of % _ .
OL .086 .023 311
F 3.930%* 17.886%* 1.737 5.244%%* 7.438%* 24.989%*
F Change 3.930%* 39.433%* 1.737 10.895%* 7.438%* 50.102%*
df 446 446 446 446 446 446
R 207 496 139 296 279 .560
R’ .043 246 .019 .087 .078 313
Adjusted R’ .032 232 .008 071 .067 301
R’ Change .043 204 .019 .068 .078 236

*p <.05, **p <.01, N=447

The findings suggest that there is an inverse relationship between negative
impact of change and perceived cognitive understanding of a change project (3=
—.302, t= —7.016, p <.01), and perceived behavioral change (3= —.184, t=
—4.469, p <.01). However, no significant relationship is found between negative
impact of change and perceived cognitive understanding of change
implementation. This implies that the greater the negative impact of a change
project as perceived by employees, the lower is their cognitive understanding of
what the change initiative involves and the reasons why it is necessary. In
addition, such employees indicated lower cooperative behavior during the change
implementation. Thus, Hypothesis 1 is partially confirmed.

Positive impact of change is found to have significant positive relationships
with all the three dependent variables, namely, perceived cognitive understanding
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of a change project (3 =.301, t=6917, p <.01), perceived cognitive
understanding of change implementation (3 = 271, t=5.656, p <.01), and
perceived behavioral change (3=.306, t=7.362, p <.01). In other words, as the
perceived positive impact of a change project rises, employees show increased
understanding of the change project, understanding of its implementation process,
and participative action. Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is supported.

The statistical results also reveal that changes in the perception of
organizational learning can explain the change in the members’ perceived cognitive
understanding of a change project (3 =.086, t=2.012, p <.05) and perceived
behavioral change (8= .311, t=7.641, p <.01), both of which had positive
correlations. But such perception of organizational learning necessity cannot
sufficiently explain the change in the employees’ perceived cognitive
understanding of change implementation. Thus, Hypothesis 3 is only partially
supported.

In addition, the majority of the control variables—age, gender, education level,
years of tenure, and ranking within the company—do not seem to have any
significant statistical relationship with change at the individual level in terms of
either cognition or behavior. The only exception is found with the relationship
between years of tenure and perceived cognitive understanding of a change project:
the statistical outcome reveals a negative relationship between the two variables (3
= —.139, t=—1.998, p <.05).

Understanding of the importance of organizational learning has by far the
largest impact on organizational members’ perceived behavioral change, while the
perceived negative impact of change seems to inhibit their cognitive understanding
of a change project to the greatest degree. At the same time, the perceived positive
impact of change has a positive effect of nearly the same degree on all the three
types of changes within organizational members. In addition, the change in
employees’ cognitive understanding of change implementation can be explained
only to a limited extent by their perceived impact of a change project and general
understanding of organizational learning.

6. Summary and Discussion

The objective of this research is to determine the factors that influence the
cognitive understanding and behavioral change of organizational members during a
change project. This study, which is based on organizational change management,
investigates the perceived direct effects of a change initiative on organizational
members as potential factors that influence their learning in terms of cognition and
behavior.

The results of this empirical study, which focuses on learning at the individual
level, have important implications for organizational learning. Generally speaking,
the results are consistent with the fact that people have a natural preference for
self-perceived positive influences and tend to resist negative ones [19].

People often contemplate how change initiatives may affect them personally.
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The perception that a change could hamper job security, decrease the benefits they
ought to receive, or contradict former beliefs may hinder their acceptance of and
participation in the change project. This is consistent with the empirical study by
Dechawatanapaisal and Siengthai [17] on cognitive dissonance and learning. In
general, people are unwilling to step out of their comfort zone. Therefore, if they
feel uncomfortable learning the new knowledge they are given, they are unlikely to
commit to learning the knowledge or to respond by exhibiting cooperative
behavior [17].

First, in terms of the cognitive aspect of learning by organizational members,
the negative impact perceived by individuals seems to be able to explain the
likelihood of individuals understanding a change project (the What of change), but
cannot significantly explain their understanding of the implementation process (the
How of change). To lead to any kind of change, it is essential to gain a shared
vision of the desired future as well as a high level of understanding of and
commitment to the new direction [34]. However, this is not easy to accomplish.
Human nature leads people to protest to or complain about a task they do not like
and did not choose when they find the task to be problematic [31]. This negative
attitude obstructs the required initial acceptance of the change movement. It is
crucial for those involved in a change project to ensure that the change initiative
has the lowest possible impact on organizational members in order to gain their
initial cognitive buy-in. In fact, in the current business environment, successful
organizational adaptation is increasingly dependent on building employee support
and enthusiasm for proposed change plans [43].

On a different note, if changes are perceived to have good and positive impacts
by the employees, they tend to buy in to the concept of the change project, agree to
the change implementation plan, and act in its interest. Thus, the primary
requirement for an organization when attempting to accomplish a change project is
to provide employees with clear and accurate information on job expectations to
help them perform well. This will create reciprocal obligations and mutual
commitment among the employees and organization [48]. In addition, the
knowledge that the organization is supporting employees in implementing the
change task—that is, investing efforts into creating a positive impression
[35]—influences employees’ perception and reaction to the initiative and its
implementation. In sum, when considering the implementation of a change
project, it is necessary for organizations to attempt to increase its positive impact
and reduce its negative consequences on employees.

This study also offers additional analysis on the effect of employees’ perception
of organizational learning on their cognitive and behavioral learning. The
statistical results show that a higher level of understanding of the necessity of
organizational learning can explain positive changes in cooperative behavior and
cognitive understanding of the what of change among organizational members.

In addition, recognition of the fact that the organization needs to learn
continuously in order to survive may make employees realize the need for them to
be supportive and cooperative during change movements. Occasionally, when the
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course of the change implementation is not clear and even the implementers are
doubtful, maintaining focus on the goal of becoming a learning organization may
be a good motivator for employees, inducing them to direct their efforts toward
organizational learning and change [39]. However, it should be noted that
excessive emphasis on the importance of organizational learning should be
avoided, since it may lead employees to overlook prudently of a particular change
initiative. That is, the notion that change is always in the interest of the
organization may lead employees to blindly believe that all change initiatives are
beneficial without carefully considering the characteristics of the particular change
project or questioning the implementation process. Thus, without true
understanding of a change movement, employees may feel pressured into working
toward bringing about the change because they might be on the losing end if they
do not.

To a certain extent, the perceived personal impact of change and overall
understanding of the importance of organizational learning seem to be able to
explain organizational members’ changes in cognitive understanding of the What of
change and behavioral responses to change projects. However, these factors do
not seem to sufficiently explain the changes in organizational members’
understanding of how to carry out the changes. This may imply that cognitive
understanding of the How of change is a more complicated matter that could
potentially involve other factors aside from those mentioned in this study.

7. Conclusion

This study suggests an additional dimension with respect to individual learning
in organizations. Separate approaches to the behavioral and cognitive aspects of
learning were adopted because they represent two different phenomena, neither of
which is adequate by itself, although in reality, the distinction is rather abstract
[46]. To analyze in greater detail the characteristics of cognitive learning by
organizational members, this study decomposes cognitive learning into the
understanding of the general characteristics of a change project (the What of
change) and the change implementation (the How of change). Since individual
learning is deemed crucial to organizational learning, it is necessary to gain a
deeper understanding of the factors that influence the above two dimensions of
learning.

This study further establishes a measurement instrument to capture
organizational members’ cognitive and behavioral learning during a change project.
According to the survey results, organizational members’ understanding of the
need for organizations to learn and change continually for survival has a significant
impact in inducing cooperative behavior as well as their cognitive buy-in to the
change project. However, these two aspects of organizational member learning,
particularly the latter one, are constrained by the effect of the perceived negative
impact of the change project. On the other hand, a perceived positive impact of a
change project seems to have a positive influence on all the aspects of individual
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learning within the organization. This suggests that organizations involved in
organizational change movements should invest efforts in educating their
employees to increase their awareness of the importance of organizational learning.
They should also attempt to increase the direct positive impact and decrease the
direct negative impact that employees perceive with respect to any change
movement. Through these measures, organizations will be able to increase
employees’ cognitive understanding of the change project and promote cooperative
behavior.

It should be noted that this research is not without limitations. Firstly, the
results should be interpreted cautiously. Since the study is based solely on the
self-assessments of questionnaire respondents, the results may be biased.
Secondly, the selection of participants for the empirical study was based on the
convenient sampling method. A study with greater random sampling to include
more diverse organization types will provide a more general finding. Moreover,
while the study attempts to explain the influential factors in each dimension of
individual learning in organizations, the results have only partially explained
cognitive learning with respect to the How of change. Further study of this aspect
is encouraged to gain a more complete understanding of all the dimensions of
individual learning by organizational members.
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