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Summary
[bookmark: _Hlk158801748]Our paper provides an empirical example of the Learning Organisation as a paradox (Vince, 2018). We focus on a UK technologically focused SME and draw on observations and interviews with 21 organisational members to reveal persistent contradictions of learning. We illustrate that, through an exclusive focus on building conditions for learning, the SME unwittingly separated learning and organising. Yet their focus on learning nevertheless mobilised underlying organisational tensions which simultaneously built conditions which undermined learning. This resulted in defensive reactions which simultaneously constituted a position against learning and ultimately meant that the desired consequence of learning often did not happen. We contribute by offering a theoretical model of the Learning Organisation as a paradox which helps explain the contradictions that are always present between the desire to create opportunities to learn and implicit limitations that arise in relation to the everyday organisation of attempts to learn. Practically, we suggest that attending to these contradictions can make learning more likely in organisations and offer suggestions for working with these. 






Introduction
Reflecting the growing interest in utilising paradox theory (Lewis and Smith, 2022; Smith and Lewis, 2011) in management and organisation studies (Cunha et al., 2022; Lê and Pradies, 2023; Pinto, 2019; Schad et al., 2016; Smith et al., 2017; Tomkins and Bristow, 2023), this paper provides an empirical example of the Learning Organisation as a paradox (Vince, 2018). A paradox describes “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist simultaneously and persist over time” (Smith and Lewis, 2011:382). Crucially, “such elements seem logical when considered in isolation, but irrational, inconsistent, and even absurd when juxtaposed’ (p.382). We suggest that the Learning Organisation construct, which broadly pivots on claims that the elevation of learning underpins organisational success (Senge, 1990), reveals three key overarching and interconnected contradictions, which to date have been insufficiently recognised. These relate to the contradictions in its focus- combining the activities of learning and organising (Smith and Lewis, 2011); contradictions in its position-it is possible to be both for and against learning (Contu et al., 2003; Vince, 2018); and contradictions in its consequences-learning both happens and does not (Vince, 2008). We argue that understanding the Learning Organisation as a paradox can contribute to emerging work which seeks to “foster the development of an organisational learning theory that more fully reflects the richness and complexity of organisational life” (Bristow et al, 2022: 224). 
[bookmark: _Hlk153362545]Responding to calls for research which explores organisational learning in a greater diversity of settings (Bristow et al., 2022), we focus on learning in the typically neglected SME context (Querbach et al., 2022; Short, 2019). Our paper focuses on a UK SME who offer digital marketing solutions and are principally comprised of young graduate level employees. They operate in what they describe as a ‘fast changing market’ that demands continuous innovation and accordingly, requires scarce specialist skills which must be continually updated. In light of these conditions allied to graduate expectations which increasingly demand development opportunities (Lub et al., 2016; Maxwell et al., 2010), our SME aspired to be, what they themselves described as a ‘Learning Organisation’.  Drawing on observations and interviews with 21 organisational members, we reveal persistent contradictions of learning. We illustrate that, through an exclusive focus on building conditions for learning, the SME unwittingly separated learning and organising. Yet their focus on learning nevertheless mobilised underlying organisational tensions which simultaneously built conditions which undermined learning. This resulted in defensive reactions which simultaneously constituted a position against learning and ultimately meant that the desired consequence of learning often did not happen. Our contribution is to offer a theoretical model of the Learning Organisation as a paradox which helps explain the contradictions that are always present between the desire to create opportunities to learn and implicit limitations that arise in relation to the everyday organisation of attempts to learn. Practically, we suggest that attending to these contradictions can make learning more likely in organisations and offer suggestions for working with these.
Our paper is structured as follows. We begin by further explicating our theoretical perspective on the Learning Organisation as a paradox. We then consider the empirical context of our research before describing our qualitative research approach which utilised observation and semi-structured interviews with both employees and the owner managers. We then present our analysis which seeks to illuminate the contradictions which arose in our SME’s attempts to enact the Learning Organisation concept. Finally, we discuss our findings and offer our theoretical and practical contributions.


A Paradoxical Perspective on the Learning Organisation
A paradox perspective provides a metatheory for understanding tensions in organisational life.  Tensions are constituted by opposing yet interrelated elements of organisational concern such as flexibility v control, exploration v exploitation and global v local (Lewis and Smith, 2014).  Tensions are viewed as “ubiquitous and persistent forces that challenge and fuel long-term success” (Lewis and Smith, 2014: 129). The persistence of tensions means that they are continually enacted over time and play out in diverse ways (Schad et al., 2016) making them unreceptive to resolution (Smith and Lewis, 2011). The core premise of a paradox perspective is a need to embrace multiple, opposing forces simultaneously (Smith and Lewis, 2011). It therefore encourages a shift from “either/or” thinking to “both/and approaches”. We suggest that a paradox lens is especially apposite for bringing to light the rarely explored tensions of the Learning Organisation. We argue that this becomes increasingly important given recent debates surrounding the concept’s utility (Pedler & Burgoyne, 2017, Elkjaer, 2022). While its advocates suggest it is “an idea whose time has now come” (Cheese, 2017: 5 as cited in Daly and Overton, 2017), its critics have simultaneously questioned its very existence (Pedler & Burgoyne, 2017). We contend that it is through better understanding its contradictions that learning in organisations can be better supported. Below we identify three key sets of inter-related contradictions which are fundamental to the notion of a Learning Organisation. 
Contradictions of focus: Learning and Organising
Portrayed as a panacea for all organisational ills (Tosey, 2005), a Learning Organisation has been defined as one that has an enhanced capacity to learn and to transform (Watkins and Marsick, 1993). For us, it is an idea that problematically views learning as a distinct and independent activity from organising. This is exemplified in accounts which are concerned to specify its dimensions. For example, Watkins and Marsick, (1993) identify seven dimensions that foster learning including creation of continuous learning opportunities, (especially informal ones), promoting inquiry and dialogue, and encouraging collaboration. In mainstream accounts, learning becomes possible precisely because individuals are freed from the shackles of organising (Barker and Camarata, 1998). In these ways, the Learning Organisation polarises the activities of learning and organising and in so doing, masks or ignores their interdependence (Lewis and Smith, 2014) which ironically is hidden in plain sight in its very description- the Learning-Organisation. 
In contrast, a paradox lens helps us to see their interdependence and co-existence. Indeed, Smith and Lewis (2011:383) identify that juxtaposing learning and organising constitutes a key paradox of organisational life since “organisational routines and capabilities seek stability, clarity, focus, and efficiency while also enabling dynamic, flexible, and agile outcomes”. Such contradictions have been fleetingly surfaced in the Learning Organisation literature. For example, Grieves (2008: 465) highlights that “designing an organisation contradicts the principles of continual transformation”. He notes that efforts to continually transform or learn reflect ideas of flexibility, fluidity, boundarylessness and adaptability which fail to consider obvious tensions, with for example, exploitation and domination characteristic of organising efforts. In addition, Driver (2002) highlights how efforts to learn clash with efforts to control- a basic concern of organising. They therefore acknowledge that efforts to learn fundamentally challenge practices and orders of organising and vice versa. It is to recognise a dynamic bi-directional relationship between the two activities: Learning impacts on organising and organising impacts on learning (Vince, 2004). Organising can then not be assumed to be an obstacle to learning as depicted in mainstream accounts but is itself “productive and constitutive of learning” (Bristow et al., 2022: 225). 
Recognising the ongoing interdependence of learning and organising then allows us to see how efforts to learn in organisations inevitably mobilise organisational dynamics which shape learning possibilities. These dynamics reflect the political context in which learning takes place and work to make salient and accentuate the tensions between learning and organising. These underlying dynamics relate to for example, differing perspectives, competition for scarce resources and conflicting demands between the long and short term (Pinto, 2019; Smith and Lewis, 2011). These competing forces present challenges for the Learning Organisation which are not easily reconciled. For example, it is improbable that individual and organisational learning perspectives seamlessly align (Fenwick, 1998) and it is entirely probable that short term organisational demands may sacrifice long term learning demands since investment in the latter may not be immediately returned. 
Contradictions of position: For and against learning
Once we accept the tensions that arise in putting together the activities of learning and organising (Vince, 2018), a second contradiction arises- one that relates to the position of the Learning Organisation. Reflecting broader contemporary discourses of learning (Handley, 2018), its advocates typically position learning as inherently positive and unproblematic upholding learning as empowering and liberating (Senge, 1990) enabling members to ‘grow and glow’ (Daly and Overton, 2017). Indeed, the strength of this position ostensibly provides no alternative (Contu et al., 2003). Yet more critical accounts question such an unequivocal stance for learning and argue that learning can also be coercive causing pain and discomfort (Coopey, 1995; Driver, 2002) making it equally possible to take a previously unthinkable position against learning (Contu et al., 2003). Taking a stance against learning is to recognise that learning can also be understood as negative and problematic. For example, Pedler and Burgoyne (2017: 120) describe a company who deliberately chose not to label themselves as a Learning Organisation due to fears that “the stock market might think they had gone soft”. While this example directly opposes the position of Coopey (1995) and Driver (2002), it serves to highlight the contradictory positions that the Learning Organisation can evoke to underline that “being for the Learning Organisation also means being against it” (Vince, 2018: 274). 
Contradictions of consequences: Learning happens and does not
The contradictory position of simultaneously being for and against learning in turn is associated with paradoxical consequences of the Learning Organisation. The unambiguous intended consequence of the Learning Organisation is that it transforms organisational capabilities and practices (Pedler et al., 1991, Senge, 1990) to provide dramatic benefits. Indeed, while conceding that such benefits may have been somewhat delayed, its advocates now loudly celebrate the realisation of Senge’s (1990) original vision (Daly & Overton, 2017).  Yet its rarely seen unintended consequence is that it also undermines and inhibits learning (Vince, 2018) yielding unwanted detrimental effects. Given the organisational dynamics mobilised in bringing together the activities of learning and organising described above which both support and constrain learning, “the contradictions of learning and not-learning” (Vince, 2008: 97 our emphasis) are brought into focus. It is important then to acknowledge that while development is facilitated in organisations, at the same time members also refrain, avoid, and fail to learn (Vince, 2008). 
Coping with contradictions
While we do not claim that the above contradictions are new, they have nevertheless rarely been central to analysis of the Learning Organisation (Vince, 2018). Indeed, earlier analyses have suggested that their presence means that we should “now abandon the idea of the Learning Organisation” (Grieves, 2008: 472). Our view, in line with paradox theory, is that we need to ‘protect the paradox’ (Huq et al., 2017) which means recognising and exploring these contradictions to better support learning in organisations. A paradox lens allows us to see that while the contradictions of the Learning Organisation are not resolvable (Smith and Lewis, 2011), it is nonetheless important to identify more productive ways of working with them rather than ignoring them (Griffin et al., 2022). As Huq et al (2017) highlight ignoring contradictions by engaging in either/or thinking tends to mobilise vicious cycles of defensiveness and emotional anxiety. In contrast, engaging in both/and thinking can mobilise virtuous cycles which harness the productive capacity of generated tensions. 
In this paper, we demonstrate the value of protecting the Learning Organisation paradox by illustrating the problems that arise when the contradictions of learning and organising are unwittingly overlooked.  Our illustration arises from empirical work with a technologically focused SME. We now turn to consider our case study, which we refer to by the pseudonym Swift, in more detail before describing our research design. 
Research Context, Design and Methods
The Contextual Backdrop 
As minimally outlined earlier, Swift is an SME comprised largely of young graduate employees who offer bespoke digital marketing solutions to their clients located across the UK. As our analysis progressed, it became apparent that Swift provided an interesting site to explore the contradictions of the Learning Organisation. However, consistent with our interpretivist approach that sought “to understand the world from the point of view of those who live it” (Schwandt, 1994: 118), this focus arose from undertaking the analysis first (Rawls, 2008). In the context of our empirical case, learning emerged as an activity that was ostensibly highly valued by both the organisation’s owner managers and its employees. From the organisation’s perspective, learning was perceived as critical to keep pace with technological advances in the digital marketing industry. The centrality of learning was also evident in the organisation’s external description of themselves as what might be described as an ‘employer of choice for learning and development’ in the regional market. Given the value placed on learning, it was perhaps unsurprising that the organisation keenly referred to themselves as a Learning Organisation.  From the employees’ perspective, since they were predominantly in their 20s and 30s, they too valued learning opportunities which would facilitate their career progression (Lub et al., 2016; Maxwell et al., 2010). However, at the time of the fieldwork the company had experienced a period of rapid growth increasing the size of the workforce six-fold over the previous four years, employing a total of 27 people. As we will see, this fundamentally challenged the company’s ambitions to continue to position themselves as a ‘Learning Organisation’ since growth presents pressures towards more systematic processes of managing (Fayol, 1949) making visible latent tensions between learning and organising (Smith and Lewis, 2011). In light of this dominant tension, our research sought to develop an in-depth understanding of this SME’s efforts to put the Learning Organisation concept into practice. 
Research Design and Methods
The empirical materials drawn on here are taken from a larger study which aspired to work with Swift to facilitate their growth. In broad terms, our design can be described as qualitatively rich which sought in the first instance to develop an in-depth understanding of the challenges of this context and importantly, as identified by organisational members themselves (Llewellyn and Spence, 2009). To do so, we utilised methods of observation and face to face semi-structured interviews with 21 organisational members, including the two owner managers, thereby eventually providing a multi-actor perspective (Aust et al., 2015) of the paradoxical tensions of the Learning Organisation which became apparent as the analysis progressed. A two-week period of observation by the third author supplemented by informal meetings between the first and second authors and senior organisational members provided an opportunity to understand the nature of the challenges facing the organisation, enriching our understanding of the research context. At this early stage, researchers simply made fieldnotes which highlighted issues ostensibly pertinent to the context. This preliminary work then informed the content of the subsequent semi-structured interviews. Interviews lasted between 30 and 70 minutes and explored three broad areas. First, the interviews focused on general perceptions of working in light of the period of rapid company growth, for example identifying positive and negative aspects of working life. Second, more specific questions were asked which related to undertaking the job with a particular focus on opportunities for innovation and initiative use. Third, the final section of the interview focused specifically on experiences of learning and development, such as for example, opportunities and challenges relating to learning efforts at Swift. All interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. 
Data Analysis
Our analysis was informed by Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) grounded theory approach where themes emerged from our empirical materials. This meant that our analysis consisted of three broad stages. However, these stages were not linear but, instead, consistent with Corley and Gioia (2004:183-184) formed a “recursive, process-oriented, analytic procedure (Locke, 1996: 240) that continued until we had a clear grasp of the emerging theoretical relationships”.  First, we began to familiarize ourselves with our data where we independently read and re-read a small selection (five) of the interview transcripts with open minds to allow the data to speak to us (Suddaby, 2006). From doing so, we were struck by organisational members’ discussions which simultaneously emphasised both positive and negative aspects of working at Swift which were often related to their self-described challenge of preserving learning as they grew rapidly.  We then began to utilize an open coding process to identify initial categories or first-order codes (Van Maanen, 1979) related to the specific positive aspects emphasised such as the existence of a culture of care for learning, empowerment, encouragement of open inquiry, flexitime, and a focus on the employee perspective. We then turned to identify specific negative aspects such as a culture of indifference to learning, paternalistic control, ignorance and closure, time-flex, and a focus on the owner managers’ perspective.  While undertaking this stage of the analysis, the research team discussed the emerging codes, with a focus on questioning the developing structure and making comparisons between member accounts. As we began to identify first-order codes, we used NVivo software to formalize and organise our analysis. Second, we then engaged in axial or pattern coding (Strauss and Corbin, 1998) which focused on looking for relationships between the first-order codes which allowed us to assemble them into higher order themes. Here we noted that collectively many of the positive aspects ostensibly related to the company’s efforts to build the conditions of a Learning Organisation. We therefore compared our emerging codes against Watkins and Marsick’s (1993) dimensions of the Learning Organisation to finally settle on and label five dimensions which were pertinent in our context. Simultaneously, many of the negative aspects of working at Swift for us constituted the exact opposite of these dimensions, which we collectively labelled as conditions against learning.  In addition, we also grouped together what we came to see as political conditions salient to this SME context, namely competing interests of owner managers and employees, pressures on temporal resources and temporal focus. Third, as the analysis progressed, we integrated themes into overarching dimensions which when taken together, helped to deepen understandings of members’ experiences (Bansal and Corley, 2012). Here, there was an explicit and more intense focus on comparing emerging themes against the literature (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2000). Overall, our analysis suggested that Swift’s strong desires to build conditions for learning mobilised unacknowledged organisational tensions which simultaneously built conditions against learning undermining their aspirations to put the Learning Organisation into practice. For us, overall, this strongly resonated with understanding the Learning Organisation as a paradox (Vince, 2018). An overview of our data structure can be found in table 1. Ultimately then, the three linked questions to which we had an answer following our analysis (Rawls, 2008) were: 
· What contradictions of learning do organisational members in our empirical case experience?
· How are contradictions of learning produced?
· How do members respond to contradictions of learning?

Insert Table 1 about here

We now turn to answer these questions in the presentation of our analysis. 
Findings
Contradiction of focus: Learning not organising
Our analysis highlighted that rather unusually for an SME given the typically ambivalent orientations towards development (Nolan and Garavan, 2016), Swift professed a strong focus on learning reflected in their explicit description of themselves as a ‘Learning Organisation’:
“We're a Learning Organisation…We're still investing heavily in the guys. I think education for them to learn new stuff is still really… I think for us, success looks like have you learned something new, because if you're in digital and you haven't learned anything new, we have really got a serious problem” [Owner Manager 1]
Moreover, as they grew, the focus on learning ostensibly intensified: 
“[Development] is part of the culture, to be fair.  I think that is engrained within business and has been since... That's something that hasn’t really slipped as the company's grown. If anything, it's become more considered”.  [Scott]
[bookmark: _Hlk158801707][bookmark: _Hlk158802316]Indeed, discussions in our initial meetings with senior organisational members also repeated a concern to preserve their valued focus on learning. Members were especially concerned to avoid the implementation of organisational structures which they perceived would hinder the agility of learning. Such discussions began to highlight the fundamental paradox between learning and organising (Smith and Lewis, 2011) which reveals the contradiction in the focus of the Learning Organisation. However, as our analysis progressed it became increasingly apparent that Swift unintentionally overlooked this contradiction. In practice, their strong desire for learning meant that they focused exclusively on building conditions to facilitate learning as recommended by Learning Organisation advocates, and in so doing, they unwittingly separated learning from organising. Yet their focus on learning nevertheless mobilised underlying organisational tensions which simultaneously built conditions which undermined learning. This resulted in defensive reactions which simultaneously constituted a position against learning and ultimately meant that the desired consequence of learning often did not happen. Our analysis now turns to further detail the persistent contradictions that we found in their attempts to build a Learning Organisation. 
Contradictions of position: Building conditions for and against learning
Culture of care for learning and culture of indifference towards learning
Our first contradiction centred on a tension between the intended creation of a culture of care for learning and the unintended simultaneous creation of a culture of indifference towards learning.  Consistent with the prescriptions of the Learning Organisation (Watkins and Marsick, 1993), we found that Swift sought to build a culture that centred on ‘looking after’ employees particularly through the creation of ongoing formal development opportunities:
“Working here, they look after us. They really look after us. Everyone gets their tea, we get lunch bought for us..we get nice spacious offices, we get sent on training courses.” [Jasper]
“There is a real feeling that the management team care about other’s professional development which I think is really, really good. The support and resources here are fantastic.” [Arran]
“We've got a training plan for the year with budgets signed off, with every individual catered for in terms of training, whether it's external or internal.  Everybody's needs are being addressed through our one-to-ones.  This is something that we instigated a couple of years ago, which has been absolutely vital”. [Owner Manager 2]
These quotes are illustrative of Swift’s genuine efforts to treat employees well by providing conditions which convey a general care, such as offering food alongside a more specific care, unusual for SMEs focused on prioritising formal learning opportunities (Coetzer et al., 2012), crucially tailored to individual needs. This tailored focus was highly valued by their graduate employees, especially in light of their attraction to Swift as an ‘employer of choice for development’ described earlier. However, other employees reported less positive experiences of formal learning opportunities suggesting that these were often restricted to the types of learning that the organisation cared for:
“[The Owner Manager] tried to push me to do public speaking and I went on a training course…I never agreed to that because that’s just not something that I would (bother) to do. And I think there’s a culture here that to progress because [owner manager’s] a public speaker and that’s what they’re known for… [you’re] forced into them… to progress in the business. I one hundred per cent don’t want to do that.” [Mitchell]
“It’s very much you’re encouraged to do talks, you’re encouraged to do blogs, you’re encouraged to do all the things I don’t like doing, but then that’s me…And everyone’s different and I think the flexibility to focus on people’s strengths and weaknesses isn’t really here, it’s a flat everyone must conform to these certain things…it can be a little frustrating. If you are not drilling down to an individual’s needs and desires, ultimately, you’re not going to get the best out of them because they’re being held back by something they’re forced to do and don’t feel comfortable doing”. [Martha]
Above we glimpse, how attempts to offer formal learning opportunities mobilised underlying tensions of differing perspectives (Pinto, 2019, Smith and Lewis, 2011) between employees and Swift’s owner managers, which imposed limits on learning. Reflecting the recognised influence of owner managers in SMEs (Kerr and McDougall, 1999; Querbach et al, 2022), we see how their perspectives dictate what others should learn and accordingly, employees felt pressurised to develop public speaking skills as well as producing artefacts (e.g. blogs and webinars) to enhance the organisation’s reputation. Consistent with Fenwick (1998), a care for learning is therefore shown to have decisively prescribed parameters where it can occur only as defined by powerful others. As we see here, this resulted in resistance, frustration and discomfort for employees raising questions as to whether enacted learning was really something all members ‘truly cared’ for (Senge, 1990), instead implying a culture of indifference towards learning. This stands in contrast to assertions that in SMEs, it is relatively easier to build a unified learning culture that guides what employees should learn (Coetzer et al, 2019). Moreover, the contradictions evident in the formal learning opportunities were also reflected in the experience of informal learning opportunities.
Empowerment and Disempowerment
As underlined by Learning Organisation advocates (Watkins and Marsick, 1993), Swift’s care for learning extended to providing informal learning opportunities through encouraging employee empowerment to enable learning on the job:
“It’s been a case of gradually letting go and saying, no come on, you guys take it on, you don’t have to ask us every little micro decision, we trust you to make the right decision and, you’ll get it right most of the time. If you don’t, it’s not catastrophic, that’s how you learn.” [Owner Manager 2]
“Here [I am not micromanaged] people are just getting on with it and teaching themselves and going to other people and asking all these questions. I think Swift is really, really good for that.” [Cerys]
The reported absence of ‘micromanagement’ implies the presence of trust and psychological safety (Edmondson, 2018) which is fundamental to learning through its tolerance of failure and we see that for some employees, this was positively experienced especially when compared to previous employment. However, other employees suggested that while they were empowered to ‘use their initiative’, the ensuing judgemental response from owner managers frequently left them feeling disempowered in ways which undermined their attempts to learn on the job:
“We've been told that they want us to make our own decisions and just implement things and use our initiative.  But then there have been times when we've done that and then we've been told that we've done it wrong or it's not right, so it's mixed messages really”. [Shania]
“When you have those conversations about work, often they [owner manager] always have a better answer, or they always say- ‘have you thought of this?’. As MD, they should be giving us ideas, they should be helping you improve but often it’s patronising or condescending. You feel shat on basically when you have those conversations…I actually avoid them... I put if off and it’s not good for my development.” [Lucy]
The co-existence of efforts to empower and disempower reflects the mobilisation of underlying organisational tensions in the paternalistic relations which are notable in SME contexts (Rainnie 2016). On the one hand, there is an implicit sense of employee autonomy indicating trusting relations, yet on the other hand, there is an explicit need for owner manager control which constitutes an absence of trust in their young employees. The owner managers’ response to this tension was to “yield a disproportionate level of control”, reinforcing existing power relations (Huq et al., 2017) which worked against learning since employees were scared to act in ways that might meet the disapproval of the owner managers. Indeed, our observations gleaned that managers’ search for control was often reflected in the disapproval of employees experimenting with “cutting edge” methods which, while potentially highly impactful for clients, simultaneously carried greater risk. Owner managers’ search for control then encouraged employees to avoid learning as they learnt that this was psychologically safer:
“I know by the language they use; they [owner manager] treats us as their kids which is fine. We’re all 26, 27, 28, we’re all fairly young…a frustration would be that the directorship still yields a disproportionate level of control to what we feel would be optimal…They're not sure where the sign-off levels are and they haven't been given the emotional security to fail with those ideas so they're scared of failing, so it's easier not to try”.[Jasper]
Inquiry and Openness and Ignorance and Closure
Reflecting guidance of the Learning Organisation concept to create opportunities for inquiry and dialogue (Watkins and Marsick, 1993), our analysis identified that Swift placed a keen emphasis on encouraging their members to express their opinions to facilitate their collective learning:
“I think [the owner managers] and the senior management team hold those values that they want employees to have an input and to let them know that they're heard”. [Arran]
Indeed, this openness to inquiry was also evident in Swift’s decision to invite all organisational members to the unedited presentation of our research findings, which struck us as unusually progressive compared to other SMEs we had worked alongside, as well as employee comments which underlined that they felt their expressed opinions counted, again comparing favourably to previous larger employers:
“I want to be somewhere like this where I'm making a massive difference.., I hate jobs where I feel that my opinion doesn't matter.  I worked at a big company before, 8,000 people, you asked but it never got followed up – all the time”. [Kyle]
However, reflecting previous studies of learning in SMEs (Querbach et al., 2022), our analysis highlighted that while members’ opinions were encouraged, simultaneously they were also frequently ignored or shut down which undermined future learning possibilities:
“Good ideas can certainly arise, but can they flourish? Good ideas enjoy a mediocre existence”. [Jasper]
“[The owner managers] still have the final say in everything.  And so, there's a rebrand going on soon, and… I haven't said that I'm against it, but I know there's no point because...basically once [the owner manager] decides that they want something, it's extremely hard to change their mind.  So, people just ignore it.  They don't even speak up sometimes because they know that it won't be passed on”. [Brandon]
“[Senior Manager] was suggesting that the managers could discuss amongst themselves which team would be best suited to receiving the client.  And that would turn into days of discussion, and it was, ‘look we are not a democracy’”. [Owner Manager 1]
The contradiction between inviting inquiry while simultaneously closing it down reflects the mobilisation of a recurrent organisational tension at Swift focused on the use of temporal resource (Smith and Lewis, 2011) to both use time flexibly (to satisfy employee discretion) and to flex time (to secure maximum organisational efficiency). As glimpsed above, inquiry takes time - an especially scarce resource for SMEs (Gold and Lees, 2023) - fundamentally threatening the efficiency needs of organising. The response to this tension was to prioritise the need to get things done quickly rather than democratically as prescribed by Learning Organisation advocates (Senge, 1990) which hindered learning by discouraging employees from offering views in the future and blocking development opportunities: 
“We get a new client, and then it goes against the skills versus time, but I think the whole who it goes to and why it goes to them, I think needs looking at because it frustrates a lot of people. Why is that work going to those same people all the time when I want the opportunity to do it, why am I not having the [development] opportunity?” [Arran]
Further examples of learning hindrances emerged in members’ discussions of efforts to work collaboratively.
Collaboration and Separation
In line with prescriptions to encourage collaboration to foster learning (Watkins and Marsick, 1993), Swift had consciously implemented work structures and spaces to enable its facilitation:
“We've evolved into what we call response teams, so each team has one specialist from each area, it's worked out very well and our experience has shown that that's definitely the way to go”.  [Owner Manager 2]
“We decided to create this Townhall.. we use it for whole team meetings and for informal working.  I think it's really attractive, it's a great use of the space”. [Owner Manager 1]
Efforts to implement ‘response teams’ comprised of a cross section of specialists, represented a shift from previous working arrangements when the company was smaller where members worked separately and had sole responsibility for particular clients. The new intention was that members worked collaboratively to serve clients as a team. So too, rather than work at their individual desks, spaces had also been created for working collaboratively in the form of a ‘Townhall’. However, contrary to the optimistic position described above, the interviews revealed that in practice, collaborative working was rarely enacted and which in turn, as revealed by our observations, provoked ongoing confusion for the owner managers who struggled to understand its absence:
“I think the mentality's still a matter of this is my client, what I do”. [Ollie]
“People just get clouded with trying to get stuff done for their clients…. We've got all these amazing areas for collaborative learning, but it doesn't happen”. [Mitchell]
“Nobody's really taking advantage of these open working spaces because of where they are… you feel watched, or you feel judged”. [Martha]
The highlighted contradiction of working collaboratively and separately reflects the mobilisation of two underlying organisational tensions at Swift. One, we glimpse, how short-term demands “people just get clouded with trying to get stuff done” hinder opportunities to learn with others for the long term (Smith & Lewis, 2011). Second, we again see how differences in perspectives between employees and owner managers impede the use of collaborative learning spaces since these are also construed as surveillance spaces by employees. Here, in contrast to other studies of SMEs (Coetzer et al., 2023), we see how physical proximity of the owner managers works to ensure that learning often didn’t happen, a theme further evidenced in our final contradiction below. 
Learning Capture and Recognition and Learning Loss and Disregard
As illustrated below, Swift embedded systems to capture and recognise learning (Watkins and Marsick, 1993), in the form of a weekly ‘academy’ and ‘gold star’ award:
 “One of my goals, is to expand my knowledge of digital marketing and I really like the academies that we do, every week or so somebody in the team does a presentation on a specific topic, anybody can attend. I find those really useful, and ultimately to see different sides of digital marketing, just allows me to see if I want to specialise in a specific area.” [Robyn]
“We do have a gold star thing and therefore my peers are supposed to promote people that they think have done a wicked job that week.” [Ewan]
However, while valued by some, our analysis also revealed less positive responses from others which suggested that learning was simultaneously lost and disregarded:
“But often they're (academies) are side-lined, and they get rearranged and postponed and pushed back and sometimes never happen. I think taking that more seriously would help a lot of people.” [Shania]
“On the surface, it’s [gold star award] pretty nice, but there’s a lot of backstabbing, horribly bitchy attitudes and you think, Jesus, OK, I don’t want to stand out anyway, just get over it.” [Esme]
These contradictions in the implementation of their learning systems, again reflect the mobilisation of underlying organisational tensions. The side-lining of their academies which prohibited sharing of learning arises from the tensions noted earlier relating to both the use and focus of scarce temporal resource (Smith and Lewis, 2011). Since learning requires precious time and is often orientated towards the longer term, as glimpsed above, it then comes to be ‘pushed back’ as attention is dedicated to more immediate organisational needs. The ‘bitchy attitudes’ and lack of desire to ‘stand out’, reflect different perspectives on recognition, while on one hand it signals praise, it also signals visibility, especially in an SME context, evoking jealously and conflict, and as such, creating a defensive ambivalence towards learning architecture. Conversely, our observations also detected such ambivalence from those with strong desires to be recognised for their longer-term learning through the promotion system since this was necessarily severely limited by the flat organisational structure of the SME.
Contradictions of consequences of the Learning Organisation
[bookmark: _Hlk153357893]In light of the contradictions of learning reported above, it was unsurprising that ultimately, contradictions also existed in appraisals of the overall learning effort at Swift. As we see below, ultimately the owner manager suggested that Swift were guilty of an over-emphasis upon learning at the expense of organising, yet reflecting the employee perspective, Jasper presents a more pessimistic reading, suggesting that organising was over-emphasised at the expense of learning:
“I think we're really good at learning, I'd like to show you something cool. ‘God, that's really cool’, and I think what I'm still missing is, can you show me where you've then used that and talked to a client about that….I don't think we've taken our eye off that ball, but I think we've turned it so much into a learning culture [but] have we actually translated that into service delivery.” [Owner Manager 1]
“I don’t think we’re very good at nurturing people and I think this is because at the end of the day, we are...like a battery farm in the sense that each individual is a unit that delivers a certain amount of billable hours for a certain level of profit”. [Jasper]
These contradictory closing comments reinforce the often-overlooked position that “organisational learning is something that is extremely difficult to get right” (Tomkins and Bristow, 2023: 2), even in an SME context constituted by comparatively small employee numbers and where learning was highly desired by both the organisation and its employees. Here, ostensibly learning outcomes satisfied neither managers nor employees, and in the end, reflects a stronger weighting of conditions against learning at Swift where learning often failed to happen in ways desired. For example, above we glimpse a notable failure to ‘translate’ individual learning gains into ‘service delivery’, reflecting an absence of second order learning deemed especially critical for the survival of Learning Organisations (Thomas & Allen, 2006). More starkly, our findings also identified deeper issues of learning ‘translation’ when valued learning was ultimately taken elsewhere: 
  “One of the senior managers got demoted and now she’s just left to join our closest competitor, taking all of that competitive information…..That’s not good and that’s happened because she was essentially undervalued.” [Jasper]
Discussion
Our work has responded to Vince’s (2018) invitation to re-imagine the Learning Organisation as a paradox. We build on his insights gleaned from a classroom context to empirically demonstrate the applicability of the lens to an organisational context. Doing so enables us to make three contributions. Our first contribution is to offer a theoretical model (see Figure 1) of the Learning Organisation as a paradox which elucidates the rarely seen contradictions that are always present between the desire to create opportunities to learn and implicit limitations that arise in relation to the everyday organisation of attempts to learn.  While Learning Organisation advocates (Daly and Overton, 2017; Senge, 1990; Watkins and Marsick, 1993) view learning as a separate activity from organising, manifest through an exclusive focus on building conditions which will enable learning, our work has empirically illustrated that in practice learning is inseparable from organising since attempts to build conditions for learning at the same time mobilise underlying organisational tensions which shape learning possibilities. This brings into light the contradictory focus of the Learning Organisation- it inevitably must attend to both learning and organising activities. Moreover, as Bristow et al (2022) contend, the interplay between learning and organising activities will be dependent upon the specific organisational context. In our SME context, we have highlighted how efforts to learn mobilised tensions relating to paternalistic organisational relationships often associated with SMEs which reveal a struggle for control (Panya, 2024); a heightened focus on the optimal use of temporal resources to enable organisational efficiency in a context where time resources are notably scarce (Gold and Lees, 2023) alongside an emphasis upon short term concerns consistent with a neglect of long term priorities typical of SMEs (Harney and Alkhalaf, 2021). The delicate interplay between these competing forces then works to simultaneously create conditions which work against learning. Here for example, we have seen how attempts to build a culture of care for learning at the same time created a culture of indifference towards learning and how efforts to encourage inquiry and dialogue at the same time promoted ignorance and closure. 
Through the building of these conditions which undermine learning we also then glimpse contradictions relating to the position and consequences of the Learning Organisation. We see through, for example, the jealousy provoked by learning recognition systems and the discomfort evoked by judgemental disempowering responses to informal learning attempts, that a position against learning is just as likely as a position for learning. Given this ambivalence, we can then understand the contradictions of consequences of attempts to enact the Learning Organisation concept, learning both happens and does not (Vince, 2008). In the case of our SME, we have illustrated that the unintentional oversight of the contradictions of the Learning Organisation meant that defensive reactions often set in motion a vicious cycle (Huq et al., 2017) which ultimately threatened to tip the weight in favour of conditions which worked against learning leading to outcomes which were problematic for both the organisation and its graduate employees. For example, most starkly, decisions to exit the organisation in cases where employee learning needs were neglected, heightened recognised SME recruitment challenges (Carroll et al., 1998) in a sector characterised by skill shortages. 
Our second and related contribution is to demonstrate why these contradictions matter. The contradictions that are central to our model are on one hand, hardly new, yet on the other hand they continue to be overlooked by both Learning Organisation advocates and as we have demonstrated here, by practitioners. We have unambiguously illustrated it is their unintentional oversight that undermines possibilities for learning in organisations and as such we demonstrate that “the emergence of the genuine Learning Organisation” (Cheese, 2017: 5 in Daly and Overton, 2017) is only likely to ever be realised by recognising and working through the tensions which inevitably arise in relation to the everyday organisation of attempts to learn.
Our third contribution is to develop understandings of learning in the SME context. As Short (2019: 414) notes, although SMEs “play a vital part in economies throughout the world” the literature continues to prioritise the experiences of large organisations. Our work demonstrates that the unique conditions of the SME context, related to rapid growth and intimate size, accentuate and make visible, analytically at least, the tensions revealed here, suggesting their particular importance for SMEs. Our work therefore suggests that enabling learning in SMEs may be more challenging than reported in earlier studies (Coetzer et al, 2019: Coetzer et al, 2023) which in contrast, for example, identify that conditions of closeness facilitate learning.
Insert Figure 1 about here
Implications for Practice and Future Research
We suggest that in practical terms, a sensitivity to the contradictions of learning can ironically make learning more likely, ensuring that its precious investment is not wasted. This is especially important for SMEs like Swift where resources are scarce and learning matters greatly to both the organisation and employees. We offer three implications.  First, a Learning Organisation cannot be successfully enacted by simply prioritising learning with a focus on building prescribed learning conditions in a checklist like manner.  This overlooks the contradiction in its focus and falsely separates learning from organising. Viewing the Learning Organisation as a paradox helps to see learning and organising as interdependent activities. In practice, this framing sensitizes practitioners to consider how efforts to learn might impact organising and vice versa. It then becomes possible to construe the tensions between learning and organising as inevitable and signs of normal, healthy organisational functioning (Putnam, 2015) and not a sign of personal fault (Griffin et al., 2022). Second, recognising the contradictory position of the Learning Organisation, that it is possible to be both for and against learning, may help to respect diverse reactions to the organisation of learning. While this may appear unremarkable, this is nevertheless important given the relentless positivity of the Learning Organisation (Daly and Overton, 2017), allied to contemporary discourses where learning knows no bounds (Handley, 2018). This move may potentially alleviate the spiralling of defensive reactions which undermine learning of the nature we have glimpsed here. Instead, such reactions might be explored as cues for further inquiry (Huq et al., 2017). Thirdly, accepting the contradiction that learning both happens and does not, alerts practitioners to consider the constraining forces on learning and explore ways in which these may be worked with. A focus on examining learning ‘failure’ then becomes as integral as celebrating learning ‘success’. As Vince (2018: 276) notes, “it is in the not learning” that is particularly helpful for exploring ongoing organisational tensions that attempts to learn generate and reinforce. While these three sets of contradictions are ultimately unresolvable (Smith and Lewis, 2011), it is through serious attention to their presence that learning in organisations can be enhanced. 
Finally, an obvious limitation of our study is that it is focused on a single organisational context. Therefore, as Lincoln and Guba (1985: 316) remind us,  whether findings ‘hold in some other context, or even in the same context at some other time, is an empirical issue”. Hence, it is important to outline implications for future research in order to expand our understanding of the Learning Organisation as a paradox. Future work might explore the utility of our theoretical model in other organisational settings, for example is this helpful to other SMEs and does it also reflect learning contradictions which are perhaps less visible in larger organisations? What differences are there in the specific organisational tensions mobilised by attempts to learn in varying organisational contexts? So too, how are efforts to work with the contradictions in management education received and what outcomes follow attempts to attend to the contradictions of learning in practice? 
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Table 1: Data structure

	First Order Codes
	Second Order Codes
	Aggregate Dimensions


	· Culture of care for learning
· Empowerment
· Inquiry & Openness
· Collaboration
· Learning capture & recognition
	Conditions for learning
	Paradoxical conditions of the learning organisation

	· Culture of indifference towards learning
· Disempowerment
· Ignorance & closure
· Separation
· Learning loss & disregard
	Conditions against learning
	

	· Employee Perspective
· Owner Manager Perspective
· Flexi-time
· Time-flex
· Short term focus
· Long Term focus
	Underlying political conditions
	Tensions which make salient and accentuate the learning-organising paradox
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Figure 1: The Learning Organisation as a Paradox
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