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THE CONCEPT OF LEARNING FINANCIAL 
ORGANISATIONS – EMPLOYEES` SHARED VISION

Summary: Continuing learning organization is a concept that is becoming an 
increasingly widespread philosophy in all adaptable companies ranging from the 
largest transnational to the smallest ones. In a fi nancial organization employees 
at all levels, individually and collectively, mainly continuously, increase its ca-
pacity by learning so that their involvement results in the realization of the tasks 
for which they are responsible. The paper aims to show that a learning fi nancial 
organization, particularly in times of crisis, progresses in changes, adaptability 
and fl exibility. Changes are managed by the total capacity and with clear goals 
and a plan. Naturally, well-measured changes also carry risks, but they also in-
crease opportunities in the fi nancial market. Insuffi cient speed adjustment, let 
alone stagnation leads to destruction of business activities. Therefore, the em-
ployees in permanent learning fi nancial institution constantly fi nd sources of in-
formation and learn from the experiences of other participants in the fi nancial 
markets. Above all, they discuss the needs of clients and customers. In addition, 
learning is facilitated and rewarded in every way possible as it is a great sat-
isfaction for an employee to know that their work is appreciated. Experiments, 
initiative and innovation and every individual involvement are encouraged in 
such a company. Good outcomes as well as mistakes are analysed and commu-
nicated publicly since a learning organization cares about each individual. This 
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is because modern shared vision of a learning organization has to be built on 
the basis of individual visions of a fi nancial institution. Leading managers in a 
learning organization must not identify organizational vision with their personal 
visions. On the contrary, a shared vision must be the result of a joint interaction 
of individuals in the organization by aligning individual vision and their develop-
ment in the same direction. This process of the change in the direction in building 
a vision, from the one imposed from the top of the organization to a shared vision 
that is created by all employees, is a long and diffi cult journey and requires sig-
nifi cant changes in a fi nancial organization. Therefore, the creation of a shared 
vision needs to be accelerated through the use of scientifi c and technical methods 
and models so that the changes in the direction are more successful and faster.
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INTRODUCTION

General economic and fi nancial crisis has led, among other things, to chan-
ges in the operation of business enterprises in the fi nancial and banking 
sectors. Financial, i.e banking organization that is learning goes beyond 
the scope of modern business. It is increasingly becoming a business phi-
losophy not only in operational, everyday behavior in the market but also 
as a key element of strategic management. This behavior is especially true 
for fi nancial institutions in terms of sudden and prolonged fi nancial crises 
when management, at all levels, needs to effi ciently and effectively re-
spond. Furthermore, the employees are interested in their role in the vision 
and mission of the organization that continuously learns. The knowledge 
society is one in which different forms of knowledge are essential com-
ponents of any human activity. It is society in which knowledge becomes 
a major creative force. Strategic human resource management in fi nan-
cial institutions refers to the largest multinational ones as well as to the 
smallest ones, such as funding agencies, or those in the fi eld of fi nancial 
consulting. In the context of strategic management in fi nancial instituti-
ons, learning organization represents one in which employees at all le-
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vels, individually and collectively, in continuity, increase their capacity 
of knowledge and training. This should result in the increase in the level 
of business effi ciency. Undoubtedly, learning organization constantly per-
forms creative changes that lead to progress in business. Financial organi-
zations are changing in the whole capacity with clear objectives, strategic 
and operational plans. Not all changes are benefi cial, especially the ones 
that are entered with a delay. Therefore they carry the risks but also great 
opportunities for success in the fi nancial market. It is the fi nancial market 
that is the part of the integrated world market which is the most vulnerable 
to crises and turbulences in the business.

1. PERMANENT BUSINESS CHANGES ON FINANCIAL MAR-
KET

The fi nancial market is very sensitive to disturbances. Every appearance 
on the market requires adaptability and fl exibility that need to be in-
cluded in the concept of strategic management. It is the fi nancial market 
that requires constant changes in business practices of fi nancial organi-
zations. Research and development, in the context of strategic manage-
ment, mean constant change, as stagnation would slow down and the 
eventually collapse business activities (Petrovic and Vasic 2013). In a 
learning fi nancial institution employees should constantly fi nd sources 
of high-quality and timely information and learn from the experiences of 
other organizations with a special emphasis on the wishes and needs of 
customers who consume their fi nancial products and services. Therefore, 
the continuing education of employees should be facilitated in every pos-
sible way, but it should also be rewarded as   their contribution to the 
overall success of the work. Experiments, initiative and innovation are 
encouraged in a learning fi nancial organization, while each individual 
contribution is rewarded and encouraged at all levels of management in 
a fi nancial company. On the other hand, the good results and the errors 
are reported publicly and thoroughly analysed. It is necessary to develop 
and practice a sense of care for each individual employee in a learning 
organization in the fi nancial sector.
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In contrast, the fi nancial organization which does not practice a lifelong 
learning as an essential element of strategic management is characterized 
by the following negative elements (Kanter, 2007, 23):
-  The new ideas that come from the lower level are viewed with suspi-

cion because they are new and they come from a lower level,
-  Criticism is abundantly expressed, while the praise is almost never ex-

pressed;
-  A problem is taken as a subordinate`s fault,
-  Decisions on the reorganization or policy changes are made in secret 

and suddenly disclosed to employees,
-  The head believes he/she knows everything that is important in busi-

ness;
The changes in the fi nancial environment have stimulated fi nancial in-
stitutions to search for fi nancial innovation and new fi nancial products. 
Changes in the conditions of demand, especially the increased interest rate 
risk, changes in the conditions of supply, particularly the development of 
information technologies, as well as the desire to avoid the stringent regu-
lations that involve high costs, are the main motives for the formation of 
fi nancial innovation. Financial innovations have reduced the advantage of 
banks in providing funds, as well as the advantage of income on assets. 
Since this led to lower profi tability of traditional banking business, the 
scope of such operations has also decreased (Mishkin, 2006, 257). It is the 
human resources in fi nancial organisations with their knowledge, skills, 
experience, energy and enthusiasm that make the most valuable assets of 
these organisations and the only real basis for the creation of competitive 
advantage. However, as with other resources in fi nancial institutions, it 
is necessary to manage human resources. Human resource management 
includes activities of recruiting human resources, monitoring their perfor-
mance, maintaining and developing their competences, performing career 
development and rewarding. These activities must be closely interconnec-
ted and function as part of the business strategy. Consequently, human 
resources strategy should be consistent with the strategy of companies and 
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strategies of individual jobs. This stems from the very essence of the stra-
tegy, which, in fact, is the conversion of investments in intangible assets as 
drivers of value into value that is valorized on the market. One must bear 
in mind the great sensitivity of fi nancial markets and banking operations 
in modern conditions characterized by mega-integrations and acquisitions.

3.  EMPLOYEES` SHARED VISION IN FINANCIAL 
ORGANISATIONS

In banks as well as in all other fi nancial institutions it is necessary that all 
the managers and employees share a common idea about how to achieve 
business success and have customers and users of fi nancial products and 
services satisfi ed. However, a shared vision in a fi nancial organization 
must be built on the basis of individual visions of the organization mem-
bers who work there. On the other hand, leaders in learning organization 
must not confuse the organisational vision with their personal visions. On 
the contrary, the vision must be created through the joint interaction of 
individuals within the organization by aligning individual vision and their 
development in the same direction. In the process, leaders must not, in 
any situation, impose their own vision of the environment, but to support 
activists so that they speak openly about their own visions. Then, based 
on the individual visions, a shared vision should not represent the sum, 
but a new quality in the mission of a fi nancial company or a bank. The 
process of changing the direction in building a vision, from a vision im-
posed from the top fi nancial organizations to a shared vision created by all 
employees is a time-consuming and diffi cult job that requires signifi cant 
organizational changes. Science and knowledge of organizational devel-
opment can accelerate the required changes by using adequate methods 
and tools. Refl ecting the shared vision raises questions of individual par-
ticipation in a common vision of fi nancial institutions: is it necessary for 
each individual to share the vision of the organization? The answer to this 
question is negative. However, the fact is that employees who do not share 
a common vision with other staff members usually do not contribute in 
equal measure. Once created, a shared vision of the organization becomes 
the driving force for change because of “creative tension” that is generated 
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(Acemoglu and Johnson 2005, 949-995). Creative tension is the difference 
between the shared vision and the current reality. With truly committed 
members the creative tension will drive the organization toward its goals. 
It is an effi cient and effective business in a very fl exible and adaptable way 
and on those markets which are still in development or are still underde-
veloped (Petrovic 2005, 96-105).
Mankind has progressed throughout history, mastering the physical world 
and developing science and expertise through using the method of analysis 
for the understanding and study of the problems. The analysis method as-
sumes separating problems into their constituent parts, studying of these 
parts and drawing conclusions on the functioning of the whole. According 
to Senge, such linear and mechanistic way of viewing becomes more ef-
fective in solving complex problems of today because complex problems 
are characterized by non-linear causal relationship.
By contrast, with circular causality, variables keep changing roles: now 
the cause and then the result in relation to the second variable. Today’s 
complex fi nancial world is dominated by circular causality, true exoge-
nous forces are very rare, especially in commercial banking. This is true 
especially when bearing in mind that the crises in the last fi fteen years 
are long and comprehensive. Therefore, today’s fragmentation represents 
a signifi cant organizational and cultural dysfunction of society. (Kofman 
and Senge). Understanding the sources and solutions of modern fi nancial 
problems requires abandoning the linear and mechanistic way of thinking 
and its replacing with the non-linear and organic thinking known as sys-
tems thinking: thinking that gives priority to the whole in relation to the 
parts. In a situation where we accept that systems thinking can improve 
individual learning, then we must accept the conclusion that it is more 
important for organizations, especially those operating in the fi nancial 
market (Petrovic 2006). The patterns of relationship (or systems) deriva-
tives are mental models of individuals, i.e they arise from their perception 
of the interactions of the signifi cant components of the system. Different 
people have naturally different perceptions of what the important compo-
nents of the system and the relations are. However, for effective organiza-
tional learning, individuals in organizations must be prepared and trained 
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to detect their mental models for the comparison and the discussion about 
important differences so to achieve a common perception of the character-
istics of the banking system. Synchronizing more mental models suggests 
the construction of a shared vision. It is possible that high quality indi-
vidual interviews lead to the creation of a shared vision. However, due to 
the complexity of the problem, it is usually necessary to use a number of 
additional skills and tools developed by systems thinkers. Whether simple 
(diagrams) or complex tools (computer modeling), they are strategic and 
tactical, as well as vital instruments in the creation of a shared employee`s 
vision (Bartol and Martin 1998). Collaborative learning (or organizational 
learning) is feasible in situations where a group of people operating within 
a system shares a vision about what the components of the system are and 
how they interrelate. When employed, people learn from each other in 
the process of sharing different perspectives. Many organizational prob-
lems are solvable by simply aligning the perspective. Cooperation is an 
example of learning when individuals experience belonging to the same 
system. Learning continues through testing the shared vision. In the condi-
tions of high complexity environment, a strong shared vision enables the 
organization’s members to check their assumptions, to seek leverage and 
test different policies. It is known that systemic thinking represents a sig-
nifi cant breakthrough in people’s mindsets and it requires the acceptance 
of new paradigms. However, while “learning organisation” in reality does 
not exist, it is possible to articulate what it might look like it in reality. In 
this context “learning organization” would be an entity in which the em-
ployees “... would really like to work and it would be successful in a world 
of growing interdependence and changes.” (Kofman and Senge, 1993) 
According to Senge, systems thinking is the key discipline in a learning 
organisation because it requires a new perception of the individual and its 
role in the world: “... a change in thinking is at the foundation of a learning 
organization ... the change assumes that the individual is no longer seen as 
a separate entity but related to the world, the problems we are facing are 
not caused by ‘somewhere outside’ but are the product of our own think-
ing and actions. A learning organization is a place where individuals are 
continually discovering a way to create and change reality ... “
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Systems thinking requires the following activities and practices:
-  adoption of the skills and tools related to the systems thinking;
-  a life commitment;
-  a lot of members involved;
-  creation of so called “ communities of commitment”;
The identifi cation of causal loops or “feedback loops” is at the foundations 
of systems thinking. These circles can be:
-   reinforcing;
-  balancing;
-  or have delays;
The construction of an effective model, which can be applied to fi nancial 
institutions and banks, requires conceptual formalization of mental models 
of interdependencies among the essential components of complex systems 
in order to check the behavior of the observed variables. Unfortunately, the 
construction of high-quality models requires great skill and experience. 
For this reason, the literature on this area is relatively small and little avail-
able. The construction of models usually includes professional modelers 
who conduct an analysis of the system and connect the user (client) and 
developers (mathematicians) working on the formalization of the model. 
Systems thinking is usually divided into:
-  qualitative (soft system dynamics);
-  quantitative (hard system dinamics);
It is important to note that the body of knowledge of systems thinking 
greatly developed thanks to thirty years of quantitative research, while its 
application in practice is due to the qualitative approach (Vujovic 2008). 
System dynamics technology has progressed tremendously in the last few 
years so that high quality software has become operationally available to 
interested broad masses, as well as to the management of fi nancial institu-
tions and commercial banks.
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4.  THE LEARNING PROCESS PHASES IN FINANCIAL 
ORGANIZATIONS

Under modern conditions, in the times of modern business and global 
fi nance, when the whole world, so to speak, can be placed in a “global 
village”, we can rarely see organizations based on the old methods of op-
erations, especially in banks and in situations with new monetary-credit 
policy. As a rule, the new monetary policy measures are implemented in 
very complex conditions (Zivkovic and Kožetinac 2003, 76). For, as time 
goes on, it carries with it some changes and rules that must be followed 
so we could survive in this world of modern business exposed to a lot of 
turbulences on the increasingly sensitive market. Consequently, the fi nan-
cial companies that were based on “old” ways of doing business, slowly 
lose value, fall behind in the “race” and disappear from the “battlefi eld” 
where “battle for survival” is taking place. However, to avoid “disappear-
ance”, companies have to make certain steps to change its way of doing 
business (Rakic   and Boskovic 2005, 282). The basic step to be taken is a 
complete transformation into “a learning company” since today knowl-
edge is business power. This is especially true of the banking business, 
where new products and services appear almost every day. The process 
and the ability to learn is immanent characteristic of every human being. 
However, organisations and structures in which people work must acquire 
these characteristics.
This can mean that the members of such organizations, in the absence of 
a guiding idea, do not understand and cannot cope with a new situation or 
change.
Therefore, an organization that constantly aims at extending its capabili-
ties in order to achieve superior performance, must seek a fundamental 
change in thinking and perception, that is, in the mind of its members. The 
main difference between “learning fi nancial institutions “ and traditional 
organizations is a good mastery of the so-called basic disciplines and “key 
technologies”. Those are new fi nancial products and new banking products 
or services. However, in order to transform into “a learning organisation”, 
it is necessary to fulfi ll a number of basic tasks and have some basic ele-
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ments. The most important ones are: systems thinking, self-management, 
the generation of “mental template”, creating a shared vision and team 
learning. It is only after the fulfi llment of these conditions that the organi-
zation has the potential to grow into a “learning organization”. However, 
learning organizations require an entirely new approach to management 
and leadership. According to the concept of “learning organization”, the 
leaders is responsible for the creation of organizations where people con-
tinually expand their capacity for understanding complex issues, crystal-
lize their vision and promote shared “mental templates”. The leader is re-
sponsible for the learning process in a fi nancial institution.
In “a learning organization” there are three types of leaders (Petrovic 2006, 
134):
1.  leader-designer;
2.  leader - steward
3.  leader-teacher;
In real situations caused by changes in the fi nancial market, their role 
changes depending on the type they belong to. The priority is, therefore, 
to nurture knowledge and goals that people feel as their own. One can al-
most say with certainty that the “learning organization” develops through 
certain successive phases.
The fi rst phase describes the traditional hierarchy, in which top managers 
retain centralized control over the actions of the organization, control strat-
egies and relations with customers and the environment.
In the second phase of development, top managers are turning to authori-
sation (independence) of employees, holding them responsibile for their 
decisions and actions.
The third phase occurs when employees are involved in setting the stra-
tegic direction of the business. They work with customers, make choices 
with regard to the strategy and tactics of fi nancial companies to ensure 
success in this environment.
In a sense, the emergence of “learning organizations” increases the volume 
of the total knowledge of a fi nance company or bank. A learning organiza-
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tion smashed the previous vertical structure that separated the managers of 
all levels from other employees. New organizational structures represent 
a revolution in thinking and put the team ahead of the individual. Team 
members take responsibility and make decisions related to the job (Petro-
vic 2013, 46). On the other hand, the growth of “a learning organization” 
does not stop here. There are a set of measures that can contribute to in-
creasing the organisation’s ability to constantly learn. Some of the possible 
proposals that can be applied are as following (Armstrong 2006): the cre-
ation of conditions in which people are willing to apply their knowledge, 
share it and exchange it actively; establishing the organizational structure 
so that people have enough space and opportunity to gain experience and 
to think; allowing employees to think about the balance between their own 
ambitions and shared ambitions of the organization; establishing “teams 
for improvement” which are characterized by the harmony of personali-
ties, skills and ways of learning, etc. However, for an organization to suc-
cessfully become a “learning organization”, it is necessary to start with 
“learning teams“ in the organization. A learning team represents alignment 
and capacity development of the team in achieving the results pursued by 
the team members. There are several components of team learning, and 
the fi rst (and perhaps the most important) is the dialogue. What conclu-
sion could be drawn from this? Why are “learning organizations “ such 
an important part of the new way of doing business? Why risk a “well-
established” structure? Is all this worth it? The conversion of the tradi-
tional organization into a learning organisation means to change its at-
titude towards the future. Neither putting the effort to truly understand 
why some changes are necessary nor taking into account the potential of 
human resources, traditional organisations focus on adapting the future 
and thus reduce their value and “lifetime”. A learning organization creates 
the future so that information, knowledge and human resources are raised 
on a pedestal (Zivkovic and Stakic and Krstic 2005 78). It is the future of 
modern business fi nance companies and banks because their way of doing 
business has to be very fl exible and adoptible to all kinds of disturbances 
on the fi nancial market.
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CONCLUSION

Strategic management of human resources examines the relevant aspects 
of human resource management in the process of formulation and imple-
mentation of business strategies. This is especially true for fi nancial in-
stitutions and banks since their business was fi rst to be exposed to the 
whims of the general crisis. On the other hand, it should be noted that the 
concept of a learning organization arises out of ideas long held by leaders 
in organizational development and systems dynamics. One of the specifi c 
contributions of organizational development to the concept of „learning 
organisation“ is its focus on the humanistic side of organisations. The dis-
ciplines described in this paper (fi nancial and banking businesses) “differ 
from more familiar management disciplines in that they are ‘...personal’ 
disciplines. Each has to do with how we think, what we truly want, and 
how we interact and learn with one another.” (Senge, 1990). The authors 
of this paper see “learning organizations” in the framework of the growing 
fi eld of organizational development of fi nance companies and commercial 
banks. To our knowledge, there are no true learning organizations at this 
point. However, the fact is that the most successful organizations in the 
world are making great efforts to implement this concept so to achieve 
sustainable competitiveness on the fi nancial and banking markets. For 
the development of fi nancial products that offer superior value relative to 
competitors it is necessary to organize deep-rooted knowledge and ability 
to learn. Thanks to learning new knowledge is acquired and the result of 
the learning process is knowledge. A shared vision of employees in fi nan-
cial organizations is based on knowledge and respect for knowledge. This 
is one of the fundamental determinants of organisational skills and a per-
manent basis of competitive advantage. In such conditions, increasing the 
value assumes the formulation and implementation of new strategies that 
take into consideration the nature and importance of this resource.
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