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Objective: This study aimed to systematically identify and explain the barriers to developing a
learning organization in Iraq’s public sector, focusing on the South Electricity Production
Company in Basra Province.

Methodology: This applied study adopted a qualitative, exploratory design. The participants
comprised 19 senior managers, middle-level supervisors, and experienced employees of the
South Electricity Production Company, selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s
thematic analysis. The coding and analytical process generated 133 initial codes, 63 secondary
codes, 21 subthemes, and five overarching themes.

Findings: The thematic analysis indicated that barriers to becoming a learning organization were
organized into five interconnected domains: bureaucracy and centralization, inadequate human
capacity and leadership, discontinuities in learning and knowledge transfer, political intervention
and managerial instability, and operational and infrastructural constraints. Centralized decision-
making and bureaucratic dominance restricted organizational autonomy, experimentation, and
innovation, while weaknesses in leadership and human-resource development constrained the
activation and utilization of employee knowledge. Inadequate documentation and knowledge-
sharing mechanisms prevented individual experience from being transformed into organizational
memory. Political intervention and managerial turnover disrupted continuity in learning and
developmental initiatives, whereas resource, technological, and operational constraints reduced
opportunities for organizational reflection and innovation. Importantly, these barriers did not
operate independently; rather, they formed a mutually reinforcing cycle in which structural and
operational pressures diminished learning capacity, while weak organizational learning further
reduced the organization’s ability to address underlying problems effectively.

Conclusion: Developing a learning organization in Iraq’s public sector requires simultaneous,
multilevel reforms in decision-making structures, leadership and human capital, knowledge
management and transfer, managerial stability, and operational infrastructure. Isolated
interventions such as employee training are unlikely to be sufficient unless learning is
institutionally embedded in organizational processes linking experience, knowledge, decision-
making, and corrective action.

Keywords: Learning organization, organizational learning, organizational barriers, Iraqi
public sector, South Electricity Production Company, Basra.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The growing complexity of public-sector environments, the acceleration of technological and
institutional change, increasing expectations for service quality, and persistent pressures for efficiency
have made organizational learning a strategic necessity rather than an optional managerial practice. Public
organizations are increasingly required to acquire, interpret, share, preserve, and apply knowledge in ways
that enable them to respond to emerging problems, improve decision-making, and adapt established
routines to changing conditions. Within this context, the concept of the learning organization has become
particularly important because it shifts attention from isolated training activities toward the
institutionalization of continuous learning across individual, group, and organizational levels. In the public
sector, however, organizational learning develops under distinctive conditions characterized by formal
accountability, administrative hierarchy, political oversight, regulatory constraints, multiple and
sometimes competing goals, and restricted managerial discretion. Consequently, models derived from
private-sector organizations cannot be transferred uncritically to public administration (Anand & Brix,
2022). Evidence also suggests that public managers learn from performance information only when such
information stimulates problem recognition, innovative search, reflection, and organizational change
rather than remaining confined to reporting routines (Hansen & Nielsen, 2022). Organizational learning can
likewise strengthen proactive policy orientation when it interacts constructively with accountability
arrangements (Lee, 2024). A central requirement of the learning organization is the effective management
and circulation of knowledge. Systematic evidence indicates that knowledge management in public
organizations contributes to organizational improvement, innovation, service effectiveness, and more
productive use of institutional knowledge resources (Kassa & Ning, 2023). Digital transformation may
support these processes by facilitating the capture, storage, retrieval, and dissemination of organizational
knowledge, although technology alone does not create a learning organization unless it is accompanied
by supportive structures, managerial practices, and a culture of knowledge use (Alvarenga et al., 2020).
Public-sector knowledge management is also shaped by competing institutional logics, which can
influence what forms of knowledge are valued, how information is shared, and how organizational actors
respond to learning opportunities (Laihonen & Kokko, 2020). Recent research further confirms that
knowledge-sharing behavior in public organizations results from the interaction of individual,
organizational, technological, cultural, and leadership-related determinants (Rizky et al., 2025), and that
effective knowledge sharing can improve the quality of public service delivery (Khuong et al., 2025). Its
performance consequences may also differ according to the characteristics and task structures of public
agencies, highlighting the importance of contextual analysis (Hong, 2026). Nevertheless, public
organizations frequently encounter structural conditions that obstruct learning. Excessive formalization,
centralized decision-making, rigid hierarchical arrangements, inadequate resources, and limited
technological support have been identified as major barriers to implementing the learning-organization
concept in public administration (Pasieczny & Rosiak, 2022). Continuous learning may help organizations
overcome bureaucratic limitations, but this requires flexibility, managerial commitment, and institutional
support for experimentation and reflection (Shava & Muringa, 2024). External learning mechanisms,
including international benchmarking, can further contribute to organizational learning when



administrative systems are sufficiently open to comparison, adaptation, and the transfer of successful
practices (Kiobukowska et al., 2024). Learning may also be enhanced through participatory mechanisms
that incorporate knowledge from employees, citizens, and other stakeholders into organizational problem-
solving and value creation (Lenart-Gansiniec & Sutkowski, 2020). Leadership and human capacity represent
another critical dimension. Leadership styles can strengthen or weaken knowledge-sharing behavior
among civil servants (Devi et al., 2024), while ethical leadership and employees’ psychological capital can
foster knowledge exchange in public organizations (Amber et al., 2022). Formal incentives are not
necessarily sufficient to generate knowledge sharing unless appreciation and performance-management
systems are aligned with knowledge-oriented behaviors (Fischer, 2022). A learning culture is also
associated with innovative behavior, particularly when employees have opportunities to share knowledge
and exercise job autonomy (Lee & Jin, 2023). Furthermore, learning becomes organizational only when
experience is transferred beyond individuals. Communities of practice can facilitate the movement of tacit
and experiential knowledge from the individual to the collective level (Jargensen et al., 2021), while cross-
departmental learning depends on communication, collaboration, trust, and supportive organizational
arrangements (Sunnemark et al., 2024). Internal administrative communication between employees and
supervisors likewise affects the quality and continuity of knowledge sharing (Bougherza et al., 2025).
Research on public enterprises also emphasizes the distinction between accumulated knowledge stocks
and learning flows: organizations may possess extensive technical expertise but still fail to learn if
knowledge does not circulate effectively across organizational levels (Cancado & Drumond, 2025).
Organizational learning in public institutions is additionally embedded within political and institutional
environments. Studies of national bureaucracies indicate that learning is influenced simultaneously by
individual, social, organizational, and political factors (Janus & Esser, 2025), while research on public
leaders operating under recurring crises demonstrates that learning has cognitive, behavioral, and political
dimensions and is shaped by public-service motivation and institutional context (Debela, 2025). Resource
constraints may further reduce opportunities for staff development and institutional reflection,
transforming potentially strategic organizational change into short-term responses to immediate pressures
(Elliott, 2020). These issues are particularly salient in infrastructure-intensive organizations such as
electricity-generation companies, where continuity of operations, technical expertise, knowledge transfer,
maintenance experience, rapid problem-solving, and organizational memory are directly related to
operational reliability. Evidence from state-owned enterprises additionally suggests that organizational
learning may improve performance through the development of innovation capability (Bogale et al., 2025).
Against this background, the present study aimed to identify and explain the barriers to the realization of
a learning organization in Iraq’s public sector, with particular emphasis on the South Electricity
Production Company in Basra Province.

Methods and Materials

The study employed an applied, qualitative, and exploratory research design because the barriers
to organizational learning were assumed to be context-dependent, multilayered, and embedded in
interactions among administrative structures, managerial practices, human resources, knowledge
processes, political conditions, and operational realities. The study was conducted in the South Electricity
Production Company in Basra Province, Irag. Participants consisted of 19 individuals drawn from senior
managers, middle-level supervisors, and experienced employees who possessed direct knowledge of
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organizational processes and operational conditions. Participants were selected using purposive and
snowball sampling so that individuals with relevant managerial and technical experience could be
included. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews designed to elicit participants’
perceptions and experiences regarding impediments to organizational learning, knowledge sharing,
managerial continuity, employee development, decision-making, and operational adaptation. Data
collection continued until sufficient conceptual coverage of the research problem had been achieved. The
interview data were analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s thematic-analysis approach. Analysis involved
repeated reading of the interview material, identification of meaningful units, generation of initial codes,
consolidation of conceptually related codes, construction of subthemes, and final abstraction into
overarching themes. The analytical procedure produced 133 initial codes, 63 secondary codes, 21
subthemes, and five main themes representing the major categories of barriers to the realization of a
learning organization in the company.

Findings

The findings revealed five interconnected categories of barriers. The first theme, bureaucracy and
centralization, included centralization of decision-making, slow organizational response, domination of
administrative procedures and rule-oriented practices over initiative and change, restricted authority of
units and employees in addressing operational problems, and structural inflexibility in responding to
changing needs. The second theme, weakness of human capacity and leadership, comprised conservative
managerial attitudes toward change and learning, inadequate systems for developing and empowering
human resources, mismatch between employees’ competencies and emerging industry requirements,
dominance of authoritarian leadership over participation and collective learning, and limited strategic and
systems thinking among managers. The third theme, discontinuity in learning and knowledge transfer,
included dependence of specialized knowledge on particular employees and key individuals, inadequate
documentation and accumulation of lessons derived from operational experience, weak knowledge
transfer across organizational units and hierarchical levels, and limited acquisition of knowledge and
experience from professional and interorganizational environments. The fourth theme, political
intervention and managerial instability, was reflected in political and nonprofessional influence over
appointments and managerial decision-making, frequent managerial changes, discontinuity of
organizational programs, dominance of short-term administrative considerations over strategic planning,
and organizational vulnerability to political and security crises. The fifth theme, operational and
infrastructural constraints, included aging and unstable production infrastructure, insufficient financial
resources for modernization and organizational development, prioritization of uninterrupted electricity
production over learning and innovation, and vulnerability of operations to fuel and energy constraints.
Overall, the results indicated that these barriers did not function independently. Rather, bureaucracy and
centralization reduced the organization’s capacity for timely learning and action; weak leadership and
human capacity limited the activation of employee knowledge; discontinuities in knowledge transfer
prevented experience from becoming organizational memory; political and managerial instability
disrupted the continuity of learning initiatives; and operational and infrastructural pressures reduced the
time, resources, and organizational attention available for reflection, innovation, and systematic learning.

Discussion and Conclusion



The findings demonstrate that the failure to realize a learning organization in the South Electricity
Production Company should not be interpreted primarily as a shortage of training or employee expertise.
Instead, the central problem lies in the interaction among structural, human, knowledge-related, political,
and operational barriers that collectively interrupt the conversion of experience into organizational
learning. Excessive centralization appears to widen the distance between those who identify operational
problems and those authorized to respond to them, thereby weakening experimentation, local problem-
solving, and rapid organizational adaptation. Leadership problems intensify this constraint when
managerial conservatism, authoritarian approaches, limited strategic thinking, and weak human-resource
development reduce employee participation and discourage the use of knowledge distributed throughout
the organization. The knowledge-transfer findings further suggest that the organization possesses valuable
technical and experiential knowledge, but that this knowledge remains vulnerable because it is frequently
attached to individuals rather than embedded in institutional memory, formal documentation systems,
cross-unit learning processes, or structured mechanisms for intergenerational knowledge transfer. Political
intervention and managerial instability add another layer of fragility by interrupting programs, changing
priorities, weakening continuity, and preventing lessons accumulated under one managerial period from
being systematically transferred to the next. At the same time, operational pressures create a persistent
tension between maintaining electricity production and investing organizational time and resources in
reflection, documentation, professional development, and innovation. These conditions form a self-
reinforcing cycle: immediate operational problems consume the resources required for organizational
learning, while weak learning capacity limits the organization’s ability to address the underlying causes
of recurring operational difficulties. The practical implication is that isolated interventions are unlikely to
produce a sustainable learning organization. Increasing the number of training programs without
decentralizing appropriate decisions, strengthening leadership, improving knowledge-transfer systems,
protecting organizational learning from managerial discontinuity, and investing in supporting
infrastructure would address only a fraction of the problem. Sustainable transformation requires an
integrated organizational approach in which decision-making structures become sufficiently flexible to
use local knowledge, leadership practices encourage participation and reflection, human-resource systems
support continuous competency development, organizational knowledge is systematically documented
and shared, managerial transitions preserve institutional memory, and technological and operational
infrastructure provides the minimum conditions necessary for innovation. The study therefore concludes
that the development of a learning organization in Iraq’s public electricity sector depends on the
simultaneous institutionalization of learning across administrative, managerial, knowledge, political, and
operational domains, so that individual experience can be converted into collective knowledge and
collective knowledge can consistently inform organizational decision-making, problem-solving, and long-
term improvement.
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