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Aim 
1) How is context relevant to organisational learning, 
as exemplified in Scottish primary care (PC) teams?  
2) Why is this so? 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
Three GP Practices in Scotland (one urban, two 
rural), offering either a wide-selection of PC services 
or a restricted service provision were sampled for 
study by means of in-depth qualitative methods. 
Using non-participant observation, in-depth 
interviewing, vignettes (‘acted-out examples’), and 
documentary analysis, a recurrent finding is that who 
learns, what they learn, why that is appropriate, how 
it occurs, what it signifies and where this happens 
cannot be understood in isolation.  All aspects of the 
event as it unfolds are intrinsically tied to the context 
in which it occurs.   
 
Key Results 
At a surface level, what appears to be the same 
event in all three study sites (the treatment of an 
elderly lady) reveals quite marked differences in 
practice when examined more closely.  The 
localisation of learning (what it is, how it happens 
and the meaning it holds in its setting) is clearest 
when a discontinuity in practice occurs and a gap in 
the adequacy of the learning, knowledge, or 
procedures is thrown into relief.   The ‘learning’ of 
novice GPs, vignettes and conceptualisations of ‘what 
general practice is’ are used as working examples to 
tease-out the situated nature of organisational 
learning in primary care teams.   
 
Conclusions 
A view that learning is able to be clearly specified, 
directed and accurately measured is not always 
helpful. Learning will always rightly vary according to 
where, when, why and by whom it happens.  
Anecdotally, all PC Practices are said to be different, 

the learning that occurs in these varying settings will 
itself vary to mesh with those setting.  
 
What does this study add to the field? 
Previous research has tended to view knowledge as 
an insulated, acontextual, transferable commodity 
(“best practice”) which could be separated and stored 
in organisational repositories like computer systems 
and standard operating procedures; with learning 
able to be manipulated in desired directions to 
achieve organisational aims.  Many policy documents 
of the last decade refer to organisational learning as 
an entity that can be retrieved and lifted in to new 
settings unproblematically and with relatively certain 
results.    
 
New theoretical perspectives conceptualise learning 
as intrinsically part of its social setting and working 
practices, with accidental, unexpected and alternative 
learning (‘complexity’ and ‘messiness’) in health care 
settings just as likely as policy-desired outcomes.  
 
The contribution of this thesis is to provide a deep, 
rich and contextual account of organisational learning 
as it occurs in primary health care settings.   
 
Implications for Practice or Policy 
In policy terms this allows us to re-examine the idea 
of an ‘implementation gap’ (between what policy 
requires and what emerges) because ‘in practice’, 
learning is always a resultant mix of all demands and 
pressures within the setting.  From the same policy, 
different learning and outcomes will emerge, as 
different PC teams resolve demands upon them using 
different solutions, initiatives and learning, to fit their 
situation.  This difference is not deliberately 
manufactured, malicious or pathological – it just is in 
the nature of learning. 
  
Where to next? 
Ideas of situated learning (and factors impinging on 
PC teams as they learn) could explore ‘gaps’  
between policy & practice in a different way.  
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