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APPLYING SOCIAL AND PRACTICE BASED LEARNING 
THEORIES INTO THE CLIMATE CHANGE DEBATE: 

assessing the private sector´s role in decarbonisation initiatives in Brazil

Abstract

 Climate change debates have for long underestimated the 

contributions from social sciences. Not only the research sphere but also, 

and most importantly, the policy sphere have in majority used natural 

sciences studies repertoires and reports into account rather than sociological 

problem. Assessing the role of the private sector in decarbonizing initiatives 

The learning literature applied to the managerial sciences can contribute 

it could be integrated into other regions in the globe.
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APLICAÇÃO DE TEORIAS DE APRENDIZAGEM SOCIAL 
BASEADAS NA PRÁTICA NO DEBATE DA MUDANÇA CLIMÁTICA: 
avaliação do papel do setor privado em iniciativas de descarbonização 
no Brasil

   

Resumo

Debates sobre mudanças climáticas por muito tempo subestimaram 

êmica, mais 

também, e sobretudo, a esfera política têm em sua maioria utilizado estudos e 

repertórios das ciências naturais em detrimento de pressupostos sociológicos 

privado nas iniciativas de descarbonização é um passo crucial em favor de 

A literatura de aprendizagem aplicada às ciências gerenciais pode contribuir 

muito para esse debate trazendo insights interessantes sobre a forma como as 

empresas desenvolvem e difundem tecnologias de mitigação e sobre como 

   

Palavras-chave

Aprendizagem organizacional. Abordagem social e prática. Mudanças 

Introduction  

The climate change debate has brought into account the role of 

corporations in developing solutions to the climate problem, mainly through 

the development of green technologies, rather than only their traditional role 
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they can be spread across regions remain an underestimated topic. This paper 

uses some learning literature assumptions applied to the organizational sphere 

   

Organizational learning 
   
Organizational learning (OL) is the academic literature “engaged 

still peripheral to organizational theory for a long time, its initial peripheral 

The speed of technological change means that there is continual 

competitors.

has a broad analytical value” and “learning is a dynamic concept”. Many 
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have stated that “although it is currently common to speak of organizational 

learning, this notion is still surrounded by conceptual confusion”. Because 

coordinate and assess, learning frequently ends up to be a slippery concept” 

The multiple interests in the literature that sometimes lead to a lack 

other authors apply the learning literature to analyse product innovation 

cause and effect of organizational learning, and organizational theorists have 

organizational learning literature is used as a broader concept to analyse 

structures and practices are the phenomenon characterizing the learning 

process. Learning is seen as a trigger to competitiveness, taking place in the 

is the phenomenon under interest. 
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future options”.

The idea of applying the concept of learning to organizations is 

in-behaviour topics.

Shortly after, attempts into the OL theory focused on individual 

acquisition of information. “This focus on individual acquisition of skills 

meaning, and interpret events”, behavioural theorists believed that “learning 

has occurred if there is a change in thought processes (unobservable), even in 

the absence of adjusted behaviour (observable)” but “behaviourists assume 

that learning has occurred if there is a noticeable change in behaviour, even 
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to organizations started to increase. In general, “most of the literature on 

organizational learning has addressed the topic from a perspective that entails 

is impossible to see cognition taking place in the actions of organizations” 

considered to be “conceptually as problematic as it is provocative” (COOK; 

that is applying human-like qualities to companies. “Therefore it has been 

argued that organizational learning should be interpreted as a metaphor 

means, “a cognitivist perspective on organizational learning either takes 

interpreted as a metaphor, or reduces organizational learning to individual 

In the acquisition metaphor, the focus of analysis is on the individual 

later on to be very problematic.

On the other hand, the participation metaphor appears as a result 

This led to the understanding that learning in a non-individual basis requires 
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learning based on theories of individual learning alone, makes it hard to 

capture the social nature of organizational learning”. 

The participation metaphor in the OL literature is often called 

situated learning, learning as cultural processes or practice-based learning. 

This participation approach “takes learning out of the individual mind and 

formal educational settings and places it into the everyday organizational life 

in-enterprises phenomenon, based on participation and practices, brings 

organization structure, information, communication and control processes” 

in 

roles, routines, procedures; through their culture and structure they develop 

According to this participation approach, the main question of 

not by individual members of the organization but by the aggregate itself” 
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practices”. There is some lack of attention in the literature about the cultural, 

sectorial and local factors that impact the learning in each organization. This 

is particularly problematic if one considers that the organizational quotidian 

has many barriers – also arising from the broader institutional setting – to the 

development of the learning processes; barriers such as too many priorities, 

fear of taking risks, pressure for short term performance, and lack of internal 

Among the theoretical approaches one can use to investigate the 

learning phenomenon in enterprises, the practice-based approach seems to 

Bringing more deeply into analysis 

place, including industry and society levels, is still to be further analysed 

in the literature though. That is the attempt of this paper. Especially in the 

play a key role in fostering mitigation initiatives, social accounts and 

situated inputs into the OL discipline – namely situated learning theory – 

stand as the right approach to be used. 

   

Organizational learning as a situated social practice

constructivist perspective2

of learning in a community of practice. Simply saying, it is learning that 

and its identities, ideologies, rules, language and interests on the learning 

process socially understood.

2 -

haviorist, cognitivist, humanist, social learning and constructivist. These approaches vary 
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training, and technology design generally focus on abstract representations 

The situated learning literature refuses this idea and considers 

 It understands learning as a process of attributing 

This 

the assumption that learning occurs mainly through conversations and 

approach:

Because initial theories of learning (based on documentation 

practitioners, the setting for learning is simply assumed not to matter” 
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This approach in the learning literature is to a certain point 

a non-generalizing and non-abstract approach because it considers 

are shared and common meanings are developed through interactions. 

means of participating and interacting in communities of practice. It is 

recognized here that learning does not occur in a vacuum – “learners 

competitor’s plans, and developments in technology”. The importance 

and levels. Encouraging and coordinating the variety of interactions in 

It is also agreed that learning occurs in relation to the activity, 
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Learning here is “situated in the system of 

acquired through some form of participation in a community of practice, 

The concept of practice is fundamental to the comprehension of 

the situated learning and “in contemporary organizational research there has 

been an increasing interest in recurring actions patterns such as practices” 

Although the concept is rich in meaning, it is 

practice] 

engaging fully in a task, job or profession’. Therefore, there is no difference 

implies that the learned skill is a result of actually engaging in the process 
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of social interactions to foster learning can be utilized to raise interesting 

through communities of practice is the aim of analysis. 

   

Communities of practice

Since beginning of history, human beings have been creating 

collective learning. These communities range from the reunion of a remote 

indigenous tribe to an informal meeting of a group of engineers, and 

Conventional learning theories are based on documentation and, 

of studies about OL are becoming more interested about phenomenons 



Estudos de Sociologia, Recife, 2015, Vol. 2 n. 21

183

in organizational literature.

In such communities, learning occurs primarily through participation in 

abilities are acquired and developed in a continuous process of negotiation 

members involved mainly because these communities are not static and 

formation of a community, they can facilitate the spontaneous emergence of 

enterprise); second, the members interact among themselves stablishing 

of practice produce a common repertoire of resources such as language, 

routines, stories, and being a competent practitioner is to have access to this 

Consequently, in accordance to the notion of communities of 

practice, to learn is to be included in a CoP, is to become a member, a 
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The importance of the notion of communities of practice to the 

Communities of practice foster adaptation and sense making in changing 

trust, size, spatial reach and the community’s nature. 

familiarity and mutual understanding, developed in social and cultural 

others may be sensitive to their scale and geographical spread or their nature 

communities of practice in terms of size and spatial reach as it is not possible 

into consideration the actual process of individualization in society. The cultural 
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the studies about the topic to attribute less homogeneity to the notion of CoPs.   

according to characteristics attached to each community – that means learning 

At the same time, the locus of the learning process is the social practice and 

learning is not anymore an individual phenomenon but rather a social activity. 

Learning, understanding and interpreting include many aspects that go beyond 

   
   

F

studies, 

technologies. 

Firms have a crucial role on decarbonizing initiatives not only because 

they are central players in developing mitigation technologies but also because 

those technologies into other regions in the globe.

In accordance to the situated approach of learning, the attempt to 

enterprises and its members. “Social interactions, both formally and informally, 
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Organizations differ systematically in the mode or process by 

making, strategy formulation or innovation may be connected to the mode 

Although the climate change problem is a global problem, global 

to the development of mitigation technologies, analysing the corporations’ role 

in this process from a social learning perspective can bring good insights on 

Because “developments in the companies that constitute the chain, 

that facilitate greening, is stimulated either by government regulations (actual 

contributions.
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By means of all that, this paper links organizational learning initiatives 

social oriented and practice-based perspective of learning, it considers social 

practice and interaction central to the phenomenon of developing and diffusing 

technology diffusion. 
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