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a b s t r a c t

It becomes critical for health care organizations to develop strategies that aim to design new work prac-
tices and to manage knowledge. The introduction of learning organizations is seen as a promising choice
for better knowledge management and continuing professional development in health care. This study
analyzes the effects of a learning organization on nurses’ continuing professional development, knowl-
edge management, and retention in a health and social services centre in Quebec, Canada. The learning
organization seemed to affect daily nursing work in a positive manner, despite its variable impact on
other professionals and other sites outside the hospital centre. These changes were particularly pro-
nounced with respect to knowledge transfer, support for nursing practices, and quality of health care,
objectives that the learning organization had sought to meet since its inception. However, it seemed to
have a limited effect on nurse retention.

© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Today’s society emerged as a result of a transformation from an
industrial era to a knowledge era, leaving room for the creation,
collection, and use of knowledge (Johannessen & Olsen, 2010). As
highly knowledge intensive institutions requiring continuous edu-
cation in order to improve their potential (Tsai, 2014), health care
institutions have seen their knowledge capital increase in impor-
tance with the transformation of society (Estrada, 2009; Tsai, 2014).
Health care professionals are also in need of knowledge since their
practice requires lifelong learning in order to improve their com-
petencies and provide effective and quality care for their patients
(Tsai, 2014).
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On the other hand, health care institutions are also facing impor-
tant challenges in the area of knowledge management. Managing
knowledge in health care organizations is complex since they are
multi-level and multi-site networks with central management,
but also strong local organizations (French et al., 2009). Also, the
sheer amount and fragmentation of information, rapid expansion of
knowledge, and context dependency make it impossible for a per-
son to access all the available knowledge in this domain (Estrada,
2009; French et al., 2009). Additionally, the health care sector is
experiencing a widespread nursing shortage in many developed
and developing countries around the globe (Buchan & Aiken, 2008;
Littlejohn, Campbell, & Collins-McNeil, 2012), and faces an ageing
population (World Health Organization, 2010). An important loss
of knowledge capital is attributed to the retirement of experienced
and knowledgeable nurses across the institutions (Clauson, Wejr,
Frost, McRae, & Straight, 2011). This situation is alarming due to
the possible consequences that they may have on health care pro-
fessionals practice as well as access, security, and quality of health
care (Clauson et al., 2011; Estrada, 2009).

In this context, it is critical for health care organizations to look
for innovative solutions, as well as to develop strategies that aim to
design new work practices and to manage knowledge. Among the
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