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Influential Thinkers | Peter Senge 

Biography 
Peter Senge is a well-regarded and highly innovative thinker with regards to his work in 

management and leadership. Born in 1947, Senge first studied aerospace engineering at Stanford 

University before transferring his focus to management (The Economist, 2008). He continued his studies 

at Massachusetts Institute of Technology, first completing a Masters of Science with a focus on social 

systems modeling and then a doctorate in management (The Society for Organizational Learning, 2016). 

Senge now lives in central Massachusetts with his wife and children while instructing at the MIT Sloan 

School of Management as a senior lecturer. 

 Senge has been credited with the creation of the theory of Organizational Thinking (The 

Economist, 2008). Based upon his theories he has made systems thinking applicable in many 

organizations worldwide by making it a tool for both economic growth and organizational change (The 

Society for Organizational Learning, 2016). Through his travels and implementation efforts he has 

worked with leaders in business, education, health care, and government. 

Publications and Achievements 
 The first publication written by Senge was The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Practice of the 

Learning Organization in 1990; it was later revised and released again with additional content in 2006 

(The Society for Organizational Learning, 2016). Since his original work Peter Senge has co-authored a 

number of publications with various colleagues, including those he works with at the Society for 

Organizational Leaning which he founded (MIT Sloan School of Management, 2016). The other 

publications written by Senge include: 

 The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook: Strategies and Tools for Building a Learning Organization (1994) 

 The Dance of Change: The Challenges to Sustaining Momentum in Learning Organizations (1999) 

 Schools that Learn: A Fifth Discipline Fieldbook for Educators, Parents, and Everyone Who Cares 

About Education (2000) 

 Presence: Human Purpose and the Field of the Future (2004) 

 The Necessary Revolution (2008) 

Senge has been recognized by a number of publications in regards to his work in management 

and business strategy. Some of his achievements include: 

 The Fifth Disciple was regarded as one of the ground-breaking management books of the last 75 

years by Harvard Business Review in 1997 

 Named one of the 24 most influential people on business strategy in 100 years by the Journal of 

Business and Strategy in 1999 

 Named one of the world’s top management gurus by the Financial Times in 2000 

 Named one of the top 10 management gurus by BusinessWeek in 2001 

 Named one of the top 20 most influential business thinkers by the Wall Street Journal in 2009 

 Over 1 million copies of the Fifth Discipline have been sold 

 Over 400,000 copies of the Fifth Discipline Fieldbook have been sold and it was developed based 

upon question from readers of Senge’s original work 
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Key Philosophical Arguments 
 The key contribution of Senge to management and leadership is the concept of building a 

learning organization, the idea that any organization can continually grow in order to create results they 

desire and expand their capabilities. Senge said “[t]he organizations that will truly excel in the future will 

be the organizations that discover how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to learn at all levels in 

an organization” (Senge, 2006). The key argument and point of focus is that any team can become a 

learning organization in order to better themselves; no team starts out perfectly and the teams that 

excel are those that learned how to work together and produce the results they chose to strive for. 

 Senge outlined five disciplines that must be developed and worked on in integrated manner in 

order to achieve the end goal of working as a learning organization.1  

1. Systems Thinking 

 Everything within an organization is connected 

 It is impossible to try and view items in isolation because you will miss the ways in which 

all aspects of the organization interact and influence each other 

2. Personal Mastery 

 Has been referred to as the spiritual foundation of a learning organization, as this 

discipline allows for the greatest levels of achievement 

 It is the commitment to lifelong learning and the quest to achieve those goals outlined 

as being of the greatest importance to the organization 

3. Mental Models 

 Focuses on the fact that individuals must recognize that assumptions and 

generalizations have a large impact on their ability to understand and act 

 It is necessary to perform a self-analysis and recognize what those mental models are 

and methods for overcoming them allowing for greater open-mindedness and the 

potential to achieve advanced thinking levels 

4. Building Shared Vision 

 The key factor is that vision cannot simply be dictated; it must be developed in a 

manner that creates buy-in from all members of the organization 

 In order for the endeavour to be success there must be genuine commitment and 

enrollment at all levels 

5. Team Learning 

 A greater amount of learning can be accomplished as a team; the key is to have dialogue 

and to truly listen to one another 

 In order to learn from one another those items that hinder dialogue must be recognized 

and removed 

 The fifth discipline is referred to as systems thinking; it can be viewed as the tie that binds the 

five disciplines together so that they can be implemented in an integrated manner.  This way of thinking 

is the heart of a learning organization and for many it will require a shift in mindset. 

                                                           
1 All of information on Senge’s work is based upon reading The Fifth Discipline, 2006 revised edition. 
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 In The Fifth Discipline, Senge presents “The Laws of the Fifth Discipline.” These laws focus on the 

challenges that will be faced during the transition into becoming a learning organization. The key is to 

shift the mindset and recognize that current actions are what cause future reactions and that if 

organizations are able to shift the manner in which they think and grow they ultimately have greater 

control over their destiny. 

Personal Evaluation 
 I personally believe that the concept of transforming into a learning organization is a strong 

method for businesses to use in order to stay current and competing in the ever changing market place. 

The key is to recognize that what has worked in the past may not continue to yield the same results in 

the future. 

 One aspect of a learning organization that I struggle with is that so much of Senge’s work 

revolves around the organization as a whole, yet the discipline of personal mastery tends to be geared 

more towards an individual. Overall, the entire concept makes sense but it seems strange to me that 

such an individual aspect is of such large focus. 

 I strongly identify with the first law that “today’s problems come from yesterday’s ‘solutions.’” I 

agree with this law because in order to thrive and stay current it is necessary to be forward facing, it is 

no longer enough to rely on past successes, rather it can be the downfall of organizations to believe that 

the ways they have always done things will continue to work in the future. 

Reflection 
 Since reading The Fifth Discipline I have found myself thinking more about the creation of goals 

and the obstacles that need to be overcome in order to reach them. A key learning that I believe can 

influence both my personal and professional life is the importance of getting to the root of a problem. 

During Senge’s discussion of the Systems Archetypes he states at what we consider to be the solution to 

a problem can result in unintended consequences. 

 I believe this is an important take-away because it illustrates the importance of taking the time 

to consider all possible causes of a problem before jumping to a solution. After learning this I have been 

able to look back on instances in which I group I was working with thought we had found a solution so 

we acted without enough planning and eventually were faced with the realization that we had 

inadvertently created another problem. 
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