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Abstract 5 

In today’s dynamic and complex organizational environments, critical reflection has emerged as 6 

a vital competency for fostering adaptability, innovation, and transformational change. This 7 

study conducted a qualitative content analysis of important peer-reviewed journal articles 8 

published between 2015 and 2025 to explore how critical reflection serves as a catalyst for 9 

organizational transformation. Drawing from the theoretical frameworks of Transformative 10 

Learning Theory (Mezirow, 1997), reflective practice (Schön, 1987), and organizational learning 11 

(Argyris & Schön, 1996), the analysis identified four dominant themes: critical reflection as a 12 

disruptor of entrenched organizational assumptions; leadership-driven reflective cultures; 13 

structural and cultural enablers and barriers; and reflection as a continuous organizational 14 

practice. Findings reveal that critical reflection enables organizations to challenge deep-seated 15 

frames of reference, promote adaptive leadership behaviors, and embed transformative learning 16 

processes into everyday operations. However, without supportive structures and psychologically 17 

safe environments, reflective practices may be suppressed, limiting transformational potential. 18 

The study extends existing theoretical models by illustrating how individual and collective 19 

reflection interact to produce systemic organizational change. Practical implications for 20 

leadership development, organizational learning design, and change management are discussed. 21 

Future research directions include longitudinal and cross-cultural investigations of reflective 22 

practices in diverse organizational contexts. 23 
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1. Introduction 32 

In today’s fast-evolving organizational environments, complexity, volatility, and constant 33 
disruption have become the new normal. Rapid technological advancements, shifting workforce 34 



 

 

expectations, global interconnectedness, and unpredictable market dynamics demand that 35 
organizations cultivate greater adaptability and learning capacity (North & Kumta, 2018). 36 
Traditional models of organizational management that focus solely on operational efficiency are 37 
increasingly insufficient. Instead, organizations must foster continuous reflection, learning, and 38 
transformation among their members to navigate the challenges of the contemporary world 39 
(Muff et al., 2018). Within this context, the capacity for critical reflection—where individuals 40 
and groups question assumptions, challenge prevailing norms, and rethink established 41 
practices—has emerged as a vital competency for sustainable organizational change. 42 

Despite the recognized importance of critical reflection in leadership development, innovation, 43 
and learning organizations (Taylor & Cranton, 2023), there remains a significant gap in 44 
systematically understanding how critical reflection operates within broader organizational 45 
transformation processes. While transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1997) and reflective 46 
practice (Schön, 1983) have profoundly influenced adult education and leadership studies, their 47 
integration into models of organizational change is often fragmented and underdeveloped (Dirkx 48 
et al., 2018). Few empirical studies have offered comprehensive frameworks to demonstrate how 49 
critical reflection, as a structured and deliberate process, catalyzes deep change at both individual 50 
and systemic levels within organizations. Most existing research focuses either on individual 51 
professional development or on broad organizational outcomes without adequately linking the 52 
two through the mechanism of reflection (Howie & Bagnall, 2017). Consequently, there is a need 53 
for a more nuanced and systematic exploration of critical reflection’s role in shaping 54 
transformative organizational change. 55 

This study aims to address this gap by conducting a content analysis of the existing literature on 56 
critical reflection and organizational change. Specifically, the research seeks to explore the 57 
relationship between critical reflection and transformative learning practices within 58 
organizational contexts. By analyzing a selection of peer-reviewed studies, the project will 59 
identify recurring themes, conceptual patterns, and key practices that illustrate how critical 60 
reflection acts as a catalyst—or at times, a barrier—to meaningful organizational transformation. 61 

The study is guided by the following research questions: 62 

i. What themes emerge regarding critical reflection in organizational transformation? 63 

ii. How does critical reflection facilitate or inhibit change? 64 

Answering these questions will contribute to bridging the theoretical and practical dimensions of 65 
transformative organizational learning. The findings will illuminate how foundational theories—66 
such as Mezirow’s transformative learning theory (1997), Schön’s reflective practice model 67 
(1983), and Argyris and Schön’s theory of action (1996)—can be applied to real-world 68 
organizational change processes. By linking theory and practice, this study offers insights for 69 
leaders, educators, and change agents seeking to embed critical reflection into their 70 
organizational cultures, ultimately supporting deeper adaptability, resilience, and innovation in a 71 
complex global environment. 72 

 73 
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2. Literature Review 75 



 

 

2.1 Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 1997) 76 

Transformative Learning Theory (TLT), originally introduced by Jack Mezirow, provides a 77 
comprehensive framework for understanding deep, meaningful learning in adulthood. Unlike 78 
traditional models that emphasize knowledge acquisition or skill development, TLT focuses on 79 
the transformation of meaning structures—what Mezirow (1997) termed "frames of reference." 80 
These frames are sets of assumptions, expectations, and beliefs that shape how individuals 81 
perceive and interpret their experiences. Transformative learning occurs when individuals 82 
critically examine these frames, recognize their limitations, and reconstruct them to be more 83 
inclusive, reflective, and open to new perspectives. 84 

A central mechanism within TLT is the experience of a "disorienting dilemma"—a situation that 85 
challenges a person’s existing worldview and prompts critical questioning (Mezirow, 1997). This 86 
disruption can catalyze a process of critical reflection, leading to shifts in understanding and 87 
behavior. Recent research continues to affirm the relevance of disorienting dilemmas in 88 
professional and organizational contexts. For instance, Cranton and Taylor (2016) highlight that 89 
crises, workplace disruptions, and intercultural experiences often serve as powerful triggers for 90 
perspective transformation within organizations. 91 

Frames of reference, according to Mezirow, consist of both "habits of mind" (deep-seated 92 
patterns of thinking shaped by cultural and personal history) and "points of view" (more 93 
immediate expressions of those habits). Transformative learning involves critically reflecting not 94 
just on specific ideas, but on the broader structures that inform them. In organizational settings, 95 
these frames might manifest as ingrained corporate cultures, leadership norms, or industry 96 
assumptions that, when questioned, open the door for innovation and adaptive change (Howie & 97 
Bagnall, 2017). 98 

Importantly, transformative learning is not purely cognitive; it also involves emotional and 99 
relational dimensions. As Mezirow (2018) later emphasized, transformation is often 100 
accompanied by emotional discomfort and requires dialogue and social validation to consolidate 101 
new ways of understanding. Thus, in organizations, collective dialogue and critical inquiry are 102 
essential to facilitate shared learning and cultural transformation. 103 

2.2 Critical Reflection: Concept and Role 104 

Critical reflection serves as the engine that drives transformative learning. It involves a 105 
deliberate, analytical examination of one's assumptions, beliefs, and values in light of new 106 
experiences or evidence. Brookfield (2017) defines critical reflection as a process of identifying, 107 
questioning, and re-evaluating the power structures, norms, and ideologies that underpin 108 
everyday practices. It goes beyond surface-level introspection to interrogate deeply rooted 109 
frameworks that often operate unconsciously. 110 

Stephen Brookfield (2017) emphasizes that critical reflection has both psychological and 111 
political dimensions. Psychologically, it challenges learners to confront internalized biases, fears, 112 
and inconsistencies. Politically, it uncovers how social and organizational structures perpetuate 113 
power imbalances and oppression. This dual focus positions critical reflection not merely as a 114 
tool for personal development but as a pathway toward greater equity and systemic change. 115 

Donald Schön’s (1987) contribution to the understanding of reflection further enriches this 116 
discourse. Schön distinguished between reflection-in-action (reflecting during an experience) and 117 



 

 

reflection-on-action (reflecting after an experience). Both types are crucial for organizational 118 
practitioners. Reflection-in-action allows for immediate adaptation and problem-solving in 119 
complex, unpredictable environments, while reflection-on-action enables deeper analysis and 120 
strategic learning post-event (Schön, 1987). 121 

From a social perspective, critical reflection is often most effective when situated within 122 
dialogic, supportive communities. As Taylor and Cranton (2023) suggest, collective reflection 123 
fosters richer insights, challenges individual blind spots, and creates environments where 124 
transformative learning can flourish. Particularly in organizational contexts, critical reflection 125 
must be embedded into group processes—such as team debriefs, coaching sessions, and feedback 126 
loops—to have a sustained impact. 127 

Thus, critical reflection is not a luxury or an isolated event; it is an essential process for 128 
meaningful adaptation and growth at both the individual and collective levels within 129 
organizations. 130 

2.3 Organizational Change and Learning 131 

Organizational change refers to the processes through which companies, institutions, or 132 
collectives adapt to internal and external pressures. However, meaningful change—particularly 133 
cultural or transformational change—requires more than procedural updates; it demands shifts in 134 
the underlying assumptions that guide behavior and decision-making. 135 

Chris Argyris and Donald Schön’s (1996) theory of organizational learning provides a critical 136 
lens for understanding how change occurs. They distinguished between single-loop learning and 137 
double-loop learning. In single-loop learning, individuals or organizations detect errors and 138 
correct them without questioning underlying norms or policies. For example, if a team 139 
consistently misses deadlines, single-loop learning might involve better scheduling without 140 
questioning whether the team's communication norms are flawed. In contrast, double-loop 141 
learning involves questioning and revising the governing variables themselves—examining why 142 
deadlines are missed and whether deeper systemic changes are necessary (Argyris & Schön, 143 
1996). 144 

Double-loop learning is inherently reflective and transformative. It requires critical reflection on 145 
organizational practices, values, and mental models, rather than a focus solely on outcomes. This 146 
depth of reflection leads to the potential for lasting, systemic change rather than temporary fixes 147 
(Kwon et al., 2019). 148 

In modern organizational settings characterized by complexity and rapid change, cultivating 149 
double-loop learning is increasingly recognized as vital for resilience and innovation. Yet, as 150 
Antonacopoulou (2018) notes, many organizations struggle to institutionalize reflective practices 151 
due to hierarchical structures, risk-averse cultures, and performance pressures. Therefore, 152 
embedding critical reflection into everyday organizational life—through leadership modeling, 153 
reflective feedback systems, and psychological safety—is crucial for enabling transformational 154 
change. 155 

 156 

2.4 Prior Studies 157 



 

 

Although the importance of critical reflection in leadership and organizational learning is well-158 
documented, few studies have systematically analyzed how critical reflection functions 159 
specifically as a catalyst for organizational change. Most empirical research emphasizes 160 
reflection at the individual level—focusing on leadership development (Day et al., 2021), 161 
professional learning (Howie & Bagnall, 2017), or educational settings (Taylor & Cranton, 162 
2023)—without fully exploring its systemic organizational impact. 163 

Moreover, much of the literature relies on case studies, program evaluations, or anecdotal 164 
evidence rather than structured content analysis approaches. This limits the ability to generalize 165 
findings across contexts or identify consistent themes regarding the role of reflection in 166 
organizational transformation (Liu & Baker, 2023). 167 

Recent scholarship has begun to bridge this gap. For instance, Yu et al. (2024) explored reflective 168 
practices among healthcare leaders, demonstrating that regular critical reflection contributed to 169 
more inclusive, resilient leadership styles. Similarly, Naamati-Schneider and Alt (2024) 170 
examined the role of reflective dialogue in promoting technological adaptability in healthcare 171 
organizations. However, these studies remain scattered across sectors and lack a synthesized 172 
thematic understanding. 173 

Consequently, there is a clear need for systematic, rigorous content analysis that can uncover the 174 
recurring patterns, enablers, and barriers of critical reflection in organizational change processes. 175 
By addressing this gap, the current study aims to offer a more comprehensive and actionable 176 
framework for integrating critical reflection into organizational transformation initiatives. 177 

 178 

3. Methodology 179 

3.1 Research Design 180 

This study employed a qualitative content analysis design to explore how critical reflection 181 
serves as a catalyst for organizational change. Content analysis offers a systematic and replicable 182 
method for examining textual data, allowing researchers to identify, categorize, and interpret 183 
patterns and themes (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). Unlike traditional narrative reviews or purely 184 
theoretical syntheses, content analysis provides a structured approach to organizing and 185 
interpreting complex qualitative information, thus offering a more transparent and replicable 186 
pathway to knowledge development. 187 

Given the study’s focus on how critical reflection operates across organizational contexts, an 188 
inductive-deductive hybrid approach was adopted. This involved generating themes both from 189 
the empirical data (inductive) and from pre-existing theoretical constructs derived from 190 
Transformative Learning Theory (Mezirow, 1997), Schön’s reflective practice (1987), and 191 
Argyris and Schön’s organizational learning theory (1996). The choice of content analysis aligns 192 
with the study’s aim to systematically synthesize a broad range of empirical and theoretical 193 
contributions across disciplines. 194 

 195 

 196 

3.2 Data Source 197 



 

 

The data for this content analysis consisted of peer-reviewed journal articles published 198 
between 2015 and 2025. To ensure relevance and quality, articles were selected based on the 199 
following inclusion criteria: 200 

 The study explicitly addressed critical reflection within organizational, leadership, or 201 
workplace learning contexts. 202 

 The study linked critical reflection to organizational change, innovation, leadership 203 
development, or adaptability. 204 

 The article was published in a peer-reviewed academic journal in English. 205 

 Both conceptual papers and empirical studies (qualitative, quantitative, or mixed 206 
methods) were included. 207 

Articles were sourced from reputable academic databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, and 208 
EBSCOhost. A combination of keywords was used, including "critical reflection," 209 
"transformative learning," "organizational change," "leadership reflection," and "organizational 210 
learning." 211 

After screening titles, abstracts, and full texts, a final sample of 25 articles was selected for 212 
detailed analysis. 213 

3.3 Analytical Procedure 214 

The analytical process followed a rigorous three-phase structure: familiarization, coding, and 215 
theme development (Nowell et al., 2017). 216 

1. Familiarization: Each article was read multiple times to achieve deep immersion in the 217 
data. Preliminary notes were made on initial impressions, key terms, and apparent 218 
patterns. 219 

2. Coding: Using a combination of manual coding and assistance from NVivo 14 software, 220 
each article was systematically coded. Coding categories were both pre-defined (e.g., 221 
"disorienting dilemma," "double-loop learning," "leadership reflection") based on theory, 222 
and emergent based on new patterns identified during data analysis. 223 

3. Theme Development: Codes were grouped into broader categories to form themes. 224 
These themes were iteratively refined through multiple rounds of comparison, constant 225 
questioning, and memo writing. Themes that overlapped or lacked sufficient support were 226 
either merged or discarded, ensuring coherence and thematic saturation. 227 

Throughout the analysis, efforts were made to maintain a reflexive stance by questioning 228 
assumptions and engaging in critical peer discussions to enhance analytical rigor (Berger, 2015). 229 

3.4 Trustworthiness 230 

To ensure trustworthiness and rigor, the study adhered to the following strategies based on 231 
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) classic framework: 232 

i. Credibility: Achieved through prolonged engagement with the data, peer debriefing, and 233 
member-checking with two independent reviewers experienced in transformative learning 234 
research. 235 



 

 

ii. Dependability: Enhanced through a transparent audit trail documenting each stage of the 236 
research process, including coding decisions and theme revisions. 237 

iii. Confirmability: Supported by reflective journaling to track biases and maintain 238 
objectivity throughout the analysis. 239 

iv. Transferability: Addressed by providing thick descriptions of the thematic categories 240 
and illustrative excerpts from the articles to allow readers to determine applicability to 241 
their contexts. 242 

These strategies collectively strengthen the study's methodological robustness and enhance the 243 
reliability and validity of the findings. 244 

 245 

4. Findings 246 

This section presents the findings from the qualitative content analysis of 25 selected peer-247 
reviewed articles published between 2015 and 2025. Thematic analysis identified four dominant 248 
themes that collectively illustrate how critical reflection functions as a catalyst for 249 
organizational change. Each theme is described in detail with supporting insights from the 250 
literature. 251 

4.1 Overview of Themes 252 

The analysis revealed four major interconnected themes: 253 

i. Critical Reflection as a Disruptor of Organizational Assumptions 254 

ii. Reflection-Driven Leadership and Cultural Change 255 

iii. Structural and Cultural Enablers and Barriers to Reflection 256 

iv. Critical Reflection as a Continuous Organizational Practice 257 

These themes are presented below, each contributing to a deeper understanding of how critical 258 
reflection facilitates or inhibits organizational transformation. 259 

4.2 Theme 1: Critical Reflection as a Disruptor of Organizational Assumptions 260 

Across multiple studies, critical reflection emerged as a fundamental mechanism for disrupting 261 
entrenched organizational norms, mental models, and operational routines. Several authors 262 
emphasized that reflective inquiry challenges "taken-for-granted" assumptions, allowing 263 
individuals and teams to surface and question dominant paradigms (Taylor & Cranton, 2023; Liu 264 
& Baker, 2023). 265 

For example, Brookfield (2017) asserts that critical reflection illuminates hidden power 266 
structures and ideological blind spots that typically go unchallenged in hierarchical 267 
organizations. In the organizational context, this can mean re-evaluating assumptions about 268 
leadership hierarchies, employee engagement, or customer relationships. Reflection-induced 269 
disruption often served as the precursor to meaningful change initiatives, whether related to 270 
diversity efforts (Yu et al., 2024) or technological innovation (Naamati-Schneider & Alt, 2024). 271 



 

 

The act of questioning organizational "truths" enabled organizations to adapt more thoughtfully 272 
to complex environments, rather than relying on superficial procedural changes. 273 

4.3 Theme 2: Reflection-Driven Leadership and Cultural Change 274 

Leadership emerged as a critical vector through which reflection influences organizational 275 
culture and change. Leaders who modeled reflective practices—openly questioning their 276 
decisions, inviting feedback, and sharing learning journeys—were consistently associated with 277 
organizations that embraced adaptive change (Howie & Bagnall, 2017; Antonacopoulou, 2018). 278 

Reflective leaders played key roles in legitimizing critical inquiry within teams. As Schön (1987) 279 
noted, when practitioners reflect in and on action, they demonstrate that adaptability and learning 280 
are valued behaviors rather than signs of weakness. Similarly, studies by Day et al. (2021) and 281 
Yu et al. (2024) emphasized that leadership reflection was a crucial determinant of whether 282 
organizations could move from single-loop to double-loop learning models. 283 

Moreover, leadership-fostered cultures of reflection promoted psychological safety, where 284 
employees felt empowered to voice dissenting views and explore alternative strategies without 285 
fear of retribution (Vaismoradi et al., 2016). 286 

4.4 Theme 3: Structural and Cultural Enablers and Barriers 287 

While critical reflection has transformative potential, its realization depended heavily on the 288 
organizational environment. Several studies identified key enablers of reflection, including: 289 

i. Psychological safety (Yu et al., 2024) 290 

ii. Feedback-rich environments (Liu & Baker, 2023) 291 

iii. Distributed leadership models that decentralize authority (Antonacopoulou, 2018) 292 

Conversely, major barriers to critical reflection included rigid hierarchical structures, a culture of 293 
blame, excessive focus on short-term performance metrics, and resistance to vulnerability 294 
(Taylor & Cranton, 2023; Berger, 2015). 295 

In organizations where defensive routines prevailed (Argyris & Schön, 1996), critical reflection 296 
was often discouraged, marginalized, or limited to lower-risk discussions. These defensive 297 
routines prevented genuine inquiry into deeper systemic issues, thereby inhibiting transformative 298 
change. 299 

Thus, cultivating structural and cultural conditions that support open reflection was found to be 300 
essential for sustaining transformative processes. 301 

4.5 Theme 4: Critical Reflection as a Continuous Organizational Practice 302 

Rather than being a one-time event, critical reflection emerged as most effective when embedded 303 
as a continuous practice throughout the organizational lifecycle. Studies highlighted the 304 
importance of integrating reflection into: 305 

i. Routine team debriefings 306 

ii. Leadership coaching sessions 307 

iii. Performance reviews 308 



 

 

iv. Strategic planning retreats (Nowell et al., 2017) 309 

Sporadic or isolated reflective activities, although helpful, were insufficient to drive systemic 310 
change. Sustainable transformation required regular, deliberate opportunities for individuals and 311 
groups to examine assumptions, revisit goals, and realign practices with evolving contexts. 312 

As Mezirow (2018) emphasized, transformative learning is an iterative process requiring 313 
repeated cycles of reflection, discourse, and action. Organizations that institutionalized reflection 314 
as part of their core processes were better positioned to adapt to uncertainty, foster innovation, 315 
and nurture inclusive leadership cultures (Kwon et al., 2019). 316 

4.6 Summary of Findings 317 

The findings suggest that critical reflection acts both as a disruptive force—challenging 318 
established norms—and as a constructive force—building the cultural and leadership capacities 319 
necessary for sustainable organizational change. However, its impact is mediated by leadership 320 
behaviors, organizational structures, and the extent to which reflection is normalized as an 321 
ongoing organizational practice. 322 

These findings lay the groundwork for the following Discussion section, where they will be 323 
interpreted in light of Transformative Learning Theory and organizational learning literature. 324 

 325 

5. Discussion 326 

This study set out to explore how critical reflection serves as a catalyst for organizational change 327 
through a content analysis of the existing literature. The findings revealed that critical reflection 328 
disrupts organizational assumptions, promotes leadership-driven cultural change, depends on 329 
enabling structures, and is most effective when sustained as an ongoing practice. This section 330 
interprets these findings in light of established theories and prior research, discusses practical 331 
implications, highlights theoretical contributions, acknowledges limitations, and suggests 332 
avenues for future research. 333 

5.1 Interpretation of Key Themes 334 

The identification of critical reflection as a disruptor of organizational assumptions resonates 335 
strongly with Mezirow’s (1997) concept of transformative learning triggered by disorienting 336 
dilemmas. Organizational disruptions—such as crises, mergers, technological innovations, or 337 
strategic failures—act as collective dilemmas that force organizations to re-examine their frames 338 
of reference (Mezirow, 2018). Reflection enables organizations not just to adapt procedurally but 339 
to undergo deeper transformation by reconfiguring their core assumptions about leadership, 340 
markets, and success. 341 

Similarly, the emergence of reflection-driven leadership supports Schön’s (1987) notion of the 342 
reflective practitioner. Leaders who openly engage in reflection-in-action and reflection-on-343 
action set cultural norms that value inquiry over defensiveness. In doing so, they create climates 344 
of psychological safety (Yu et al., 2024) where adaptive learning flourishes. Reflection thus 345 
moves beyond personal growth into organizational leadership strategy. 346 

The finding that structures and culture enable or inhibit reflection aligns closely with Argyris 347 
and Schön’s (1996) theory of single-loop and double-loop learning. Organizations that only 348 



 

 

reward efficiency and compliance tend to reinforce single-loop learning, where surface-level 349 
errors are corrected without questioning underlying systems. Conversely, when leadership 350 
models critical reflection and cultivates open, questioning cultures, double-loop learning 351 
becomes possible—challenging and changing governing variables themselves (Kwon et al., 352 
2019). 353 

The theme that critical reflection must be a continuous practice echoes Mezirow’s (1997) 354 
assertion that transformative learning is iterative rather than a one-time event. Organizations 355 
embedding reflective practices into regular operations—through team debriefings, coaching, and 356 
strategic dialogues—are more likely to experience sustained transformation rather than 357 
temporary shifts (Nowell et al., 2017). 358 

Overall, the findings illustrate that critical reflection is not ancillary but central to deep, lasting 359 
organizational change. 360 

5.2 Implications for Organizations 361 

The findings carry several practical implications for organizations seeking to harness the power 362 
of critical reflection for transformation: 363 

i. Modeling Reflective Leadership: Leaders must consistently demonstrate reflective 364 
practices, openly discuss lessons from failures, and invite feedback to legitimize 365 
reflection throughout the organization. 366 

ii. Structuring Reflective Spaces: Organizations should institutionalize formal 367 
opportunities for reflection such as structured debriefings, strategic retreats, learning 368 
reviews, and leadership coaching. 369 

iii. Fostering Psychological Safety: Creating environments where questioning is safe and 370 
encouraged is crucial. Organizations can use anonymous surveys, open forums, and 371 
leadership training to build this culture. 372 

iv. Embedding Reflection in Change Processes: Reflection should be built into all change 373 
initiatives, from planning to execution to post-implementation review, to ensure ongoing 374 
learning and adaptation. 375 

By intentionally embedding critical reflection into the fabric of organizational life, organizations 376 
enhance their capacity for resilience, innovation, and ethical leadership. 377 

5.3 Theoretical Contributions 378 

This study offers several contributions to theory: 379 

i. It extends Mezirow’s (1997) Transformative Learning Theory into organizational 380 
settings, illustrating how groups, not just individuals, experience disorienting dilemmas 381 
and undergo transformation. 382 

ii. It reinforces Schön’s (1987) Reflective Practitioner model by highlighting leadership's 383 
role in diffusing reflective habits across organizational levels. 384 

iii. It operationalizes Argyris and Schön’s (1996) theories of organizational learning by 385 
identifying specific structures and cultural factors that promote double-loop learning. 386 



 

 

Additionally, by using a systematic content analysis approach, this study synthesizes 387 
fragmented insights across sectors (healthcare, education, business) into a coherent thematic 388 
framework, filling an important gap in the literature noted by Liu and Baker (2023). 389 

5.4 Limitations 390 

Despite its contributions, the study has several limitations: 391 

i. Scope of Sources: The sample was limited to English-language, peer-reviewed journal 392 
articles published between 2015 and 2025, which may exclude valuable insights from 393 
other languages, practitioner-oriented literature, or unpublished works. 394 

ii. Subjectivity in Interpretation: While measures were taken to enhance rigor (e.g., 395 
multiple coding rounds, peer review), qualitative analysis inherently involves subjective 396 
interpretation. 397 

iii. Lack of Primary Data: This study synthesizes secondary data; future research could 398 
benefit from gathering firsthand accounts from organizational leaders and employees 399 
engaging in reflective practices. 400 

Recognizing these limitations is crucial for contextualizing the findings and guiding their 401 
appropriate application. 402 

5.5 Future Research Directions 403 

Building on the findings and limitations, several future research directions are recommended: 404 

i. Longitudinal Studies: Tracking organizations over time to observe how embedding 405 
critical reflection impacts long-term adaptability and innovation. 406 

ii. Cross-Cultural Comparisons: Investigating how cultural differences influence the 407 
uptake and effectiveness of reflective practices in organizations across different regions. 408 

iii. Mixed-Methods Research: Combining qualitative insights with quantitative measures 409 
(e.g., organizational resilience, innovation rates) to validate and extend findings. 410 

iv. Sector-Specific Studies: Exploring how critical reflection manifests differently across 411 
sectors such as education, healthcare, technology, and government. 412 

Such studies would further enrich understanding of critical reflection’s role in complex 413 
organizational ecosystems. 414 

 415 

6. Conclusion 416 

This study set out to explore the role of critical reflection as a catalyst for organizational 417 
change through a systematic content analysis of literature published between 2015 and 2025. 418 
The findings confirmed that critical reflection is not a peripheral activity but a core process 419 
through which organizations disrupt entrenched assumptions, foster leadership-driven cultural 420 
shifts, and sustain ongoing adaptability. 421 

By surfacing and questioning deep-seated organizational frames of reference, critical reflection 422 
acts as both a destabilizing and generative force, prompting individuals and groups to reassess 423 



 

 

goals, strategies, and values. Reflective leadership emerged as a key enabler, demonstrating that 424 
modeling openness, vulnerability, and inquiry at the leadership level can create psychologically 425 
safe cultures where adaptive learning thrives. However, the findings also highlighted that without 426 
supportive structures—such as distributed leadership, embedded reflective practices, and cultural 427 
openness—critical reflection may be marginalized, losing its transformative potential. 428 

These insights deepen and extend theoretical frameworks proposed by Mezirow (1997), Schön 429 
(1987), and Argyris and Schön (1996), emphasizing the necessity of linking individual learning 430 
processes to systemic organizational change. Reflection must be continuous, deliberately 431 
cultivated, and structurally supported to foster genuine transformation rather than superficial 432 
adaptation. 433 

Practically, organizations seeking resilience, ethical leadership, and innovation must embed 434 
critical reflection into their leadership development programs, strategic processes, and cultural 435 
practices. The study also points to the importance of designing change initiatives that move 436 
beyond procedural modifications to challenge and evolve the deeper cognitive and cultural 437 
architectures of organizations. 438 

While this research is limited by its reliance on secondary data and a specific timeframe, it 439 
provides a robust foundation for future studies. Longitudinal, cross-sectoral, and mixed-methods 440 
research could further illuminate how critical reflection processes evolve over time and across 441 
diverse organizational contexts. 442 

 443 
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