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Chapter 8: Introducing, Implementing, and Sustaining Action Learning
[bookmark: 433][bookmark: section.C7DD83E8-748F-46BC-BA7F-A4665274]Overview
[bookmark: 434][bookmark: IDX-161]Action learning can be introduced into an organization by any individual or business unit that would like to use this marvelous tool for solving problems and enhancing development. To successfully and systematically introduce, implement, and sustain action learning programs throughout an organization, follow the twelve steps listed in Table 7 and detailed in this chapter. These steps will enable you to optimize the power of action learning and promote its extension throughout the organization. The careful launching of the program will ensure its continuation and will help to overcome the barriers and pitfalls that might derail action learning along the way.
	[bookmark: 435][bookmark: ch08table07]Table 7: Twelve Steps for Introducing and Implementing Action Learning

	1. Gain support of top management.
2. Conduct a preparatory workshop.
3. Choose projects, problems, or challenges.
4. Select and prepare action learning coach(es).
5. Determine membership and establish the action learning groups.
6. Orient and prepare the action learning group(s).
7. Carry out and implement the action learning sessions.
8. Reframe problems and develop action strategies.
9. Pilot test and recommend actions.
10. Implement action strategies.
11. Finalize activities and capture final learnings of the action learning group.
12. Assess value and power of action learning program and seek ways to expand throughout the organization.












Step 1: Gain Support of Top Management
The first step, and certainly one of the most critical steps in establishing powerful and successful action learning programs in an organization, is to gain the support of top management. The leaders in the organization will become invaluable in launching action learning throughout the organization and assuring the action learning groups that their efforts, strategies, and learnings will be championed and promoted by the organization.
[bookmark: 437][bookmark: IDX-162]To gain this support, the leaders themselves must first be convinced that action learning will successfully and quickly solve the complex and urgent problems of the organization. They must be willing to acknowledge that some of their existing challenges and problems have been intractable and not well resolved by the existing approaches, such as task groups, training, and outside consultants. These leaders should therefore be open to trying a new approach that will generate quantum improvements for their business and prepare their workers for the challenging and competitive environment surrounding them.
It is very important that top management has a solid understanding of action learning processes and principles. Otherwise, they may not select the appropriate problems, people, or resources for action learning. Or they may withdraw support at the first sign of difficulty or resistance. It is valuable to highlight the fact that action learning enables the organization to have more time in the long term by resolving present problems that are obstructing success in the short term.
If top management becomes convinced that action learning will develop and improve the organizational capacity to provide better products, services, and profits, they will be willing to assign their most critical and urgent problems to the action learning groups and to commit themselves to implementing the solutions and strategies developed by the group. Ideally, they will allow, encourage, and enable the group itself to carry out the solutions it has identified.
[bookmark: 438][bookmark: IDX-163][bookmark: 439][bookmark: ch08usb01]
Checklist for Top Management Support
· Is top management committed to action learning?
· Do managers understand the benefits and expectations?
· What information or endorsements would enhance their support?
· Will they support the action learning groups with time and resources?
· Are they aware of and supportive of cultural changes created by action learning?
· Is there agreement on overall objectives for the program?
· Do they want leadership development as part of the action learning programs? Team building? Organizational culture change?
· Are there champions for the action learning sets?
· Have the program and its objectives been discussed with potential participants and their managers?
· Do managers and participants understand the time factor involved?
· How will the recommendations and actions of the action learning groups be handled?

Top management should be aware of the fact that if proposed solutions from the group are rejected or ignored, the energy and efforts of members will quickly dissipate, and much of the power and potential growth of action learning will be impaired. Managers must also understand that if the action learning process is to build leaders and teams, they must allow time and provide appropriate resources (e.g., an action learning coach). Time for learning and development needs to be an integral part of the company's action learning programs. An important question, even at this early stage, is whether the organization will be using internal or external action learning coaches.
A tremendous boost to action learning is to have top management commit to assigning senior managers to action learning groups or to become members of groups themselves. They can also reinforce action learning by allowing groups to use company time to work on organizational problems. Such actions clearly demonstrate their commitment to the program. It is important that leaders maintain management support even when some projects do not achieve immediate success.
[bookmark: 440][bookmark: IDX-164]What is the best way to secure the support of top management for instituting action learning, and who should introduce action learning to top management? Usually, one or more staff members have heard about or experienced action learning at a conference or in another organization and decide to approach management on their own. These people may emerge as internal action learning champions who offer to submit their own problems and staff to the initial action learning programs. Or they may decide to use action learning at their staff meetings so that they can then show top management how it has been working for them.
Some action learning proponents have found that a more effective approach is to bring an external source—either a leader from another company who is a strong proponent or an experienced action learning coach—into the organization to introduce the principles and benefits of action learning. Often leaders are uncomfortable trying a new system or tool unless they know that other companies have had success with it. Thus, it is valuable to provide examples of companies who have used action learning with wonderful results.

Step 2: Conduct a Preparatory Workshop
Once top management has given its support to introducing action learning into the organization, it is important to get the rest of the organization aboard. The best way to accomplish this goal is to conduct a two-hour action learning workshop that orients everyone to the principles and benefits of action learning. This workshop can also be an opportunity to demonstrate that top management supports the use of action learning in the organization. The workshop should generate enthusiasm from staff members for action learning, encourage them to participate in the program, and in some cases, encourage them to establish action learning groups in their own business units. Therefore, it is critical that the workshop is well delivered, exciting, informative, and thorough so as to build momentum and commitment throughout the organization for action learning.
[bookmark: 442][bookmark: ch08lev2sec1]Arranging the Workshop
A number of key decisions must be made in preparing for the introductory workshop. First, who should conduct the workshop? Is there an internal person who has sufficient knowledge and experience to lead and facilitate the session? Or is it preferable to seek an outside action learning expert or contact an organization such as the Global Institute for Action Learning (www.mgmtconcepts.com/gial/gial.asp)?
[bookmark: 443][bookmark: IDX-165]To determine the initial interests and concerns of the organization, you may wish to do an informal survey of some of the staff to ascertain the expectations, biases, previous experiences, and misconceptions they may have about action learning. This will allow the planner(s) and presenter to develop the most responsive content and to identify the cases and issues for the workshop that best demonstrate the concerns as well as the benefits of action learning.
Logistics are also important. Provide a convenient and quiet place with sufficient space for the action learning workshop. Arrange for adequate time (ideally two to three hours), not so late or early that people are arriving late or leaving before the workshop has been completed.
You may wish to identify a possible problem or task beforehand that is of interest to most of the attendees and can best demonstrate action learning in a short period of time. If this is not possible, you will need to choose a problem that is offered during the workshop itself. This is sometimes risky, as often no one wishes to volunteer a problem, or the one posed is either too complex to be handled in the abbreviated time period or is unimportant to many of the people attending the workshop.
Ideally, everyone in the organization should have the opportunity to attend the workshop. If there is limited space and only a limited number of people can attend, be sure to recruit the decision makers and those who can quickly put the program into action. It is important to market the workshop extensively to get people to willingly attend. Capture their curiosity. Highlight the benefits. And even if management is requiring everyone to attend, it is still valuable to develop the pre-workshop enthusiasm via word of mouth and/or flyers and in-company media.
Before conducting the workshop, it is beneficial to have top management, or at least some managers, identify problems or tasks around which to build action learning groups. This will harness the momentum created by the workshop, and the energy can be quickly put to use. Other possible pre-workshop issues include whether to seek volunteers or appoint action learning group members, determining time frames for action learning groups, and selecting the action learning coaches.
[bookmark: 444][bookmark: ch08lev2sec2]Content of Workshop
The two-hour workshop has three distinct segments: overview of action learning, demonstration of action learning, and questions and next steps.
[bookmark: 445][bookmark: IDX-166][bookmark: 446][bookmark: ch08lev3sec1]Overview of Action Learning (30–45 Minutes)
During the first segment of the introductory workshop, the attendees should receive a clear picture about the following topics.
· What action learning is and what it is not (i.e., how it is different from quality circles, task forces, outdoor adventures, other problem-solving groups)
· The benefits of action learning, namely, the solving of complex and urgent problems and the development of leaders, teams, and organizations
· The six components of action learning and two ground rules
· The single-problem and multiple-problem types of action learning
· Basic principles and procedures of action learning
[bookmark: 447][bookmark: ch08lev3sec2]Demonstration of Action Learning (30–45 Minutes)
Action learning should always be demonstrated; nothing explains how and why action learning works or confirms its power and benefits as well as seeing and experiencing the real thing. If the organization has already identified the problem, then the problem is announced and four or five volunteers are requested. If no problem has been identified, the presenter indicates a need for four or five volunteers, one of whom would be willing to share a problem or challenge for the group to work on.
The volunteers should assemble on a stage or in a center space so that the entire audience can observe and hear the interactions of the volunteers as well as the questions and comments of the action learning coach. The volunteers may need to be reminded to speak loudly, even though they are talking to someone a few feet away, so the audience can hear their words.
The presenter/consultant should serve as the action learning coach, as only someone who is experienced and skilled in this role can adequately demonstrate it. The success of the demonstration will depend to a large extent on the competencies of the action learning coach.
The coach indicates, in the interest of time, that he will be telescoping the stages of action learning and jumping more quickly to subsequent stages so as to go through all the stages in the allotted time frame. He also indicates that he will be serving both as the action learning coach and as a teacher who will be highlighting action learning principles and describing events to the audience as they occur. Thus, he will be more active and vocal than he normally would be in the role of action learning coach.
[bookmark: 448][bookmark: IDX-167]To maintain the interest and learning of the audience, the coach asks the observers to write down questions they would have asked if they were in the action learning group as well as how they would have responded to the questions that the coach is asking. Audience members should not be allowed to ask their questions during the demonstration, as that would destroy the cohesiveness and direction of the group, as well as consume much more time than can be allocated to the demonstration.
During the demonstration, the group should quickly go through the stages of reframing the problem, framing the goal, and developing strategic actions, with perhaps one or two interventions by the coach. After the group has worked for fifteen to twenty-five minutes, the coach should advise the group that it has another five minutes to work on the problem and strategies before he concludes the demonstration with some reflective questions for them. During the course of the demonstration, there will be a number of strategies that the problem presenter or organizational representative will be asked to consider.
When the group has completed its work, the coach asks the problem presenter what action he is going to take based on the ideas and strategies that have arisen. After he has identified his proposed actions, the problem presenter is asked if he has been helped and, if so, how. Inevitably, he has been helped, since he has had the problem clarified and reframed, a result that always occurs when a problem is talked out and explored from a variety of perspectives.
The coach uses the final five to ten minutes to ask the action learning group a number of the postsession questions (see Chapter 7), concurrently alerting the audience as to why he asked the questions that he asked, how and why the follow-up questions were asked, and the impact of the questions and responses.
[bookmark: 449][bookmark: ch08lev3sec3]Questions and Next Steps (15–30 Minutes)
The organization's presenter and/or the action learning coach should then ask the audience what questions they have about what they have observed, why the learning coach asked the questions he did, and any principles and practices of action learning that were unclear. It is important that this discussion period focus on the process of what happened, not the content of the problem, since the problem could have been resolved in a number of ways, and members of the audience, because of their different perspectives, might have considered other alternatives. To debate what someone might consider a better alternative would be nonproductive and inconclusive and would miss the point of the demonstration, namely, how and why action learning works.
[bookmark: 450][bookmark: IDX-168]Another option at this point would be to form a panel at the front of the room composed of a senior leader of the organization, the action learning coach, and the champion of action learning in this company. Following questions and discussion about action learning in general, the panel may begin ascertaining the audience's understanding and commitment to action learning, as well as specific actions and steps that the organization will take to establish an action learning program.
[bookmark: 451][bookmark: ch08usb02]
Checklist for Assessing Preparatory Workshop
· Is top management in support of and present at the workshop?
· Are the facilities adequate for presenting and demonstrating action learning?
· Is there sufficient time available?
· Are all the appropriate people attending?
· Are the basic elements of action learning being well covered?
· Is the demonstration well organized and set up? Has the organization identified an appropriate problem or challenge for the demonstration?
· What is the level of organizational/employee enthusiasm for action learning?
· Has a training workshop been developed and conducted that assures that the participants will have (a) a solid understanding of the basic concepts and mechanics of action learning and (b) an appreciation of the value of reflective questioning and continuous learning?
· Are outside resources and linkages needed?
· Has a time frame been established for setting up the action learning sets? (This is optional, but it is important for participants to have a sense of the level of commitment to action learning by the organization.)

[bookmark: 452][bookmark: ch08lev2sec3]Benefits of Preparatory Workshop
[bookmark: 453][bookmark: IDX-169]The introductory workshop can serve many purposes. Not only does it enable the organization and potential group members to understand action learning, how it works, and how it benefits individuals and the organization, but also it can begin the screening process to determine which managers now believe sufficiently in the tool to initiate an action learning set in their department. It may also identify individuals who would like to join an action learning group. The impetus created by this workshop must quickly be converted into one or many learning groups.

Step 3: Choose Projects, Problems, or Challenges
Choosing the projects or problems that learning groups will work on is at the heart of the action learning process and will have a significant impact on the image and impetus of action learning within the organization. Urgent, complex problems and projects in need of innovative solutions will demonstrate the organization's commitment to action learning and drive the quality of the action as well the quality of the learning. Thus, whether chosen by the individual, by the business unit, or by the organization, the problem should be important, worth resolving, and have a definitive time frame for taking action.
A number of important decisions relative to the choice of the action learning problem need to be made at this juncture.
[bookmark: 455][bookmark: ch08lev2sec4]Single- or Multiple-Problem Sets, or Both?
Action learning can be implemented in either a single-problem or multiple-problem format. Some organizations chose both formats, although the more common approach is a single-problem format. The company should examine the elements, processes, and benefits of each format (see Chapter 1) and choose whichever provides the most value to the organization.
If the single-problem format is selected, only one group should work on that problem. Having more than a single group working on the same problem will dissipate the energy and commitment of the groups as well as diminish the quality of results, even though more total energy may be devoted to the problem. It is much better to have one excellent set of recommendations than to have two mediocre ones, which will occur if two groups tackle the same issue, because the degree of urgency, accountability, and confidence will be lost.
If the organization uses the multiple-problem format, it is important to remember that each person has a limited amount of time for the group to focus on her problem. Thus, the problems that are chosen may need to be less complex than those in a single-problem set (and usually the problems that individuals face are less complicated than those of an organization or department).
[bookmark: 456][bookmark: IDX-170][bookmark: 457][bookmark: ch08lev2sec5]What Types of Problems Should be Chosen?
Any problem that is important to the organization and requires breakthrough strategies to solve can be considered. Problems may be connected to operations, strategic planning, personnel, management, marketing, or customer relations. They may be significant and complex problems that require several months to complete or quick, urgent, and minor problems that need to be resolved before the end of the day. Examples of potential action learning problems include the following.
· Create a new performance appraisal system (Cathay Pacific used action learning to resolve this problem)
· Develop a global strategy for the manufacturing division of the company (General Electric)
· Handle a disgruntled employee
· Build a global solution brand business
· Improve information systems
· Cut operational costs by $1 billion (Caterpillar)
Whatever problem is chosen, it must be one for which the group has been given the power to develop and implement strategies.
[bookmark: 458][bookmark: ch08lev2sec6]Who Should Choose the Problems?
The problems can be chosen individually or collectively by the members of the action learning group or, as is more common in organization-sponsored action learning programs, by senior management or business unit leaders. The higher the level at which the problems are chosen, the more importance the project will be perceived as having.
[bookmark: 459][bookmark: ch08usb03]
Choosing Action Learning Projects at Boeing
In the Global Leadership Program at Boeing, the problems were initially chosen by HR staff. However, as the Boeing Executive Council recognized the high quality of strategic actions developed by the action learning groups, the council decided that it would choose future projects.

[bookmark: 460][bookmark: ch08lev2sec7]Who Will Present the Problem/Project at the Initial Session?
[bookmark: 461][bookmark: IDX-171]The problem presenter is usually the person who is the true owner of the problem. If the problem being considered is an organizational one or one from a business unit, and two or more members of the group are familiar with the problem, then either or all of them can collaborate in presenting the problem and answering questions about the problem.
There may be instances, however, when the problem owner is a manager who is unable to commit herself to attend every meeting of the group (as noted in Chapter 3, attendance at every session is essential for successful problem solving and learning), or she feels her presence would lessen the spontaneity and courage of the group in seeking fresh answers or examining root causes. In these circumstances, she may designate a representative to present the problem and to ensure that the group's proposed strategies will be implemented.
Of course, for the problem owner(s) to be part of the action learning group indicates a strong interest in solving the problem and a stronger commitment to implementing the solutions proposed. If the problem owner is not able to be a full-time member of the group, he should try to be available at the first session to answer questions from the group. He should also be available between sessions to answer questions and to indicate his support or uncertainty relative to strategies being considered (particularly since the problem owner may be the "who knows, who can, and/or who cares" person).
[bookmark: 462][bookmark: ch08lev2sec8]What Aspects of the Problem Should be Presented?
There is a fine balance between providing too little information about the problem (leaving the members wandering aimlessly) and too much information (thus limiting the range of options that the group considers). To frame his presentation, the problem presenter should take into account the following areas:
· What is the background of the project?
· How will the organization measure the success of the project team?
· What is the critical information you can provide to the team relative to
· Business/strategic plans?
· Marketing plans?
· Competitive information?
· Financial results and plans?
· Benchmarking data?
· Who are the key people within the business/function that the team should meet with? Who will be responsible for scheduling people to meet with the project team (e.g., marketing, financial, manufacturing, legal, sourcing)?
· How can you help the project team have access to key stakeholders? Who will schedule these meetings?
[bookmark: 463][bookmark: IDX-172][bookmark: 464][bookmark: ch08usb04]
Checklist for Selection of Action Learning Projects
· Who will choose the problems—the organization or individual managers or the group members?
· Who will be presenting the problem?
· Do the problems meet criteria for action learning problems?
· Are the problems feasible and manageable?
· Are they urgent and important?
· Do they provide opportunities for learning and development?
· Is there a time frame for completing the project?
· Do the problems or program need to be discussed with top leadership?
· Do managers and participants understand the time involved in working on these problems?
· Are they true problems, or does management already have a solution?
· Does the organization have restrictions on possible strategies?
· Will groups work on single or multiple problems?
· Will the group have the authority to implement its recommendations?
· Will proposed solutions first need to be presented to higher management for implementation? If so, to whom will the group present its recommendations?

· What key people outside the company should the team engage—customers, suppliers, competitors, trade associations, government agencies?
[bookmark: 465][bookmark: ch08lev2sec9]How Quickly Must the Problem be Resolved?
Problems usually come with deadlines by which decisions need to be made and tasks need to be completed. If a problem needs to be solved this afternoon, the action learning group will be able to meet only one time. If the decision is due next week, the organization may arrange for the group to meet either on a part-time or full-time basis. If the final action date is a month or six months from now, then the group will probably meet on a part-time basis.
[bookmark: 466][bookmark: ch08lev2sec10]What Authority Should the Problem Presenter Retain?
[bookmark: 467][bookmark: IDX-173]Many managers are unable or unwilling to delegate power and decision making to a group that might come up with actions with which they are not fully comfortable. It is very difficult to sustain action learning programs if the teams soon recognize that they are merely offering suggestions that may or may not be implemented by the organization. Possible ways of overcoming this resistance include the following.
· Relate case studies from organizations such as GE or Boeing that have successfully used action learning over a number of years.
· Select a problem that is important but has primarily internal impact and for which there is sufficient time for interim testing and actions.


Step 4: Select and Prepare Action Learning Coach(es)
The overall success of the action learning program is dependent on the quality of coaching, particularly at the initial stages. If coaches perform their roles competently, the program will likely achieve the goals of innovative problem solving and individual, team, and organizational learning. The organization needs to make the following three key decisions relative to action learning coaches.
[bookmark: 469][bookmark: ch08lev2sec11]Should Coaches be From Within or Outside the Organization?
The organization needs to decide whether it has the resources and trust required to bring in outside coaches (for example, there may be some problems/projects for which the organization would not want outsiders, even coaches, to be present). If the organization chooses to have internal coaches, it will need to determine who will select the coaches and what the selection criteria will be. Additional questions such as "How many coaches should we have available?" and "Should we choose only from our HRD staff or from among our managers or other staff?" must be addressed.
Whether the coaches are internal or external, it is critical that they have a solid understanding of the role, responsibilities, and attributes of the action learning coach. They should be comfortable in asking reflective questions and have confidence and trust in the power of questions rather than their own power. It is important that they have the ability to not involve themselves in the problem, a challenge especially for internal coaches, who, because of their familiarity with the problem or their desire to get a solution that they find favorable or desirable, are tempted to jump into working on the problem rather than focusing on the learning.
[bookmark: 470][bookmark: ch08lev2sec12]Should Coaching be Rotated among Members of the Group?
[bookmark: 471][bookmark: IDX-174]The action learning coach may serve in that role permanently for a particular group, or the role may be rotated during the life of the group (i.e., a different person in that role at each session). The benefit of rotating the coaching role is that it develops some key leadership skills that naturally and effectively occur within that role. For example, when a person serves as a coach, she often will see things that are missed by those involved in the details of the problem solving. Rotating coaches within the group also lessens the time and cost of bringing in outside people. On the other hand, the advantage of an outside person is that the entire group can devote all its attention to the problem.
If an external professional coach is employed, she will need to become familiar with the organization—its culture, mission, structure, and so on. If internal people are chosen, whether on a rotating or permanent basis, it is important that they be properly trained.
Whether internal or external, rotating or permanent, coaches must be qualified and prepared to serve in that role. In Chapter 7, we examined the qualities and competencies needed to successfully coach an action learning group.
[bookmark: 472][bookmark: ch08lev2sec13]If Internal People Serve as Coaches, How Can We Train Them?
Preparing someone to be a coach usually involves having him go through the following three stages.
[bookmark: 473][bookmark: ch08lev3sec4]Participate in an Action Learning Group
Before serving as a coach, one should experience being a member of an action learning group to feel how it is to be asked reflective questions from a coach as well as to participate in the action learning stages and the learning process.
[bookmark: 474][bookmark: ch08lev3sec5]Shadow an Experienced Action Learning Coach
The next stage would be to shadow and observe a learning coach in action. After a session has ended, the coach will ask the observer-coach what happened and the impact of the questions of the coach. The coach will also ask the candidate what he learned from watching the session as an outsider.
[bookmark: 475][bookmark: ch08lev3sec6]Co-Coach
[bookmark: 476][bookmark: IDX-175]The third stage would be for the person to co-coach an action learning session. The two coaches would agree beforehand on who would intervene during and after the session. At the conclusion of the session, the "senior" coach would ask the aspiring coach how she felt she did, what she did well, what she could do better, and what she learned. The senior coach would then turn to the other members of the group and ask them what the co-coach did well, what she could have done better, what made her effective, and what questions were the most effective.
[bookmark: 477][bookmark: ch08usb05]
Checklist for Selection and Preparation of Action Learning Coaches
· Will we use internal or external action learning coaches?
· If using internal staff, how will we train them?
· Will members of an action learning group rotate as coaches, or will a person be appointed to serve as the full-time coach?
· What attributes and criteria are we seeking for coaches?
· Are the learning coaches knowledgeable? Experienced? Comfortable with and trusting of the manner in which the action learning coach facilitates?

[bookmark: 478][bookmark: ch08usb06]
Selection and Training of Coaches at Boeing
At various points in the Boeing Global Leadership Program, action learning coaches work with the teams to help members reflect on how they could improve their capabilities as a team and how they could transfer their learnings to other aspects of Boeing operations. The action learning coaches receive an intensive two-day training course prior to serving in that role. In addition, the coaches receive coaching guidance during the initial facilitations of the Boeing teams. Both HRD staff and Boeing managers with no previous group facilitation background have served as action learning coaches.

Step 5: Determine Membership and Establish the Action Learning Groups
After the organization has been oriented to action learning and selected the problem(s) for the group(s) to resolve, then decisions need to be made relative to the membership of the action learning groups. The following issues should be resolved at this point.
[bookmark: 480][bookmark: IDX-176][bookmark: 481][bookmark: ch08lev2sec14]Who Will Determine Membership in the Groups?
Membership in groups may be by self-selection or members may be determined by the organization, in which case the decision may be made by the sponsor, champion, and/or top leadership.
[bookmark: 482][bookmark: ch08lev2sec15]What Will be the Number of Members in Each Group?
Action learning is most potent and efficient when the group size is five to six members. If at all possible, membership should not exceed eight members or be less than four. (See Chapter 3 for discussion of group size.)
[bookmark: 483][bookmark: ch08lev2sec16]What Will be the Criteria for Membership?
The selection of participants should be vigorous to allow for a match between individuals' experiences and project needs. In addition, the organization should seek diversity of perspectives, with people from different business units, different age groups, different disciplines, and so on. Diversity of team members is essential for fresh questions and to capture a wide variety of perspectives.
The organization may feel that it takes too much valuable time to help an outsider "catch up" with people already familiar with the problem. This resistance can best be met by providing successful real cases in which outsiders have helped organizations/groups solve their most difficult problems (e.g., the "pizza man" solution).
Membership should be a combination of those who are familiar with the problem and/or context and those who are not. If all are familiar with the problem or context, the group may have difficulty seeing "beyond the box" and being aware of their assumptions regarding the situation and the solutions. They will tend to say "no" or "we have already tried" too quickly and too often. Those unfamiliar with the context or problem will need more time to get up to speed, and may ask some dumb questions that slow down the initial problem reframing, but this time will be well spent as these people will be able to provide fresh perspectives and insights not possible with internal people only. The unfamiliar members also have the opportunity of achieving the greatest learnings.
[bookmark: 484][bookmark: ch08lev2sec17]Will Members be Appointed, or Can People Volunteer?
[bookmark: 485][bookmark: IDX-177]In general, members of single-problem/organization-supported action learning groups are appointed, whereas multiple-problem action learning groups are usually composed of people who have voluntarily chosen to join. The organization may choose to appoint people to be members of specific action learning groups for a number of reasons.
· The organization wishes to mix people from different business units for building corporate culture.
· The organization is eager to have certain individuals become familiar with particular settings or issues (many executive development programs are like this).
· Certain individuals are being considered for potential future leadership positions, and this is an opportunity to assess their true potential.
· Top management recognizes the importance of fresh perspectives or diversity and appoints people from different parts of the organization with different backgrounds and experiences.
· As a matter of convenience and cost, the organization takes advantage of the availability of certain people.
On the other hand, if employees have the option of volunteering to join action learning groups, their choice may be determined by the following factors.
· They care about the problem and/or people in group.
· They have knowledge of and interest in the issue.
· This problem may have relevance to their work/problems.
[bookmark: 486][bookmark: ch08lev2sec18]Will Groups Include Members from Outside the Organization?
There are significant benefits to including people from outside the organization (e.g., customers, individuals from noncompeting companies, dealers, or suppliers). However, time and costs of using external members must be considered. Of course, the organization must weigh the advantages of gaining fresh ideas and different perspectives versus the potential loss of confidential internal information. Outside perspectives, however, can be helpful in developing and launching new programs. Novartis, for example, formed action learning groups with several noncompeting companies to solve problems submitted by the various companies (see case study in Chapter 2).

Step 6: Orient and Prepare the Action Learning Group(s)
[bookmark: 488][bookmark: IDX-178]Before beginning the first session, all members of the group must understand the overall principles, the six components, and the two ground rules that serve as the foundation of action learning practice. Otherwise, the uninformed members will not understand why they are to focus on asking and listening to questions, or why the action learning coach does what he does and with what authority. Members who are not properly oriented may soon become frustrated. They may feel the group is spending too much time clarifying the problem and not getting quickly enough to the solutions.
[bookmark: 489][bookmark: ch08usb07]
Checklist for Selection of Members for Action Learning Groups
· Will membership be by choice or appointment?
· What will be the size of the action learning group?
· Will we include members from outside the organization?
· Will the groups operate full time or part time?
· How often will the groups meet?
· Are the most appropriate people in the group?

Also, never assume that group members understand and/or remember the principles and rules of action learning. Even if everyone attended the preparatory workshop (step 2), they may remember it differently or have forgotten some key elements. Therefore, someone in the group, usually the action learning coach, should take a few minutes at the beginning of the first session to clarify the elements of action learning and determine if there are any questions or confusion.
At the first session, a number of logistical and clarifying tasks should be handled before the group begins working on the problem. These tasks include the following.
[bookmark: 490][bookmark: ch08lev2sec19]Arrange and/or Confirm Meeting Dates, Times, Frequency, and Locations
[bookmark: 491][bookmark: IDX-179]It is important that members attend each meeting of the group. If a member has a conflict that has arisen since the dates were established prior to the group's first meeting, the remaining members of the group should examine how they can help that person rearrange his schedule or priorities, or rearrange the schedule so that meetings are not held when someone cannot attend. It is better to have the group meet less frequently with everyone in attendance than to hold meetings with someone missing. Remember, action learning groups are unique in their "teamness" and in the potency amassed from that teamness; therefore, that quality of time is far more important than the quantity of time spent by the group.
The group needs to confirm once again whether it will be meeting on a full-time, part-time, or one-time basis, a decision that may have been made by top management before the group has its first meeting. Meeting full time may be necessary when the organization must quickly make a decision or immediately develop strategies for an issue or crisis. The benefit of full-time action learning groups is that the members are less likely to be interrupted by other job responsibilities. It is important, however, that the members not be pulled out of the group and that they concentrate their energies and efforts on solving the problem and developing strategies.
Many problems allow for the action learning group to meet on a part-time basis over a longer period of time. Meeting part time has many advantages. It allows for members to carry out their regular, on-the-job responsibilities; thus, the organization does not need to deploy other resources to cover their absence. (Although it is certainly possible for action learning sessions to occur outside working hours, this would indicate that the organization is not very committed to action learning.) Meeting part time also gives members the time and opportunity to gather information and/or apply strategies between sessions. In addition, individuals and the organization itself can more easily see growth and development as leaders, team members, and professionals.
[bookmark: 492][bookmark: ch08usb08]
Part-Time Projects at Bristol-Myers Squibb
Bristol-Myers Squibb, a global leader in personal and health care, has used part-time action learning projects for nearly ten years to resolve its most complex challenges. Action learning projects have included development of marketing strategies, examination of plant closures, and means to increase customer support.

More and more organizations are creating full-time action learning programs, especially as part of their leadership development efforts. Companies such as Boeing, Unilever, DuPont, and Baxter place high-potential leaders in one- to three-month action learning projects to work on major company challenges as well as to develop key leadership competencies. Some organizations, such as GE, establish one- to two-day weekday or weekend action learning programs. Others prefer projects to last for one to two months. Of course, the scheduling of sessions is determined by both the problems of the organization and the developmental needs of the group members.
[bookmark: 493][bookmark: IDX-180]Some action learning groups meet for one time only, as the problem has an urgent time frame and the issue is clearly defined. The availability of preferred group members (distance, other commitments) make the time and resource availability a now-or-never proposition.
Organizations should be careful not to overly restrict the time available for the group to work on the problem. Too short a time period may result in a less than stellar understanding of—and therefore poor solutions to—the problem. Gaining a systems perspective and identifying the points of greatest leverage require time during and between sessions.
[bookmark: 494][bookmark: ch08lev2sec20]Specific Learning Purposes of the Action Learning Sessions
Organizations and the group members can identify both the specific individual and organizational learning purposes for the group. Most groups have a goal to develop the individuals' competencies, whether leadership competencies that are expected of all leaders in this organization (e.g., as at Boeing) or the specific competencies identified for this individual (e.g., as in the U.S. Department of Agriculture). Individual members may ask the rest of the group to help them develop some specific personal skills such as handling conflict, being a better listener, or tolerating ambiguity. Organizations may also seek goals that change the culture and competencies of the organization or develop team building and membership skills. The organization may also be expecting the learnings to be systematically transferred throughout the organization, and thus, time and effort to accomplish those goals need to be arranged by the action learning coach.
The organization's and individual's developmental goals are determined either before the first session or when the coach completes the reflective learning at the end of the first session. The value of introducing the specific developmental goals up front is that everyone will be consciously or subconsciously thinking about them and therefore better able to provide specifics when the coach asks for examples of leadership behavior or opportunities for application.
[bookmark: 495][bookmark: ch08lev2sec21]Role and Style of the Coach
[bookmark: 496][bookmark: IDX-181]Although the role and responsibilities of the coach may be understood by the group, it is wise to remind people how you will be working as a coach. For example, the coach may sit a couple feet back from the table and lean forward when preparing for an intervention. Or, she might like the group to focus on the learning and to continue responding to her questions until she gives a signal to continue the problem solving.
[bookmark: 497][bookmark: ch08lev2sec22]Scheduling of the First Session
The coach will confirm the timing of the different stages of the session. For example, if it is a multiple-problem set, he will allocate an approximate amount of time for each person, so that there is reflection/learning time after each session and a more comprehensive learning time at the end of the program. Table 8 shows a sample schedule for a multiple-problem group with five members. In a single-problem session, the coach may advise the group when they have approximately thirty minutes left to work on the problem, since he is reserving the last fifteen minutes for final reflections and learnings. If the coach does not provide a time warning, members may be surprised and even upset that they had to stop working on the problem. They may push for a little more time, the result of which is that there is little or no time left for the final learnings, which is when the most significant developments generally occur. The power and value of the coach will be diminished, and the group may continue to erode his time and power as they may feel that it is not as important as solving the problem.
	[bookmark: 498][bookmark: ch08table08]Table 8: Sample Schedule for Multiple-Problem Session, Five Members

	9:00
	Welcome and planning of session

	9:10
	Presenter 1 (20–30 minutes)

	9:35
	Action learning coach, capturing of learnings (5–10 minutes)

	9:40
	Presenter 2 and learnings

	10:10
	Presenter 3 and learnings

	10:40
	Break

	10:50
	Presenter 4 and learnings

	11:20
	Presenter 5 and learnings

	11:50
	Final reflections and learnings

	12:00
	Adjourn


[bookmark: 499][bookmark: ch08lev2sec23]Acknowledging the Sponsor of the Group
The sponsor is the business unit or person who has selected this problem and has made a commitment to implement the solutions proposed by the group, whether they are carried out by the group members themselves or by other people identified by the sponsor. In an organization-sponsored action learning group, it is important to confirm the identity of the sponsor of the problem. Knowing who the sponsor is could be relevant as the group develops specific strategies. Often the sponsor is a key person who may have the knowledge, power, and/or passion needed to implement the strategies.
If the problem sponsor is not able to be a member of the group, she may appoint someone else to serve as a member of the group. If neither the sponsor nor her representative can be a group member, then it is important that one or the other is available at the first meeting to provide the initial description of the problem and to answer questions from the group. This will help the group reframe the problem as well as assist members in identifying and clarifying the business issue and deliverables.
[bookmark: 500][bookmark: IDX-182][bookmark: 501][bookmark: ch08lev2sec24]Identifying the Champion of the Group
Note that the champion and the sponsor may be one and the same person. The champion is the organizational person who ensures that action learning programs are given high visibility and acceptance in the organization. She is someone who understands the nature of the program, thinks it is important, and can be influential in making sure the group gains access to the necessary resources. She will work with key leadership in the organization to be sure that action learning programs are supported and implemented. This person seeks to ensure that appropriate company people cooperate in providing time, answers, and resources to the action learning members, both in the group setting and occasionally in one-to-one situations.
[bookmark: 502][bookmark: ch08lev2sec25]Confidentiality of Action Learning
For action learning to work, all group members must feel confident that their comments about the organization, customers, employees, and each other are kept in the room. Without confidence in the confidentiality of the group, problem presenters and members may not be willing to share the crucial information that they possess and may not be honest and frank in responding to questions. The quality of the problem solving and the group's development, accordingly, will be severely hampered.
[bookmark: 503][bookmark: IDX-183]The importance of confidentiality can be addressed organization-wide if the company establishes this norm for all its action learning programs: any information shared within an action learning session is considered confidential and may be shared outside the group only with the approval of all members.
[bookmark: 504][bookmark: ch08usb09]
Checklist for Orientation and Preparation of Action Learning Groups
· Are the members clearly oriented to the principles of action learning?
· Are they aware of how action learning is different from task forces and other problem-solving groups?
· Is the role of the action learning coach clear and accepted?
· Are there any specific organizational or individual learning goals?
· Will we be using single- and/or multiple-problem groups?
· Have set members agreed to processes and norms relative to airspace, asking questions, and reflection?
· Is there agreement on ground rules relative to confidentiality, starting and stopping on time, being supportive, and taking action between meetings?
· Have members agreed on future dates for set meetings and committed to attending them regularly?
· Do we have access to the necessary outside resources and knowledge?
· Is there a sense of ownership and responsibility for the problem?
· Have members identified a place convenient for participants?
· Is the group clear as to its sponsor and champion (if any)?

Step 7: Carry Out and Implement the Action Learning Sessions
Based on decisions made earlier relative to the time frame and deadlines for making decisions and taking action, the group may meet either on a full-time or part-time basis. The frequency of part-time meetings may thus be daily, weekly, or monthly. For example, if external events require an earlier decision point, and the problem is urgent, the group could establish a new schedule.
The length of meetings may range from one to three hours (usually the minimum for multiple-problem groups) to a full day. Of course, the frequency and length of sessions can be adjusted if it is determined that more frequent or longer meetings are necessary.
[bookmark: 506][bookmark: IDX-184]Action learning groups are more valuable when there is more than one session and a reasonable amount of time between sessions, since the group can go only so far in reframing the problem and developing action plans during the session. Information and support from resources outside the group may be needed before the group can go any further. In addition, the group and/or individual members may need to carry out actions developed by the group, report back to the group at the next session, and only then plan further actions based on the results of earlier actions. Also, individuals need time to ascertain whether their competencies are being developed to have more opportunities for developing these preselected skills.
If, however, there is too long a time between meetings (i.e., more than one month), there may be missed opportunities for developing and implementing the action, particularly if this is, as it should be, an urgent problem. In addition, momentum for working on the problem, as well as the cohesiveness of the group, may be lost. Prior decisions and learnings may be lost as well. Also, group members may return to their previous problem-solving culture of making statements and jumping to conclusions, of debating rather than dialoguing.
Normally, the first session(s) will focus on the stages of problem reframing and goal framing, and later sessions will be spent primarily on the stages of developing strategies and taking actions.
It is important for the coach to assert his responsibility for retaining sufficient time to capture learnings and assist the group in developing its problem-solving abilities. Although group members may have the natural tendency to devote all their time to working on the problem and to depart immediately after the next action steps have been determined, the coach needs to insist on having the entire group take time to examine its growth and to identify areas for improvement. This resistance is usually overcome the first time the group sees improved performance as a result of the time they spent in "mining the learning."
During the sessions, a number of pitfalls and difficulties may emerge. These can include the following.
[bookmark: 507][bookmark: ch08lev3sec7]One Member Dominating the Group
[bookmark: 508][bookmark: IDX-185]This problem does not normally arise in action learning groups, since an individual should be making statements only in response to a question. New questions are not raised until the previous question has been answered. If a person begins to try to take over the group, the coach can simply ask the group, "What is the quality of our questions at this time?" Everyone, including the person who may be dominating the group, will quickly recognize that the group norm and action learning ground rules are being violated, and the group's balance will immediately be restored.
[bookmark: 509][bookmark: ch08lev3sec8]Conflict
In any problem-solving situation, with individuals with different personalities and different perspectives, and with a problem that has multiple possible solutions, there will inevitably be some disagreements and even hostile feelings expressed. Because of the intensity within the context of action learning, there will be times when emotions run high. However, if they become too high, the resulting stress will cause people to back off, and they may become concerned about offending someone inside or outside the group.
Problem- or strategy-based conflicts are fine as long as they are legitimate and are openly examined. Personality conflicts, on the other hand, are not beneficial for a group. These types of conflict, however, can be overcome, since the coach brings above the table what, in most groups, stays below the table. The coach merely asks, "How are we doing as a group?" One or more individuals will say, "Not well." Asking for examples and why this conflict is occurring will enable the group to recognize how the conflict contributes to and detracts from the effectiveness of the group, how to best deal with the conflict, and how to reinforce earlier agreed-upon norms and/or introduce new norms. Upon resumption of work on the problem, the group will return to high levels of performance.
[bookmark: 510][bookmark: ch08lev3sec9]Members Not Showing Up
Of course, serious emergencies can arise when busy people attempt to fulfill commitments made weeks or months in advance. If the absence is known long in advance, the group may decide to reschedule or skip that session. If it is sudden and unexpected, the group needs to discuss how to update and assist the absent member in "reexperiencing" what the group did at this missed session. If, however, a person has withdrawn from the group for significant professional or personal reasons, the group needs to decide whether there is still time to enroll a new person or to continue with one less person.
[bookmark: 511][bookmark: ch08lev3sec10]Members Not Willing to Share Information
[bookmark: 512][bookmark: IDX-186]The power of action learning relies on the client/presenter truly trusting and counting on the group to assist him or her. If the presenter holds back information and/or lacks commitment to take action, the members will soon lose their interest and energy to help. One way of overcoming such resistance on the part of the client would be to allow her a "pass" at this session. As she sees the successes of fellow colleagues who share information and concerns, she may recognize that she has forfeited a valuable opportunity and will be sure never to do so again.
[bookmark: 513][bookmark: ch08usb10]
Checklist for the Implementation of the Action Learning Sessions
· Is there sufficient time between meetings to allow for necessary information collection and action?
· Has necessary time been reserved at the end of meetings for reflections, learnings, and applications?
· Do managers and participants understand the time involved?
· Are members interested in and committed to solving problems?
· Do members listen to, respect, and learn from others?
· Do they attend all meetings?
· Has sufficient time been allocated for learning?
· Is everyone committed to attending each meeting for the entire meeting?
· Is there a balance between problem solving/strategizing and reflection/learning?
· Are participants practicing new kinds of behavior, for example, tolerating ambiguity, continually rethinking decisions and looking at probes from a new angle, taking risks, challenging others, searching out rather than receiving information, reflecting?
· How are we handling conflict, domination by an individual, member absence, and discomfort in sharing information (if these occur)?
Step 8: Reframe Problems and Develop Action Strategies
Action learning groups have definitive time periods in which to produce clear results. Each group should take an appropriate and diligent amount of time to reframe the problem and establish the goal(s) that will have the most significant, long-term benefit to the organization or individual. It is important to remember that the group may often end up working on a goal not directly related to the originally presented problem, but one that is clearly the most appropriate goal for resolving the situation faced by the organization or individual in the most effective way.
[bookmark: 515][bookmark: IDX-187]The group knows it is accountable and responsible for resolving the problem. The reputation and future status of the organization, as well as the success of the organization itself, may depend on the quality of the group's strategies and the success of its actions. Thus, there should be full commitment to solving the problem. It is also important for the group to see each problem as unique, rather than as similar to a past problem and requiring a past solution. The group should avoid the tendency to jump to solutions too quickly or accept an easy, mundane solution.
As we noted in Chapter 5, the action learning group undergoes three phases, or systems, as members examine and work on the problem. These are System Alpha, or situation analysis; System Beta, the survey, hypothesis, experiment, audit, and review stage; and System Gamma, the mental predisposition of members and the organization to the situation. While group members are working on the problem and developing strategies, they need to monitor organizational support and commitment for participants and projects. It is important for the group to have clarity on the boundaries regarding what is open to change and what is not.
The strategies must take into account the overall impact of the various alternatives being considered so that the actions do not create greater problems. This is why action learning groups pilot test possible strategies to study the effects of those strategies and to learn from them. Throughout the problem reframing and strategy developing, the group should be examining and tapping potential sources of power, passion, and knowledge so that the plan, when fully completed, will be implemented, rather than remain a great idea only. Outside company resources and links may need to be identified as well.
Finally, it is important that specific actions to be taken are identified at the end of each action learning session. Clearly identify who will be responsible and by what dates. At the beginning of the next action learning meeting, the status and results of these actions should then be reviewed. Action learning groups take agreed-upon actions between sessions until the final decisions and overall actions have been determined and implemented.
[bookmark: 516][bookmark: ch08usb11]
Activities and Recommendations of Learning Groups at Boeing
The Global Leadership Program is divided into three phases: introduction, in-country, and report-out. The introduction consists of three days in a location within the United States and is filled with introductions, orientation, and guest speakers from within and outside of Boeing. The second phase of the program is spent entirely within the country selected by the corporate executive board as a strategically important country. The three weeks are spent traveling to major portions of the country, interviewing business leaders, hearing from country experts, and being immersed in the culture. After approximately ten days into this phase, the Boeing leaders are introduced to a specific business issue selected by the corporate executive board as an important and current issue for the company. The participants form action learning teams to develop solutions and recommendations to present to Boeing's corporate decision makers. The members of the action learning teams return to the United States for the final two days of the program. These days are spent reviewing, refining, and practicing the team's presentation before the executive committee at a regularly scheduled session. Boeing has incorporated many of the recommendations from Global Leadership participants, adding much to the company's global success.

[bookmark: 517][bookmark: IDX-188][bookmark: 518][bookmark: ch08usb12]
Checklist for Reframing Problems and Developing Action Strategies
· What is the quality of problem framing?
· What type of problem is it—technical or adaptive?
· Have we identified the real problem versus the presenting problem?
· Are our goals specific, measurable, feasible, and beneficial to the organization?
· Are we asking fresh questions and taking risks?
· Have the obstacles been identified?
· What is our level of commitment to solving the problem?
· Are we committed to innovative, high-quality solutions and strategies rather than quick solutions?
· Have we looked for and linked up with the power, passion, and knowledge?
· Have we identified outside resources and links that may be needed?
· Are actions plans specific and part of each meeting?
· Have the actions to be taken been clearly identified at each meeting, including the responsible person(s) and the specific dates?
· Are strategic actions recorded and then reviewed at the next meeting?
· Are the best-leveraged solutions chosen?
· Have learnings from our actions been achieved?
· Have we considered the impact of our strategies?

Step 9: Pilot Test and Recommend Actions
[bookmark: 520][bookmark: IDX-189]Only by testing the group's ideas in practice will members know whether the proposed strategies are effective and practical and whether there are any unanticipated consequences of the actions. Action learning groups should, when possible, pilot test part or all of their strategies. This will enable them to fine-tune the strategy, gain greater confidence in their plans, and acquire support from the organization. It also allows the group to choose between possible strategies so as not to have too many strategies to implement. Finally, reflecting on the pilot testing continues the group's learning and enables them to improve the final plans and actions.
There are three possible options for implementing the strategies and actions devised by the action learning group.
· The group may have already been given the power to implement the strategy as part of its original charter when it was formed. The group can therefore immediately apply the strategies and solutions it has developed.
· The group may need to take its plan and recommendations to top management for approval. If approved, the group will be expected to implement the strategy.
· The group presents its recommendations to top management. Top management then appoints or creates another group or business unit to implement the action strategies.
If the group is not taking, or cannot take, action before having it approved by an outside group (e.g., top management, the sponsor, a business unit director), then it should take the necessary time and effort to carefully craft a strategy for convincing the powers that be to take the recommended actions. This may involve both a rational and emotional presentation of the facts and figures behind the group's decision and recommendations. Some organizations (e.g., Boeing, GE) will want to hear about the group's learnings as well as their strategies.

Step 10: Implement Action Strategies
[bookmark: 522][bookmark: IDX-190]Taking action is an important element of any action learning group's activities. If the group is merely making recommendations, there will be diminished commitment as well as diminished learning. There is less learning without action, since we cannot be sure if our ideas will work. Also, we do not know if we have learned how to manage unless we manage—just as we can only learn how to serve a tennis ball by actually hitting the ball.
[bookmark: 523][bookmark: ch08usb13]
Checklist for Pilot Testing and Making Recommendations
· How can we pilot test the strategies?
· What have we learned from the pilot testing?
· Does the action learning group have the authority to implement the action strategies?
· If not, who are the people who will determine the actions to be taken?
· What is important to the decision makers?
· How will the group's recommendations be handled and implemented?
· What communications between the top management, the sponsors, and the group have occurred during the life of the action learning group?
· Will we be sharing our learnings as well as our recommendations?

Since action learning is not only about developing a recommendation (as with many problem-solving groups), but also about taking action, the preferred option for the organization is to have the group implement its own strategies. There are often situations, however, in which this is not possible, and only another group or business unit has the authority to implement the solution. This might occur because
· The proposed solution requires the actions of people throughout the organization and/or around the world
· Only top management has the power or connections to implement the strategy
· The strategy developed by the action learning group involves people not originally seen as essential by top management and/or the group
If the organization chooses to have someone other than the action learning group implement the solution, it is important that the results gained by the new group's implementation be referred back to the original action learning group so that they have a final opportunity to learn about the quality and impact of their action strategies.
[bookmark: 524][bookmark: IDX-191]The actions undertaken should be monitored for unanticipated troubles or benefits of the strategy. For each action item, there should be a clear indication of who will be responsible for implementation, what the specific time frame is, and what the anticipated results at critical junctures are. Solutions should complement and build upon the other work going on in the organization. The positive changes generated by action learning must be consistent with organizational values and messages. Lastly, it is important to keep decision makers and implementers up-to-date on actions—both the successes and the failures.
[bookmark: 525][bookmark: ch08usb14]
Checklist for Implementation of Actions
· Who will implement the strategies?
· If the action learning group is not implementing the strategies, how will it be informed of the results?
· Are the strategies for the actions clear, systems oriented, and time based?
· Are there unexpected difficulties in implementation?
· Were problems resolved and actions taken?
· How effective were the actions taken?
· Is there sufficient support from top management?
· Is there follow-up to the action learning actions?


Step 11: Finalize Activities and Capture Final Learnings of the Action Learning Group
Action learning groups exist for specific purposes and for a limited time period. When the group has accomplished its action and learning purposes, it is disbanded. Before the group breaks up, however, the action learning coach, organizational champion, and other key organizational figures should conduct a summative assessment of the overall results of the action learning group. They should analyze what worked and what did not and why. The effectiveness of the proposed strategies, the most significant learnings, and the degree to which those learnings were transferred, as well as the present impact of those transferals, should all be scrutinized.
[bookmark: 527][bookmark: IDX-192]The action learning group, together with top management, should identify how future action learning programs could be more effective in selecting problems and membership, interacting with the organization, and implementing recommendations. Finally, there should be an exploration of how other learning and training programs in the organization can better connect with the learning and development inherent in action learning.
[bookmark: 528][bookmark: ch08usb15]
Action Learning Lessons at Oxford University Press
· Ensure that you have top management support and that sponsors of projects fully understand their vital role. We insist not only on briefing sponsors, but also on training them alongside their participants before the project work begins. You must have the best people tackling the projects and people who will manage their time effectively to complete the work.
· The project content is vital. Pick inappropriate projects and the program is doomed to failure. The projects must be big, but not so big as to overwhelm a project leader and the team working on it for six months.
· The brief for the project may need to be renegotiated a number of times. It must also have some finite results. Beware, too, of continuous improvement fatigue. Participants, and the organization generally, can tire of the same messages being circulated. The projects need to be marketed effectively and presented imaginatively.
· The purpose of an action learning program is that action take place. Participants should always be encouraged to act and to make decisions, not just recommend courses of action. This is the very essence of the action learning program. (Marsh and Wood, 2001)

Step 12: Assess Value and Power of Action Learning Program and Seek Ways to Expand Throughout the Organization
[bookmark: 530][bookmark: IDX-193]The power and successes of action learning programs should lead to strong and visible commitment, as well as further participation, from top management. When properly initiated and implemented, action learning provides a unique and powerful tool for simultaneously and effectively accomplishing five benefits for the organization: (1) solving the company's most urgent and important problems, tasks, issues, and/or challenges; (2) transforming the company into a learning organization that adapts quickly to the changing environment; (3) developing leaders who can be effective in the twenty-first century; (4) building high-performing and self-directing work teams; and (5) generating enhanced and continuous learning and professional development of all employees. At periodic junctures throughout the action learning program, the organization should carefully examine and assess how the program is succeeding in attaining these benefits.
[bookmark: 531][bookmark: ch08usb16]
Checklist for Final Work and Learning of the Action Learning Group
· Have the learnings been applied throughout the organization?
· What is the quality of individual development and learning? Of team development and learning?
· Are the greater, long-term benefits and leveraging of learning valued?
· Is there commitment to team and individual learnings?
· Has there been a review of the learning?
· Has there been a systematic analysis of how the learning has been applied to other parts of the organization?
· What were the major benefits to the members of the action learning program?
· Have verbal or written reports been prepared for clients, managers, and others interested?
· How can future action learning programs in the company be improved?
· What are the follow-up plans?

[bookmark: 532][bookmark: ch08usb17]
Assessing the Benefits of Action Learning at Johnson & Johnson
William Welden, Worldwide Chairman, Pharmaceutical Group
Action learning has significantly enhanced Johnson & Johnson's leadership development and has improved our business by developing new and exciting business opportunities.

[bookmark: 533][bookmark: IDX-194][bookmark: 534][bookmark: ch08usb18]
Six-Month Follow-up at the U.S. Department of Agriculture
Two action learning groups at the U.S. Department of Agriculture met virtually six months after completing their leadership development program. The participants exchanged success stories on how their leadership skills had continued to build and discussed new leadership areas that they wish to develop. They also identified ways to improve future action learning programs in the department.

[bookmark: 535][bookmark: ch08lev2sec26]Problem Solving
As action learning groups achieve successes in resolving the problems and tasks assigned to them, the organization should begin seeing those skills and the "can-do" attitude transferred to the problems that are confronted on a daily basis. The organization should observe greater competencies to systematically resolve the most complex problems. Problems should be easily reframed, goals should become more strategic, and actions taken should result in problems staying solved rather than arising in a mutated form elsewhere in the organization. Finally, the organization should see more team-solved rather than individual-solved problems.
[bookmark: 536][bookmark: ch08lev2sec27]Learning Organization
The most powerful potential benefit of action learning is its ability to transform an organization into a learning organization, since learning organizations, in the words of Walter Wriston, former CEO of Citicorp, "will blow the competition away." Learning organizations have significant competitive advantages because they learn more quickly how to capture knowledge and convert it into products, services, and profits. As mini-learning organizations, action learning groups model and exemplify the essence of what makes learning organizations so powerful.
· Learning is performance based and tied to business objectives.
· Importance is placed on learning processes (learning how to learn).
· Continuous opportunities exist to develop knowledge, skills, and attitudes.
· Learning becomes a part of all action and work, a part of everybody's job description.
[bookmark: 537][bookmark: ch08lev2sec28]Leadership
[bookmark: 538][bookmark: IDX-195]A new kind of leadership is needed in the global, knowledge-driven twenty-first century. Leadership work by Collins (2001), Goleman (2002), Marquardt and Berger (2000), and Sashkin and Sashkin (2003) points to a need for leaders with transformational abilities, learning skills, emotional intelligence, ethical standards, problem-solving and project management strengths, self-awareness and understanding, and servant-leadership qualities. Action learning programs provide opportunities for all of these competencies to be practiced and developed. Organizations that have implemented action learning should be able to see remarkable differences in how their managers lead and in the successes accruing from these new leadership attributes. Companies using action learning should have greater confidence that the future leadership of their organization will be in good shape.
[bookmark: 539][bookmark: ch08lev2sec29]Teamwork
Teams have become the dominant instrument in organizations as they seek to handle the complexity of organizational life and respond to the growing expectations of customers. Action learning has the ability to generate ideal teams that have extraordinary capacities to solve problems and work in an effective and harmonious manner. Organizations should assess whether their teams—be they business units, task forces, or committees—are now more effective and successful.
[bookmark: 540][bookmark: ch08lev2sec30]Individual Development and Learning
Employees who have experienced action learning should be demonstrating a new capacity to learn as well as develop the skills they need to be successful in their jobs. They should be more confident, innovative, and willing to take risks; have a systems perspective; be able to handle uncertainty and ambiguity; be more comfortable in teams; and be able to assume leadership roles when called upon.
Finally, in its efforts to fully tap the benefits of action learning, the organization should continue to search for additional ways of expanding the use of action learning and thereby expand the organization's ability to solve problems and develop its people.

Optimizing the Power of Action Learning
Action learning has rapidly become one of the most popular and powerful tools used by organizations around the world. Its capacity to provide the tremendous benefits of problem solving and individual, team, and organizational development at minimal costs and in relatively short time frames makes it a cost-effective resource for corporate success. Action learning can truly be a rich treasure for your organization!

Checklist of Impact of Action Learning on Organization
· [bookmark: 543][bookmark: IDX-196]What are the most significant benefits provided by the action learning programs?
· Are organizational problems being better resolved?
· What other problems or parts of the organization can apply action learning?
· Are employees better at framing and solving problems?
· Is action learning more effective in solving problems than other mechanisms used in the organization?
· Has the organization become a learning organization?
· Is the learning culture, as practiced in action learning sets, permeating the organization and how people learn?
· Are we placing a high priority on learning in all of our operations and planning, as we do in the action learning sets?
· Do we expand our learning via ongoing questioning and reflection?
· Is learning that is acquired in one situation applied throughout the organization?
· Have we created new resources and networks for improving our learning?
· Are we creating more organizationwide opportunities for learning?
· Is learning rewarded and measured?
· How are we acquiring, storing, transferring, and testing our knowledge?
· How has leadership developed?
· What is the quality of our teams?
· Are people working better together?
· Are we better able to work in teams? To manage group processes?
· Are we more effective in managing projects?
· Are we better at systems thinking? Are we taking more and better risks?
· Are we more innovative?
· Do we manage uncertainty and ambiguity more effectively?
· What were the major benefits to the employees who were members of the action learning program?
· How can the organization's future action learning programs be improved?

