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Action Learning in ActionAction Learning in Action
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What is it?What is it?
A brief historyA brief history
How does it work?How does it work?
When shouldn’t it be used? When shouldn’t it be used? 
Preparation/skill buildingPreparation/skill building
Organizational Politics and Action Organizational Politics and Action 
LearningLearning
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What is it?What is it?

A realA real--time learning experience that is carried out time learning experience that is carried out 
with two equally important purposes in mind:with two equally important purposes in mind:
–– meeting an organizational needmeeting an organizational need
–– developing individuals or groupsdeveloping individuals or groups (1)(1)

Both a process and a powerful program that involves Both a process and a powerful program that involves 
a small group of people solving real problems while a small group of people solving real problems while 
at the same time focusing on what they are learning at the same time focusing on what they are learning 
and how their learning can benefit each group and how their learning can benefit each group 

member and the organization as a wholemember and the organization as a whole (2)(2)

1.  Rothwell, William J. (1999).  The action learning guidebook.
2.  Marquart, Michael J. (1999).  Action learning in action.
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What is it?What is it?

The process of aligning the structured learning of a The process of aligning the structured learning of a 
development program with the learning needs of development program with the learning needs of 
participants working on real business initiatives. . .participants working on real business initiatives. . .
–– Producing relevant learning that is immediately applied to Producing relevant learning that is immediately applied to 

solving a critical business challengesolving a critical business challenge
–– Ensuring greater retention of learning by participants as well Ensuring greater retention of learning by participants as well 

as much higher direct returns on the organization’s as much higher direct returns on the organization’s 

investment in learninginvestment in learning (3)(3)

3.  Zemke, Susan (2001).  Using action learning to develop leaders and deliver business results.  
Workshop presentation in “Reaping the rewards of action learning.”  Chicago, October 25
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In Sum. . .In Sum. . .

Action learning requires thatAction learning requires that

–– learning & development take placelearning & development take place

--andand--

–– the learning is immediately applied to solve the learning is immediately applied to solve 
a real business issuea real business issue
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A little historyA little history

RegReg RevansRevans
–– TitanicTitanic
–– WWII Coal Mines in EnglandWWII Coal Mines in England
–– GEGE
–– British Airways, Lucent Technologies, British Airways, Lucent Technologies, 

Motorola, Motorola, DuPontDuPont, Whirlpool, etc., Whirlpool, etc.
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What’s the best balance?What’s the best balance?
Employee

Development
Business
Results

(GE model)

Employee
Business

(Major bank’s model)

Employee
Business
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Let’s add a little more Let’s add a little more 
complexity. . .complexity. . .

Event-Based
Learning

Tactical
Action

Strategic
Action

Ongoing
Learning
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Load learning at the frontLoad learning at the front--endend

Action
Learning

Time
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Components & frameworkComponents & framework

SponsorSponsor
–– Significant level in organizational hierarchySignificant level in organizational hierarchy
–– Understands and embraces action learning Understands and embraces action learning 

as a means for individual, team, and as a means for individual, team, and 
organization developmentorganization development

–– Prepared to work through resistancePrepared to work through resistance

Strategic MandateStrategic Mandate
–– Significant business issue or opportunity Significant business issue or opportunity 

that cannot be addressed with current that cannot be addressed with current 
processesprocesses
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RoadmapRoadmap
–– Timeline and milestones that guide the Timeline and milestones that guide the 

entire processentire process

ParticipantsParticipants
–– Can impact strategic mandateCan impact strategic mandate
–– Diversity in background, experience, Diversity in background, experience, 

function, level, competenciesfunction, level, competencies
–– Be aware of political issuesBe aware of political issues

Components & frameworkComponents & framework
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Coaching/Coaching/FacilitationFacilitation

–– Intervenes in and provides feedback on Intervenes in and provides feedback on 
group dynamics, individual behaviorsgroup dynamics, individual behaviors

–– Inside or outside organizationInside or outside organization
–– Meets with team at various points to act as Meets with team at various points to act as 

objective sounding board, etc.objective sounding board, etc.

Orientation/KickOrientation/Kick--OffOff
–– Training component (How do we do this?)Training component (How do we do this?)
–– Skill development component (presentation Skill development component (presentation 

skills, team skills)skills, team skills)

Components & frameworkComponents & framework
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Components & frameworkComponents & framework

Data Gathering & AnalysisData Gathering & Analysis
–– Team drivenTeam driven
–– Variety of methods (external Variety of methods (external 

benchmarking, literature, internal benchmarking, literature, internal 
assessments)assessments)

Draft PresentationDraft Presentation
–– Requires understanding and anticipation of Requires understanding and anticipation of 

organizational constraints, politicsorganizational constraints, politics
–– May require additional coaching or skill May require additional coaching or skill 

building (presentation skills, etc.)building (presentation skills, etc.)
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Components & frameworkComponents & framework
PresentationPresentation
–– Goal is to secure commitment from Goal is to secure commitment from 

sponsor to act on team’s recommendationssponsor to act on team’s recommendations
–– Includes implementation recommendationsIncludes implementation recommendations

Senior Management ResponseSenior Management Response
–– Decision on actionDecision on action
–– Recognition of team performanceRecognition of team performance
–– May require coaching for senior team on May require coaching for senior team on 

how to react to presentation how to react to presentation (presentation not the quality (presentation not the quality 
they wanted, not the focus, no longer an interesting topic, decithey wanted, not the focus, no longer an interesting topic, decision has already been sion has already been 
made)made)
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Components & frameworkComponents & framework

ReflectionReflection
–– Focus on individual and team learningFocus on individual and team learning

CelebrationCelebration
–– Formal disbanding of teamFormal disbanding of team
–– Formal recognition of work, learning, Formal recognition of work, learning, 

outcomesoutcomes

SharingSharing
–– Disseminating what was learned across Disseminating what was learned across 

organizationorganization
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Success & risk factorsSuccess & risk factors

Success FactorsSuccess Factors
–– Clear expectationsClear expectations
–– Clear objectivesClear objectives
–– Review processReview process
–– Doable time frameDoable time frame
–– Sense of identitySense of identity
–– Regular meetingsRegular meetings
–– Variety of media and Variety of media and 

communicationscommunications
–– Someone on team has expertise *Someone on team has expertise *
–– Project is a recognized priorityProject is a recognized priority
–– Clear team leaderClear team leader
–– CoachesCoaches

Risk FactorsRisk Factors
–– Fuzzy expectationsFuzzy expectations
–– Unclear metricsUnclear metrics
–– No accountabilityNo accountability
–– No sense of urgencyNo sense of urgency
–– Unhealthy group dynamicsUnhealthy group dynamics
–– Low commitmentLow commitment
–– MultiMulti--location excuselocation excuse
–– No expert on team*No expert on team*
–– Not “real work”Not “real work”
–– Powerless leadershipPowerless leadership
–– No coachNo coach
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HintsHints

Identify projects that will have 60Identify projects that will have 60--70% 70% 
probability of successful completionprobability of successful completion
Make it a twoMake it a two--tiered developmental tiered developmental 
opportunity by having participants opportunity by having participants 
identify challenging  assignments for identify challenging  assignments for 
their direct reports (to free participants’ their direct reports (to free participants’ 
time)time)
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GeographicallyGeographically--dispersed dispersed 
teamsteams

Initial/kickoff meeting takes on increased Initial/kickoff meeting takes on increased 
importanceimportance
Local coach availableLocal coach available
Enhanced emphasis on team processEnhanced emphasis on team process
What can be done individually, and what What can be done individually, and what 
does the team have to do as a team?does the team have to do as a team?
How is feedback given?How is feedback given?
What needs to occur when the team is What needs to occur when the team is 
physically together?physically together?
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ChampionChampion----role & tasksrole & tasks
Role:Role:
The ambassador for action learning projects in the organization The ambassador for action learning projects in the organization 
-- involved with creating and maintaining buy in amongst all involved with creating and maintaining buy in amongst all 
stakeholders. stakeholders. 
Tasks:Tasks:
–– Conducts Action Learning Project briefing for senior teamConducts Action Learning Project briefing for senior team
–– Selects and briefs sponsorsSelects and briefs sponsors
–– Makes final selection of projectsMakes final selection of projects
–– Launches Action Learning Project process with participantsLaunches Action Learning Project process with participants
–– Attends project presentationsAttends project presentations
–– Monitors follow up on recommendations resulting from Monitors follow up on recommendations resulting from 

project workproject work
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SponsorSponsor----role & tasksrole & tasks
Role:Role:
Sponsors are responsible for nomination of projects, providing gSponsors are responsible for nomination of projects, providing guidance uidance 
and support to their project teams and conducting implementationand support to their project teams and conducting implementation of any of any 
recommendations resulting from the Action Learning Project work.recommendations resulting from the Action Learning Project work.
Tasks:Tasks:
–– Attends Action Learning Project briefingAttends Action Learning Project briefing
–– Nominates projectNominates project
–– Provides Project Briefing PacketProvides Project Briefing Packet
–– Attends Project LaunchAttends Project Launch
–– Creates organizational support for project team Creates organizational support for project team 
–– Helps overcome organizational obstaclesHelps overcome organizational obstacles
–– Meets with team periodically and provides guidance to project teMeets with team periodically and provides guidance to project teamam
–– Meets with team coach at start and end of projectMeets with team coach at start and end of project
–– Participates at project presentationParticipates at project presentation
–– Commits to follow up on team recommendationsCommits to follow up on team recommendations
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CoachCoach----role & tasksrole & tasks
Role:Role:
Coaches work with the project team to provide observations and Coaches work with the project team to provide observations and 
suggestions regarding:suggestions regarding:
–– team processesteam processes
–– team behavior and effectivenessteam behavior and effectiveness
–– opportunities to apply toolsopportunities to apply tools

*Coaches also communicate with sponsors and can contract to coac*Coaches also communicate with sponsors and can contract to coach h 
the sponsor on his/her role.the sponsor on his/her role.
Tasks:Tasks:
–– Connects with Sponsor before Project LaunchConnects with Sponsor before Project Launch
–– Coaches team at Project LaunchCoaches team at Project Launch
–– Meets with team periodically Meets with team periodically -- provides guidance and coachingprovides guidance and coaching
–– Meets with sponsor at the end of the project, prior to project Meets with sponsor at the end of the project, prior to project 

presentationspresentations
–– Attends project presentationAttends project presentation
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Hitting the wallHitting the wall----or the or the 
importance of a strong coachimportance of a strong coach

Level of 
Influence

Time

Facilitator/Coach

Team Members

This is the point at which the team 
members have “hit the wall,” and there 
is total chaos.   From here, the team 
either takes off or crashes and burns.
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What makes an appropriate What makes an appropriate 
project?project? Is the issue under the control of the organization or

can it lend itself to improvement based on concerted
action by the organization?

Is the issue sufficiently important to warrant devoting
time, money, and effort to improvement efforts?

Will the issue gain support by key groups essential
to its success by involving some or all of them in

addressing the issue?

Does the expertise on the issue exist in the
organization, and can it be identified and applied to

the issue?

Can the members of an Action Learning team be
given a free hand to isolate the cause(s) of the
problem to be investigated, to apply creative

solutions to it, to experiment with solutions, and to
evaluate results?

Will the effort build important competencies that
individuals or groups will need for success in the

future?

Use Action
Learning

Select another
approach to

address the issue
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

No

No

No

No

From:  Rothwell, W.J. (1999).  The action learning 
guidebook. San Francisco:  Jossey-Bass Pfeiffer.

(or, when not to use 
Action Learning)
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Some examplesSome examples

Strategy for entering EasternStrategy for entering Eastern--European European 
communication marketscommunication markets
–– MotorolaMotorola

Building a succession planning systemBuilding a succession planning system
–– American Century InvestmentsAmerican Century Investments

Redesign pilot training curriculumRedesign pilot training curriculum
–– Delta AirlinesDelta Airlines
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Some Oxy examplesSome Oxy examples

North American natural gas strategyNorth American natural gas strategy
Peer review/post audit/knowledge Peer review/post audit/knowledge 
sharingsharing
Demographic shiftDemographic shift
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Preparation/skill buildingPreparation/skill building

Team skillsTeam skills
Virtual team skillsVirtual team skills
Scenario thinking/planningScenario thinking/planning
Breakthrough thinkingBreakthrough thinking
Mental modelsMental models
Problem solvingProblem solving
Project managementProject management
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Learning by doingLearning by doing

Skinner:  The major difference between Skinner:  The major difference between 
rats and people is that rats learn from rats and people is that rats learn from 
experience.experience.
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PoliticsPolitics

Project sponsorProject sponsor
ParticipantsParticipants
Freeing time for the projectFreeing time for the project
Senior management response to Senior management response to 
presentationspresentations
Implementation resourcesImplementation resources
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Some resourcesSome resources
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