‘If it's good enough for Nobel prize-winners...’: 
A Brief Guide to Action Learning

Imagine, if you will, that you are a research physicist. Just when years of painstaking effort seem about to bear fruit, you come up against an intractable problem. 

Fortunately you are surrounded by other research physicists - past and future Nobel prize-winners. Unfortunately none of them works in your field. Does this stop you seeking their help? If you are sensible, and want to win a Nobel prize yourself, it does not. You put your problem to them. But what can they possibly do to help you out of your impasse? 

Back in the 1930s, a young man called Reg Revans found himself working with just such a high-powered group at Cambridge University. When they were faced with difficult research problems, he found that they would sit down together and ask one another lots of questions. No one person was considered more important than any other and they all had contributions to make, even when they were not experts in a particular field. In this way they teased out workable solutions to their own and one another's problems. 

Revans was so taken by this technique that, when he went to work at the Coal Board, he introduced it there. When pit managers had problems, he encouraged them to meet together in small groups, on site, and ask one another questions about what they saw in order to find their own solutions, rather than bring in "experts" to solve their problems for them. The technique proved so successful that the managers wrote their own handbook on how to run a coal mine. 

In this way, Action Learning was born; but it was some years before Reg Revans, now Professor Revans, presented the cogent and tested theory which is now the cornerstone of all our management training and development programs. 

Focusing on the Question

Small children ask questions. How? Why? What? Where? Who? and question When? Parents may despair of the number; sympathetic teachers encourage the quest for knowledge and provide, whenever they can, opportunities for the children to answer their own questions by experiencing something for themselves. 

As the children get older, their teachers (themselves in possession of a vast number of facts which they feel need to be passed on to their charges) tend not to wait for the questions to be asked. They concentrate increasingly on supplying knowledge and on testing that their students have learned it and can produce the "right answers" to order. 

It is a very long time before students are considered sufficiently well programmed with available information to start asking questions again which will lead them to find their own solutions to unsolved problems; so long that many will have already gone off to work in the "real" world, perhaps under the mistaken impression that the answers to problems always exist in books, if only you know where to find them - or the expert who knows them already. 

This knowledge which already exists, which is already written down in books, theories and concepts with which students can, if you like, be "programmed" and on which much of the learning in traditional education focuses Reg Revans called "P", for programmed knowledge. Revans accepts that "P" is an essential ingredient of learning, but feels it to be insufficient. He believes that there is an equally important component, one which has tended to be squeezed out by traditional educational methods. This he calls "Q" for Questioning Insight. 

If learning is represented by "L", this gives the equation 

      L = P + Q
Concepts and theory are important, but in Action Learning the emphasis is on applying them. And so it is on "Q" that Revans focuses - on the questions which need to be asked and the experience which is waiting to be acquired. For Revans, the ability to ask the right questions at the right time and take action is at the heart of Action Learning. 

Puzzles versus problems

By focusing on the right questions rather than the right answers, Action Learning focuses on what you do not know rather than what you do know. This means that it deals not with puzzles but with problems. 

A puzzle could be defined as a perplexing question to which an answer or solution already exists; you just do not happen to have found it... yet. A problem, on the other hand, has no existing solution. Different people will come up with different ideas and suggestions as to how to solve it. There will be no right answer but a number of possible solutions which might be equally satisfactory. 

So Action Learning tackles problems not puzzles. It does this by a process of first asking questions to clarify the exact nature of the problem, then identifying possible solutions and finally taking action. It is not about "analysis paralysis" - spending so much effort on analysing the situation that effective action is either non-existent or delayed to the point where it is irrelevant. It is about taking that information, seeing what courses of action are open to you, deciding which one to take and then doing something about it. 

Action Learning is about doing. But it does not stop there. Doing may be vital, but it is not in itself sufficient for learning to take place. 

Not just learning by doing

Learning by doing may be sufficient, if you are attempting to acquire a basic mechanical skill, like riding a bicycle. If you try often enough and succeed often enough, you will eventually learn how to do it efficiently whenever you wish. But in the complex world of problem solving, doing does not, in itself, lead to learning. You will not learn anything about solving your next problem purely from the act of solving your present problem. 

For learning to take place you need to do more than just experience solving your problem effectively; you need to reflect on that experience in order to identify exactly what it is that you have learned, internalise the lessons which you can learn from it, and pragmatically devise action plans, so that you can take effective action in the future in a new and different situation. 

That is what Action Learning does. That is how it differs from learning by doing. 

Action learning for managers

"Most managers are profound believers that Hamlet could have done what was necessary much more quickly, had he not spent so much time talking about it."

Research in the field shows that most managers spend more time doing than thinking. Many management training courses spend more time on thinking than doing, emphasising "P", concept and theory. Action Learning, by focusing on doing and reviewing, suits most managers very well and, by providing them with opportunities to solve real problems in their own workplace and learn from that experience, helps them to improve their managerial performance and, in turn, profits the bottom line. 

Because of its proven effectiveness, there has been a tendency, in the past, for people who get involved in Action Learning to become somewhat evangelical about it - and a certain degree of evangelism is often necessary in the beginning, if even the best ideas are to survive. But it is not a religion. 

The truth is that Action Learning is one of a number of effective management development techniques, albeit one which appears to be particularly well suited to a great many managers and one which produces immediate and tangible dividends for their sponsoring organization through the project work which is an intrinsic part of all our programs. But it may, as you will discover later, be of more benefit to some than to others, and you should also recognize that there are times when Action Learning, as a technique, should not be used at all. 

To use or not to use? 

· Do not be tempted to use Action Learning: 

· When an answer to the ''problem'' already exists. This means that it is a puzzle and not a problem, and Action Learning does not address puzzles. 

· When a traditional ''programmed learning'' type of approach will produce a solution. Action Learning is quite a long, complex process; expensive in terms of time, effort and money. If an effective solution can be found more quickly and cheaply by using a more traditional method, use it. 

· When systematic analysis will give you a solution. If this is the case, it is likely to be much faster and probably more effective. 

· When senior management will do exactly as they want, regardless. It can be a very destructive experience for a group of managers to work hard at solving a problem for a considerable length of time, using Action Learning techniques, only to have their ideas rejected by an unsympathetic, inflexible senior management. 

· Use Action Learning, only: 

· When no one knows the solution to a problem or the way out of a complex situation. 

· When there is no obvious solution to try or nobody is prepared to come up with one. 

· Where the organization and its senior management are committed to the technique and prepared to consider implementing the proffered solution. 

Action learning in practice

In Action Learning managers learn to take effective action by reviewing and interpreting their experience in order to identify what it is which they have learned. A systematic approach to learning focused primarily on the dynamics of the manager's role and environment, rather than simply grasping random opportunities as and when they arise, ensures that managers learn much more efficiently. 

This can be achieved only through Action Learning programs, such as those run by us. 

Criteria for our Action Learning Programs

Our Action Learning program must have four basic features, if it is to live up to its name. It needs projects or problems on which to work; clients for whom to work; a group, or "Set", of "comrades in adversity" with whom to work; and a "Set Adviser" to facilitate the learning process. We will consider the first three in more detail here. The Set Adviser gets lengthy consideration in the section on tutors and Set Advisers. 

The Projects

Projects in Action Learning programs are, in effect, the vehicles for learning. 

A project must be a real management problem, task or issue which needs to be addressed and exists in a real time-frame. In other words, someone somewhere in the manager's organization should want a result by a definite (but reasonable) date. Furthermore, to justify the investment of funds in the project, a tangible return is expected. 

The project should be substantial and demanding enough to involve the manager engaged on it in some reasonably strenuous work. An insignificant project would not be worthy of the time, energy and effort expended on it. If a project is part of a manager's work and he or she is in a position to implement solutions, it will be very much easier to get fully involved with it and to deliver the tangible return. 

Remember, managers will be carrying out all their normal duties while engaged in an Action Learning program.
The Clients

Each project in an Action Learning program needs a "client" who "owns" the particular problem, issue or task and cares very much about it. He or she may even spend sleepless nights worrying about it. 

This client might well be the manager's boss; but, whoever it is, he or she has got to want and need results. It is most important that a client should be committed to the principles of Action Learning and be prepared seriously to consider accepting the manager's recommended solution. 

The Set

Action Learning is a sociable activity, not something which you do on your own. It needs a group of people - whether they be physicists, pit managers, bank managers or a mixture of all three. 

A Set is the name given to the group of real managers working on real problems in a real time-frame, looking for real solutions using Action Learning techniques. They are, to use Reg Revans's phrase, "comrades in adversity". They all have their backs against the wall, in that they all need to find solutions to real and pressing problems. History shows that people work best together when faced with some difficulty or threat. 

Each member of the Set is as important as every other member of the Set and each has a contribution to make. They need to be able to support, advise and freely criticise one another. The Set also needs to be able to call on external experts and specialists when required, but not to have them thrust upon them. Each member of the Set takes on a firm commitment to get a useful piece of work done and to understand what is being learned in the process. The strength of the Set is a crucial factor and some have articulated mottoes such as "If one fails, we all fail". Set working is widely credited with our highly successful completion rates.
Asking the right questions

Before leaving this section on Action Learning,it is worth returning, briefly, to the issue of asking the right questions. A great deal of emphasis has been placed on the importance of this. But what exactly are the "right questions" in an Action Learning context? 

The "right questions" are simply those which, when asked of the right people at the right time, give you the sort of information which you need, questions like... 

· What are we trying to do? 

· What is stopping us from doing it? 

· What might we be able to do about it? 

· Who knows about the problem? 

· Who cares about it? 

· Who can do anything about it? 

· Where can we find out about it? 

There are many similar questions which you might choose to ask. 

If you fail to come up with the right questions for a given situation, you fail to get the information which you need to solve your problem. It is therefore vital for anyone involved in Action Learning to spend adequate time working out what the right questions are for the particular problem which he/she is trying to solve. The wrong questions waste everyone's time and are unlikely to provide useful answers.
