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PREFACE



I recently conducted an action learning workshop for nearly fifty training directors from several departments of the U.S. government. Following a brief overview and demonstration of action learning, the directors formed eight randomly chosen groups and spent the next couple of hours working on problems introduced by members of the group. A volunteer in each group served as the action learning coach. To conclude the action learning workshop, I asked each problem presenter whether he or she had been helped. Every single one responded with an enthusiastic “yes.” The volunteer learning coaches were then asked to summarize the activity of their group, and each seemed to outdo the other with wonderful testimonials on how well the group had worked on the problem and the valuable learnings that were shared. Finally, a training director from a table at the front of the room asked me, “Does action learning always work this perfectly?” My response to him and to all readers of this book is, “Yes, it can!”


Based on my experience with hundreds of action learning projects over the past fifteen years, I have become ever more and more confident that action learning has the power to always be successful. If the key elements of action learning described in this book are established and allowed to operate, action learning is amazing in its consistent capacity (a) to effectively and efficiently solve problems and challenges with truly breakthrough and sustaining strategies, (b) to develop the leadership skills and qualities needed by twenty-first-century managers, (c) to develop teams that continuously improve their capability to perform and adapt, and (d) to capture, transfer, and apply valuable knowledge at the individual, group, organization, and community levels.


Although action learning has been around since it was introduced by Reg Revans in the coal mines of Wales and England in the 1940s, it is only within the past ten years that it has begun sweeping across the world, emerging as the key problem-solving and leadership development program for many Global 100 giants such as Boeing, Sony, Toyota, Samsung, and Microsoft; for public institutions such as Helsinki City Government, Malaysian Ministry of Education, George Washington University, and the U.S. Department of Agriculture; and for small firms and medium-sized firms all over the world.


Throughout this book you will discover how these and other organizations have flourished with action learning and are discovering how to optimize the power of action learning.


Requirements for Success in Action Learning


Briefly described, action learning is a remarkably simple program that involves a group of people working on real problems and learning while they do so. Optimizing the probability of success in action learning, however, involves some basic components and norms (ground rules), which form the substance of this book. These components include an important and urgent problem, a diverse group of four to eight people, a reflective inquiry process, implemented action, a commitment to learning, and the presence of an action learning coach. Norms include “questions before statements” and “learning before, during, and after action.”


Action learning works well because it interweaves so thoroughly and seamlessly the principles and best practices of many theories from the fields of management science, psychology, education, political science, economics, sociology, and systems engineering. Action learning has great power because it synergizes and captures the best thinking of all group members and enriches their abilities.


Purpose of This Book


Over the past twenty years, I have had the opportunity to work with thousands of action learning groups around the world, as well as the good fortune of sharing ideas and best practices with many of the world’s top action learning practitioners. The purpose of this book is to share what I have experienced and learned, the exhilaration as well as the challenges. Although action learning is a relatively simple process, the essence of which could fit on a three-by-five card, there are a number of key principles and practices that, as I have discovered, move action learning from good to great, that take it from being a solid organizational tool to a spectacular resource for transforming people, groups, organizations, and even entire communities.


This book describes each of the components of action learning and why they are necessary for action learning success. Through scores of stories and testimonials, the book clearly illustrates how many organizations have implemented and thrived with action learning. It also shows how any organization can simultaneously and effectively achieve the five primary benefits of action learning, namely, problem solving, leadership development, team building, organizational change, and professional learning.


This book presents the basic elements and principles of action learning as well as the more advanced, more recent innovations within the field of action learning, including the role and questions of the action learning coach, the balance between order and chaos for maximum creativity, and the step-by-step procedures for introducing and sustaining action learning within your organization.


Overview of Book


Chapter 1 provides an overview of action learning, the six basic components, and two key ground rules. It summarizes the five greatest challenges encountered by organizations in today’s environment and how action learning enables organizations to respond effectively to those challenges. Chapter 1 also highlights the major contributions of action learning to organizations, groups, and individuals.


Chapters 2 through 7 explore in detail each of the six critical components of successful action learning programs. Chapter 2 identifies the criteria for an action learning problem, how it is best introduced and examined, and the differences between single-problem and multiple-problem groups. In Chapter 3 we explore the group, including diversity of membership, ideal size, continuity, roles, and characteristics. Chapter 4 introduces the reflective inquiry process and discusses the importance of questions as well as the group rule “statements only in response to questions.” The problem-solving, goal-framing, strategy-development action is covered in Chapter 5, and Chapter 6 examines the individual, team, and organizational learning achieved through the action learning process. In Chapter 7, the roles and responsibilities, authority, and questions of the action learning coach are described. Chapter 8 presents the twelve steps for introducing, implementing, and sustaining action learning in the organization. Specific strategies for applying each step are offered.


Throughout the book are scores of case examples of groups around the world who have introduced action learning into their organizations. The challenges they faced as well as the successes they experienced are discussed. Finally, there are numerous checklists at the end of each chapter to guide readers in understanding and implementing action learning for themselves.


Action Learning: The Power Tool for the Twenty-first Century


Action learning is truly an exciting and awesome tool for individuals, teams, and organizations struggling for success in the twenty-first century. More and more of us have experienced the power and the benefit of action learning in our lives and in our organizations. It is my hope that many more will be able to share in the wonderful and amazing adventure of action learning. If you apply the principles and practices offered in this book, you too will see how action learning can, indeed, be powerful and successful every time. Good luck!
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CHAPTER 1
Emergence of the Power of Action Learning



Action learning has quickly emerged as a tool used by organizations for solving their critical and complex problems. It has concurrently become a primary methodology utilized by companies around the world for developing leaders, building teams, and improving corporate capabilities. Action learning programs have become instrumental in creating thousands of new products and services, saving billions of dollars, reducing production and delivery times, expanding customer bases, improving service quality, and positively changing organizational cultures (Marquardt, Leonard, Freedman and Hill, 2009; Boshyk and Dilworth, 2010). Recent surveys by the American Society for Training and Development indicate that two-thirds of executive leadership programs in the United States used action learning. A 2009 study by the Corporate Executive Board noted that 77 percent of learning executives identified action learning as the top driver of leadership bench strength. Businessweek identified action learning as the “latest and fastest growing organizational tool for leadership development” (Byrnes, 2005, p. 71).


Since Reg Revans introduced action learning in the 1940s, there have been multiple variations of the concept, but all forms of action learning share the elements of real people resolving and taking action on real problems in real time and learning while doing so. The great attraction of action learning is its unique power to simultaneously solve difficult challenges and develop people and organizations at minimal costs to the institutions. The rapidly changing environment and unpredictable global challenges require organizations and individuals to both act and learn at the same time.




Global Leadership Development with Action Learning at Boeing


The Boeing Company, the world’s leading aerospace company, is a global market leader in missile defense, human space flight, and launch services, with customers in 145 countries, employees in more than 60 countries, and operations in 26 states. Boeing adopted action learning as the methodology for its Global Leadership Program, since action learning enabled the company to build critical global competencies while solving its most critical problems. Action learning has successfully produced a forum for senior-level executives to learn while being challenged with real corporate issues related to the international environment in which they were placed.





What Is Action Learning?


Briefly defined, action learning is a powerful problem-solving tool that has the amazing capacity to simultaneously build successful leaders, teams, and organizations. It is a process that involves a small group working on real problems, taking action, and learning as individuals, as a team, and as an organization while doing so. Action learning has six components, each of which is described briefly here and presented in greater detail over the next six chapters of this book.


[image: image]A problem (project, challenge, opportunity, issue, or task). Action learning centers on a problem, project, challenge, opportunity, issue, or task, the resolution of which is of high importance to an individual, team, and/or organization. The problem should be significant and urgent and should be the responsibility of the team to solve. It should also provide an opportunity for the group to generate learning opportunities, to build knowledge, and to develop individual, team, and organizational skills. Groups may focus on a single problem of the organization or multiple problems introduced by individual group members.


[image: image] An action learning group or team. The core entity in action learning is the action learning group. The group is ideally composed of four to eight individuals who examine an organizational problem that has no easily identifiable solution. Ideally, the group should have members with diversity of background and experience so as to acquire various perspectives and to encourage fresh viewpoints. Depending on the action learning problem, group members may be volunteers or be appointed, may be from various functions or departments, may include individuals from other organizations or professions, and may involve suppliers as well as customers.




The Six Components of Action Learning


[image: image]





[image: image] A working process of insightful questioning and reflective listening. Action learning emphasizes questions and reflection above statements and opinions. By focusing on the right questions rather than the right answers, action learning groups become aware of what they do not know as well as what they do know. Questions build group cohesiveness, generate innovative and systems thinking, and enhance learning results. Leadership skills are built and implemented through questions and reflection. Insightful questions enable a group to first clarify the exact nature of the problem before jumping to solutions. Action learning groups recognize that great solutions will be contained within the seeds of great questions.


[image: image] Actions taken on the problem. Action learning requires that the group be able to take action on the problem it is working on. Members of the action learning group must have the power to take action themselves or be assured that their recommendations will be implemented (barring any significant change in the environment or the group’s lacking essential information). If the group only makes recommendations, it loses its energy, creativity, and commitment. There is no real meaningful or practical learning until action is taken and reflected on, for one is never sure an idea or plan will be effective until it has been implemented. Action enhances learning because it provides a basis and anchor for the critical dimension of reflection. The action of action learning begins with reframing the problem and determining the goal, and only then determining strategies and taking action.


[image: image] A commitment to learning. Unless the group learns, it may not be able to creatively solve a complex problem. And although solving an organizational problem provides immediate, short-term benefits to the company, the greater, longer-term, multiplier benefits are the long-term learnings gained by each group member and the group as a whole, as well as how those learnings are applied on a systems-wide basis throughout the organization. Thus, the learning that occurs in action learning may have greater strategic value for the organization than what is gained by the immediate tactical advantage of solving the immediate problem. Accordingly, action learning places the same emphasis on the learning and development of individuals and the team as it does on the solving of problems, for the smarter the group becomes, the quicker and better will be its decision-making and action-taking capabilities.


[image: image] An action learning coach. Coaching is necessary for the group to focus on the important (i.e., the learnings) as well as the urgent (i.e., resolving the problem). The action learning coach helps the team members reflect on both what they are learning and how they are solving problems. Through selective interventions and insightful questions, the coach enables group members to improve their performance and develop their leadership skills. The coach helps the group to reflect on how they listen, how they may have reframed the problem, how they give each other feedback, how they are planning and working, and what assumptions may be shaping their beliefs and actions. The learning coach also helps the team focus on what they are achieving, what they are finding difficult, what processes they are employing, and the implications of these processes.


Action learning power is at its peak when all six of these components are in operation, that is, when there is both learning and action. Unfortunately, much of what is called action learning involves only action (Cho and Egan, 2010; Raelin, 2008). Although these so-called action learning groups may be provided real-life problems, there are no structures or systems that ensure that time and effort is spent in learning, and thus little or no learning occurs. To the extent that organizations employ variations of action learning that do not utilize all six components, they lose much of the potential of action learning, not only in the strategic actions developed but also in the individual, team, and organizational development aspects. Neglecting or omitting any of the six components will result in little or no learning and/or little or no action.




Leadership Development at Shell Through Action Learning


Shell utilizes action learning programs to improve the abilities and thinking of leaders in three specific skill areas:


[image: image] Skills in business-oriented thinking, change management, and implementing change


[image: image] Team skills, including how to create and manage effective teams


[image: image] Analytical and synthesizing skills in areas such as finance, marketing, and operations





Single-Problem and Multiple-Problem Action Learning Groups


Action learning groups may be formed for the purpose of handling either a single problem or several problems. Table 1 provides an overview of the distinction between single-problem (also referred to as in-company action learning) and multiple-problem (often called open group or “classic” action learning) programs. Organizations may choose either or both types of action learning approaches, although the single-problem form of action learning is much more popular in corporate settings. The multiple-problem approach tends to be used when individuals from many different environments voluntarily choose to come together to help one another.


In the single-problem group, all the group members focus their energies on solving a single problem. In this type of action learning, both the group membership and the problem are determined by the organization. The primary purpose of the group is to solve the problem proposed to them by the organization. The group may disband after handling just one problem or may continue for a longer, indefinite period of time and work on a series of challenges submitted to them by the organization. Membership in the action learning group is determined by the organization and is based on the type of problem and the aims of the program. For example, if the organization is seeking to create networks across certain business units, members from those units will be appointed. If the development of high potential leaders is the goal, then such leaders will be placed in these action learning programs. If the issue is more focused, then participants may be selected according to their interests, experience, and/or knowledge. In some in-company action learning programs, individuals may be allowed to volunteer, but the organization reserves the right to confirm or not confirm the final composition of an action learning group. The group remains intact until recommendations are made to the top management. In some cases, the group is also tasked to implement the strategies they have recommended. Coaches in single problem action learning are generally permanent, have received special training, and are ideally certified.


TABLE 1
Two Types of Action Learning Programs


[image: image]


In multiple-problem (open-group or “classic” action learning) sets, each member brings his or her problem, task, or project to the group to be solved with the help of fellow group members. Individuals self-select to join the group and support and assist each other with the problems they bring. During action learning sessions, each member is allocated time for the group to work on his or her problem. Thus, a six-member group that meets for three hours would devote approximately thirty minutes to each person’s problem. In open-group action learning, the members may meet on a monthly basis for a few months or a few years. Open-group action learning is usually voluntary and has more limited funding. Thus the groups often meet on their own time and rotate the coaching role among themselves. Over a period of time, new members may join as current members withdraw. The members are usually from a variety of organizations as well as independent consultants and people who are no longer in the workplace.


Balancing Chaos and Order in Action Learning


Fully optimizing the power of action learning involves capturing both the flexibility and chaos of action learning (elements such as diversity of membership, complex challenges, creative questions, lack of familiarity with problem and/or context) and the practical, time-urgent structure and order of action learning (elements such as real problems, accountability and responsibility, careful listening, testing, and action). Action learning allows for a wide latitude of processes that encourage innovation while maintaining minimal, but crucial, guidelines, norms, and group ground rules that produce sound, practical, and workable results.


Organizational theorists have discovered the importance of what is called the “edge of chaos,” or “a natural state between order and chaos, a grand compromise between structure and surprise” (Collier and Esteban, 1999). It is the place where maximum creativity and possibility exist and learning best occurs, where a team or organization is optimally responsive to the complexity of the environment but still structured sufficiently to succeed. Fulmer (2000) argues that for a team to succeed, it needs to walk the fine line between stability and change, that is, to stay poised on the edge of chaos.


Successful action learning teams blend limited structure around responsibilities and priorities with extensive communication (listening carefully, asking questions, hearing all perspectives, and so on) and design freedom. Limited structure helps group members make sense of complex problems and operate within a complicated environment. Clear autonomy, communications, and responsibilities enable the group to move forward and apply appropriate solutions (Sanders, 2010). To stay at the edge of chaos, the team needs a few simple rules and a minimum set of norms or guidance. The rules should be simple but also adaptable (Olson and Eoyang, 2001).


Action learning seeks to avoid too much structure, which would lead to rigidity, constraint, and suppression of needed information and would constrict innovation and the team’s ability to adapt. On the other hand, providing too little structure will lead to disorder, lack of focus, and fragmentation, and the group may become too permeable to disruptive input, making the group and its projects too difficult to coordinate.


At the first meeting of the action learning group, norms and group ground rules, which provide clear responsibilities and priorities, are established. The structure and stability in action learning come about as a result of the six components of all action learning programs and the group ground rules (norms established for all action learning groups). This structure is counterbalanced by the group’s freedom and flexibility, the encouragement of fresh questions, the use of diverse people with and without familiarity with the problem or context. As Dixon (1996) notes, a few firm, clear rules and structure agreed to up front allow for great flexibility later on.




Applying Creative Ideas and People with
Action Learning at Heineken


GERARD VAN SCHAIK, FORMER CHAIRMAN OF EXECUTIVE BOARD


Real progress in business is achieved only by corporations and individuals trying out creative ideas and making them work, by pooling talent and, most of all, by learning while doing. Action learning has become our vehicle for achieving this.





Two Group Norms/Ground Rules That Empower Action Learning


The need to balance chaos and order explains why action learning, with its great flexibility and search for innovation, needs clarity and stability. Since the power of action learning is based on two key behaviors—reflective inquiry and continuous learning—establishing the following two ground rules to help ensure that these fundamental tenets of action learning are practiced is critical for success.


Ground Rule 1: Statements Should Be Made Only in Response to Questions


Questions provide many valuable benefits to the action learning group, including (a) building group cohesiveness, (b) developing dialogue, (c) generating creativity, (d) developing leadership competencies, and (e) encouraging systems thinking. It is extremely valuable to immediately have the group transition from its initial impulse of advocating to the much more powerful force of practicing reflective inquiry. Thus the presentation of this ground rule: “Statements can be made only in response to questions.”


This ground rule does not prohibit the use of statements; as a matter of fact, there will still be more statements than questions during the action learning meetings, since every question asked may generate one or more responses from each of the other members of the group, or up to five to ten statements per question. However, requiring people to think in terms of “questions first” transforms the dynamics of the group. The natural impulse to make statements and judgments gives way to listening and reflecting.


Once the problem or task has been introduced to the group, the members first ask questions to clarify the problem before jumping into statements to solve the problem. In action learning, we recognize that there is almost a direct correlation between the number and quality of questions and the eventual final quality of the actions and learnings. Balancing the number of questions and the number of statements leads to dialogue, which is a proper balance between advocating and inquiring. Questions do not slow down the problem-solving process, but generate quicker and more powerful ideas that are understood and committed to by group members.


Ground Rule 2: The Action Learning Coach Has Power to Intervene to Improve the Performance and Learning of the Group


Action learning coaches focus all their energy and attention on helping the group as a whole and each individual to learn and thereby improve the quality and speed of their actions. Coaches do not become involved in working on the problem. Rather, they look for opportunities to enhance the learnings so that the group increases its ability to solve the problem and develop innovative action strategies. The well-known axiom that says the “urgent drowns out the important” (also called the “tyranny of the urgent”) underscores the necessity of ensuring that the importance of the learning will not be neglected because of the urgency of the action.


Experience and research have clearly demonstrated that if power is not provided to the person who is focusing on the learning, the urgency of the problem will always cause the group to push back and/or ignore the person who is focused on the importance of the learning. To ensure that learning is maximized for the group, action learning coaches are therefore given the power to intervene when they see an opportunity for the group to learn, to improve on what it is doing, and to develop the individual and group skills that will enable them to be better able to solve the problem and develop breakthrough strategies and actions.


This ground rule indicates that when the action learning coach decides to intervene, the group will temporarily stop working on the problem, listen to the questions of the action learning coach (who only asks questions), and respond to those questions. And only when the learning coach has finished asking questions should the group resume working on the problem solving.


It is important that the action learning coach be careful and economical in the timing of and time taken for interventions. Coaches should be cognizant of the fact that group members will be subconsciously continuing to work on the problem during a coaching intervention and, when returning to the problem, will be rejuvenated and more creative than before the intervention.


The action learning coach also controls the ending of a session and thus lets the group know in advance when the time for the problem solving or action planning will end. The coach then uses the last ten minutes or so to capture the learnings of that session and how these learnings might be applied to individuals, a team, and the organization.


Once a group has been involved in action learning for a short time, the group members truly appreciate these two ground rules and quickly recognize the enormous benefit they provide to the group. These rules ensure that the important elements of learning and questioning occur and thus better enable the group to succeed with the urgency of the problem. In short, these two ground rules immensely enhance and expand the power of action learning.


Why Action Learning Works So Well


Action learning has an amazing capacity and power to solve complex problems and change individuals, teams, and organizations. What accounts for this marvelous capacity? Why does action learning work so well? Simply stated, action learning is successful and powerful because it has the unique ability to interweave a wide array of organizational, psychological, sociological, educational, and political theories that form a foundation and synergy unavailable in any other source. Action learning works so well because it integrates and builds on the best practices and principles of the following disciplines:


[image: image] Management science. Action learning incorporates the leadership principles and theories espoused by theorists and world-renowned authors such as Collins (2001), Drucker (2006), Goleman (2006), Peters (2010), and Bryant (2011). It integrates theories of organizational change and complex adaptive systems as well as the major management principles of McGregor, Maslow, and McClelland. As Mintzberg (2011) notes, leadership is best built by reflecting on one’s own experiences rather than those of others (as in case studies).


[image: image] Education. Action learning capitalizes on the theories, principles, and practices of each of the five schools of adult learning, namely, the behavioral, cognitive, humanist, social learning, and constructivist schools (Waddill and Marquardt, 2003). Unlike most development programs, which tend to favor one approach or another to learning, action learning bridges these schools and builds from their best ideas and practices.


[image: image] Psychology. Action learning utilizes key aspects of individual, group, and social psychology, including the classic theories of Jung, Skinner, Rogers, Allport, and Mead, as well as more recent research in the field of industrial or organizational psychology.


[image: image] Group dynamics. Action learning incorporates the best and most applicable principles of group interaction, communications, cohesion, management of conflict, decision making, strategy development, and action implementation (Sundstrom et al. 1999; Levi, 2011).


[image: image] Sociology. Action learning taps into the principles of the field of sociology as advanced by leading sociologists such as Mead, Durkheim, Weber, and Parsons. Also, the benefits gained by having diversity in organizational rank, age, gender, education, and experience allow a group’s action learning to be powerful (Weick, 2000).


[image: image] Open systems and engineering (chaos theory). Action learning avoids the limitations of Newtonian physics and uses the energy and chaos of open systems engineering. Action learning groups are deeply and naturally engaged in systems thinking via the questioning process, the decision-making in complex environments, and the diversity in membership.


[image: image] Political science. Action learning utilizes and balances the politics of power, distributing it throughout the group, and ensuring opportunities for all to participate and lead (Shively, 2009). For example, a key power in action learning is not necessarily the person with the highest rank or the most knowledge but rather the one who has the best questions (which may come from an administrative assistant as easily as a CEO).


[image: image] Appreciative inquiry. Action learning searches to uncover and build on the best and most positive elements of every situation. Groups explore first what is going well, what works, what can be done better, what the group wants to achieve—not what went wrong. The group moves quickly from the presenting problem to the reframed problem to what it is attempting to achieve (Cooperrider, Sorensen, and Yaeger, 2001).


[image: image] Ethics. In action learning, issues that are normally kept underneath the table and are used to keep the group from its optimum performance are brought above the table by the questions of the action learning coach. Hidden and political agendas are opened with dialogue rather than entrenched and enhanced with debate and power grabs. Respectfulness and fairness are engrained in the action learning process (Dean, 1998).


[image: image] Biology and life science. As an organism’s environment becomes more complex and unpredictable, the organism must develop adaptive and transformative capabilities. The organism’s own capabilities interact with the environment to produce a unique path of evolution. No change can happen that doesn’t build on existing capacity. Organisms, like action learning teams, must have the ability to create their own breakthroughs. All parts of the organism must be mobilized for action as action learning carries its learnings to the organization (McLagan, 2003).


[image: image] Anthropology. Action learning is widely practiced and equally effective in cultures around the world because it builds on the universals of individual and group values (respect, reflection, causes of satisfaction) and yet is sensitive to each individual culture (Geertz, 1993; Hofstede, 2010; Marquardt, 2001a).


It is action learning’s remarkable ability to harness the powers of each of the disparate disciplines that enables it to achieve the multiple purposes of problem solving, team building, organizational learning, leadership development, and professional improvement.




“I have found the answer that I have spent my business life searching for!”


—Malaysian CEO, upon completion of action learning project






Overview of the Stages of Action Learning



There are many different forms of action learning. Action learning groups may meet for one or several times over a few days or over several months, may handle one or many problems, and may meet for short periods or long periods. Generally, however, action learning occurs via the following stages and procedures:


[image: image] Formation of group. The group may be appointed or made up of volunteers and may be working on a single organizational problem or each other’s individual problems. The group will continue for a predetermined amount of time and number of sessions, or it may determine these at the first meeting.


[image: image] Presentation of problem or task to group. The problem (or problems, if a multiproblem group) is briefly presented to the group. Members ask questions to gather more information about the problem or task.


[image: image] Reframing the problem. After a series of questions, the group, often with the guidance of the action learning coach, will reach a consensus as to the most critical and important problem that the group should work on and will establish the crux of the problem, which may differ from the original presenting problem.


[image: image] Determining goals. Once the key problem or issue has been identified, the group searches for the goal, the achievement of which would solve the reframed problem for the long term with positive rather than negative consequences for the individual, team, or organization.


[image: image] Developing action strategies. Much of the time and energy of the group will be spent on identifying and pilot testing possible action strategies. As in the preceding stages of action learning, strategies are developed via the reflective inquiry and dialogue mode.


[image: image] Taking action. Between action learning sessions, the group as a whole, as well as individual members, collects information, identifies status of support, and implements the strategies developed and agreed to by the group.


[image: image] Capturing learnings. Throughout and at any point during the session, the action learning coach may intervene to ask the group members questions that will enable them to reflect on their performance and to find ways to improve their functioning as a group and to apply their learnings to their organizations and/or lives.


Throughout the remaining chapters of the book, we will explore in much greater detail these stages and processes of action learning.




Action Learning at LG Electronics
TAEBOK LEE, LGE CONSULTANT, AND EUNJU PARK, LGE DIRECTOR


LG Electronics (LGE), a major global company specializing in electronics and telecommunications, has seventy-two subsidiaries around the world and more than 55,000 employees. The LGE Learning Center develops and conducts numerous programs to strengthen executive and employee competencies. Its “Global Marketer” program, which employs the action learning approach, seeks to develop global leaders in marketing as well as enable participants to acquire the capabilities to solve any possible problems that they may face in a complex and rapidly changing environment.


Each action learning team is composed of three LG managers, an MBA student from a foreign university, a Korean expert, a foreign expert, and an executive who has specific knowledge and experience. The teams are given a marketing task that has been sponsored by the organization. Examples of group projects include “how to improve brand equity” and “how to launch new products.” The teams work on the tasks for two-and-a-half months—one-and-a-half months in Korea and one month overseas. Teams participate in seminars conducted by domestic and foreign experts as well as conduct on-site interviews and surveys with competitors, customers, suppliers, and best practice companies. At the end of the program, each team presents its recommendations to the sponsors and other executives for adoption or adaptation and then implementation. LGE sees action learning as a great success because it has contributed greatly to business performance as well as to the personal development of the participants, including developing their problem-solving and global leadership skills and reinforcing global perspectives.





Five Major Challenges Facing Organizations


Organizations are turning to action learning because of its unique and wonderful ability to respond to what most leaders consider to be the five greatest challenges facing organizations in the twenty-first century.


Increased Complexity of Organizational Problems


Today’s world is marked by rapid globalization and fierce competition in the marketplace, with turbo-speed changes created by technology. The constant movement of people in and out of organizations has generated sometimes overwhelming complexity and chaos in the workplace. Problems are becoming ever more difficult, require greater innovation, and must be resolved in shorter time periods with larger networks of collaborators. The old ways of solving problems by the single leader or specialized task forces no longer work.


Need for New Leadership Attributes and Capabilities


A new kind of leadership is needed in this competitive, global, knowledge-driven time. Recent leadership theories (e.g., Drucker, Collins) point to a need for leaders with transformational abilities, strong learning skills, emotional intelligence, ethical standards, problem-solving and project management strengths, keen self-awareness, and humble yet confident capabilities. Few leaders possess all these skills, and traditional executive development programs are unable to offer training programs that build these competencies.


Increased Importance of Effective, High-Performing Teams


More and more of the work of organizations can be done only with teams, since only teams have the knowledge and resources to understand and develop the services and products needed by internal and external customers. Unfortunately, most teams in most organizations are dysfunctional and rarely develop and deliver within the limited times imposed by the marketplace.


Increased Need to Capture and Transfer Valued Knowledge


Knowledge is the most valuable asset of organizations today. Most knowledge, however, remains hidden with an individual or group, and is not transferred to other parts of the organization that can benefit from it. Companies are generally weak in their ability to learn from successes and failure, and knowledge and learning are rarely transmitted and applied in a comprehensive and systematic manner.


Greater Need for Learning and Less Time for It


The constant stream of new products, services, customers, alliances, suppliers, policies, technology, and legislation requires us to learn on a continuous basis. Although we need more and more learning and training, the irony is that we have less time to acquire it. When we do attend a training program or conference, we are so pressured to continue serving our customers or fellow workers that we must spend our coffee breaks and lunch times checking e-mails or answering phone messages. If we are absent from our desks and customers for more than a few hours, the cell phone begins ringing. We need to be constantly in action and working, yet constantly learning. We know that we need to drain the swamp (that is, develop our knowledge and abilities), but we are so busy fighting alligators (handling the day-to-day crises) that we never get time to do the draining. In short, we know that we need to learn so we can do our jobs more efficiently and effectively, but we are too busy to find the time to do so.


Action Learning Responds Effectively to These Challenges


Action learning has the matchless power to overcome each of these five major challenges in an effective and cost-efficient manner. To respond to the challenges, action learning enables organizations to simultaneously solve problems, develop leaders, build teams, create learning organizations, and increase the abilities of individuals to continuously learn and improve.


Problem Solving


Action learning begins with and builds around solving problems; the more complex and the more urgent, the better suited is action learning. The dynamic, interactive process used in action learning allows the group to see problems in new ways and to gain fresh perspectives on how to resolve them. Questioning from multiple perspectives creates solid systems thinking in which the group sees the whole rather than parts, relationships rather than linear cause-effect patterns, underlying structures rather than events, and profiles of changes rather than snapshots. The action learning process enables the group to look for underlying causes and leveraged actions rather than symptoms and short-term solutions. Action learning examines both macro and micro views so as to discover when and how to best implement the proposed actions. As a result of its fresh approach to problem solving, action learning generates “breakthrough” insights, solutions, and effective strategies.
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