Action Learning


Marquardt observes that “perhaps no tool is more effective in building a learning organization than action learning.”  Meyer selected action learning as the process to use in developing strategies for the Department of Subways of the New York City Transit Authority in order to “grapple with the need to become increasingly flexible and responsive in a climate of change.”  Three problems concerning overcrowding, train announcements, and lack of teamwork were posed by the  Senior Vice President.  Groups were formed to reflect diversity based on job function, gender, ethnicity, and age.  Participants were able to work together across divisional lines and generated fifteen proposals, all except two of which were at least partially implemented.


Evidence is mounting that action learning is an effective tool for facilitating movement toward organizations becoming learning organizations.  Watkins and Marsick  published a casebook of examples of companies that were engaged in activities, many of which were action learning projects, leading toward becoming learning organizations. Marquardt also includes many organizational stories that illustrate how action learning has been used in enterprises to create learning organizations.  Yorks, Marsick and O’Neil conclude their discussion of action learning as a strategy for individual, team, and organizational development by observing that “action learning helps to build a critical mass of change agents who influence larger-scale change. Action learning represents a significant organizational intervention that can release considerable energy for change into the organization” (p. 107). 


Action learning has been defined as “a small group of people solving real problems while at the same time focusing on what they are learning and how their learning can benefit each group member and the organization as a whole” (Marquardt, p. 4).  This definition suggests the six components of an action learning program:  

(1) a problem that is significant, within the authority of the team to resolve, and  a real part of the organization; 

(2) a set or team of four to eight individuals from somewhat diverse backgrounds with a facilitator to monitor their progress;   

(3) formulation or development of strategies for resolving the problem through a questioning process;  

(4) taking action in a real situation to implement the strategy;   

(5) reviewing the outcomes through a process of reflection that compares what was expected to happen with what actually happened;  and 

(6) developing insights about themselves, their problem solving processes, and the consequences of actions that lead to making sense out of what happened—that is, learning from their actions.


Since the process of reflection takes such a prominent role in action learning, we shall elaborate on the process in a bit more detail.  Reflection is defined formally as the process of meditating on the meaning of an experience, event, or action. Seven crucial questions should be answered during the reflection period:

1. What happened or is happening?

2. What precipitated the action or response to the action?

3. What are, have been, or could be the consequences of what happened?

4. What is the significance of the event for the team [good-bad, serious-trivial]?

5. What does the reaction or consequences say about the team in terms of how members deal with one another and how the organization functions?

6. What should be done about the response, event, or consequences?

7. What other questions would be helpful to ask about what happened?

Reflection often leads to the recognition that managerial problems are many-sided, as a result of differences in perceptions resulting from variations in backgrounds and experiences. Often, reflection reveals differences in organizational goals and leads to additional reflection on other organizational functions. 


Reflection also allows team members to acquire insights into their own reactions, preferences, and skills, and become more sensitive to the attitudes—beliefs, feelings, intentions—of others.

Reflection is a component of the overall process of organizational learning, as represented by its six phases. In fact, organizational learning may be defined as the process of reconstructing an event in order to:

1. Recognize what happened [shared perceptions].

2. Make sense of what happened [information sharing].

3. Identify goals that were not achieved as part of what happened  [problem identification].

4. Describe adjustments in the work system that allows the organization to achieve its goals [problem solving].

5. Codify and store what was learned from the event for retrieval and use in making adjustments in the future [memory development].  

6. Tryout changes in the work system so that the organization can operate more effectively [experimentation].

The elements of a learning organization are identified in brackets: shared perceptions, information sharing, problem identification, problem solving, memory development, and experimentation. Action learning can contribute to making just about all of the elements of a learning organization more effective. 

Project Selection



Since the project to be undertaken is so critical to the learning experience, a list of questions that indicate the criteria for a satisfactory project is appropriate to consider (Boddy):

1. Will the project involve team members in bringing about significant change?

2. Is the project feasible, given the time and skills available?

3. Are the risks of failure in terms of reputation and money sufficiently high to stimulate action without being too threatening?

4. Is the problem sufficiently ambiguous or open-ended to require imaginative and creative solutions?

5. How committed is the “client” to the success of the project?

6. Is the implementation of actions within the authority of the management of the organization?

Boddy suggests that the results of the action learning process be presented at a high profile meeting involving key executives and senior managers. Both the project results and the lessons learned by the team members ought to be presented.

Obviously, much more could be said about competitiveness, organizational learning, and action learning.  These are just some ideas with which to begin (Revans; Watkins and  Golembiewski). 
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