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Background of Action Learning 
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Overview 
 
Action Learning is a high-leverage real-
time learning methodology that can 
help organizations achieve practical 
business results and move forward with 
organizational change.  
 
Many organizations are eager to find 
ways to respond to uncertainty and 
change, while achieving enhanced 
leadership, productivity, team 
performance and individual capability. 
Action Learning has become one of the 
most powerful tools available for 
organizations to solve problems, 
develop leaders, build teams, and 
create a thirst for learning through 
action. 
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Benefits 
 
The benefits of action learning include: 

• Time and space to focus on your 
own challenges 

• Insights from others with others 
• Different perspectives from others 
• Ideas with and from others 
• Other’s knowledge 
• Being questioned by others 
• An opportunity to “hear” yourself, 

think, and respond 
• Support from others 
• Sharing confusions with others 
• Sharing successes with others – and 

learning from them 
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Components 
 
Action Learning is identified by Six 
Essential Components that research 
and continuous practice has shown to 
guarantee success: 
 
1. A sponsor identifies an critical 

business issue, problem, task, 
project 

2. Select a group of 4-8 qualified 
people 

3. Retain an Action Learning Coach 
4. Gain commitment to take action 
5. Establish a process of reflective 

questioning and listening 
6. Focus on learning 

Getting Started with Action Learning  
 
Getting executive buy-in is the first step in launching an Action Learning project. To do this, 
executives want to know a few things in order to make an informed decision. These include: 
• Summary of what the program is (how it works, steps, roles needed, time commitments) 
• What it costs (overall and broken down by item) 
• Expected outcome and benefits (including metrics and expected return) 

Action Learning is a tool to solve 
organizational problems and 
grow leadership competence. It 
consists of six components that 
are done by the sponsor, team, 
and coach. This summary 
document provides background 
and a brief description of each 
component. 

 

Introduction to 
Action Learning 
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Roles 
 
Sponsor 
 
The Sponsor prepares the problem 
statement in the form of a question. 
The sample problem should be genuine, 
common and important to the organization, 
and one that is actually being encountered 
by many participants, and clearly 
articulated. 
 
The sponsor will meet with the team to 
present the problem statement: 
! Attend the initial meeting to present 

the problem or challenge 
! Share your expectations of them  
! Share you assumptions about the 

problem 
! Answer their questions 
! Summarize and clarify their concerns 
! Provide encouragement 
 
Sponsor will meet with the team to clarify 
and answer questions: 
! Be open to share information 
! Support their learning process 
! Answer questions honestly 
! Ask questions to clarify and redirect 
! Avoid giving answers and directions 
! Offer support 
 
Team Members 
 
The team members’ role is to: 
! Be committed to participating 
! Give everyone an opportunity to talk 

and actively listen 
! Give everyone your attention 
! Ask for help and feedback 
! Share successes, mistakes and ideas 
! Encourage involvement from others 
! Avoid judging and competing 
! Be responsible, courageous, and take 

educated risk 
! Maintain confidentiality 
! Establish trust 
! Be open and honest 
! Give and receive feedback 
! Be open to change 
! Be willing to grow and learn 
! Demonstrate effective interpersonal 

skills  
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STEP ONE: Clarify the 
Problem 
 
Good problem solving statements 
begin asking a question that will help 
to clarify the problem.  Effective 
questions clarify the problem and 
define the underlining causes of the 
problem. 
 
Finding the right question is not an 
easy task, and it may take some while 
until the team members agree on an 
appropriate formulation of the 
question. However, to have the 
question clearly defined is time well 
spent. All too often, when under 
pressure and in the rush to make 
progress, teams will fail to establish 
their exact task. The danger of failing 
to establish what the central question 
should be is that the team can waste 
time solving the incorrect problem. 
 
STEP TWO: Learn 
Lessons From the 
Past 
 
This is an important step. Looking at 
the past for answers about previous 
experiences of the problem can 
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provide valuable information to 
address a new situation. We need to 
rely on our “unconscious knowledge”, 
and capture the lessons from the past. 
 
The questions to ask are: 
 
• “Think of a situation in the past, 

where we were dealing with a 
similar problem.  

• “How did we handle it? What 
worked; what didn’t? “ 

• “What should we repeat? What 
should be avoided this time?” 

 
Then the team members are invited to 
read their thoughts and share their 
findings.  Important “Repeat-Avoids” 
can be written down so that they stay 
visible during the session (i.e. on a flip 
chart) 
 
STEP THREE: Uncover 
Assumptions 
Underlying the 
Problem 
 
Assumptions are a key component of 
our behavior. They influence and 
condition the way we react, the way 
we feel about situations or people, and 
the decisions we make. 

Steps of an Action Learning 
Program 
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To surface the assumptions around an 
issue is a way to uncover part of this 
influence. This is even more important 
in a team setting, where everyone has 
a completely different and personal set 
of assumptions around the issue. 
 
STEP FOUR: Develop a 
Vision of Possible 
Solutions  
 
This step of the process is about 
imagining scenarios. It is the “creative” 
part. The way to introduce this step is 
asking everybody to write down his or 
her responses to the question, “What 
would it look like if...”. 
 
This step is a pause in the approach to 
solution finding. Normally people feel 
internal or external pressure to find a 
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rapid solution to a problem. 
Therefore, they will tend to offer 
solutions before the problem is well 
defined, and of course before any of 
the three previous steps. But when 
teams arrive at this step, this is where 
solutions are even more tempting. 
 
By guiding the team into a “what 
would it be like if…” attitude, takes 
some pressure off finding the “best 
solution”; it allows them to play with 
ideas that may be crazy or impossible. 
It authorizes creativity. 
 
The value of this step is that creative 
ideas nurture each other. One “crazy” 
idea may be unfeasible, but with input 
from others it can be adapted and 
transformed into something that is 
possible. 

 
Roles (continued) 
 
Coach 
 
The Action Learning Coach facilitates the 
team to aid in progress and learning. Their 
role includes: 
 
! Helps the participants with their 

learning  
! Keep a balance between the project 

and learning, and action and self 
development 

! Create an environment conducive to 
learning 

! Encourage the group to look, listen, 
question, think, understand, and learn 

! Help each participant focus on what 
he/she is achieving, or finding 
difficult, gaining and learning, and 
now doing different 

! Provide the group with overall 
guidelines to the action learning 
process 

! Provide just in time learning when 
needed or requested by the group 

! Observe group process and provide 
feedback and suggestions when 
needed 

! Facilitate group discussions and 
debriefing sessions 

 

Debriefing 
 
Debriefing is a way of interrupting the flow of action by dividing it into blocks that 
can be analyzed. During a day teams do many different tasks and they go from one 
to the next without normally stopping to think what has happened, why, and how. 
As a consequence they collect experiences but miss the learning that they could 
extract from their actions. 
 
In team building, it’s important to observe individuals and teams acting and before 
they jump into the next issue, assess whether there were some meaningful 
moments to highlight and some learning to be captured. That is the moment to 
pause, reflect and then debrief. 
 


