Action Learning: 

A modern vision on Management Development

Problems with traditional management programmes.

For a long time organisations believed that proper knowledge and general development, as is taught at traditional institutions, was sufficient for good and adequate management. The manager was expected to be knowledgeable and apply this knowledge to day-to-day problems. The underlying idea was; if the manager knows a lot, everything will be fine.

In the 80’s a lot of organisations encountered severe problems. Economic recession, changing demands on corporations and governments, and the increasing unpredictability of the environment in general, affected the confidence in knowledge orientated managers. Knowledge could not be readily applied, in this changing, complicated environment. Many organisations consequently faced difficulties.

The traditional answer to what a good manager should be able to do – analyse, lead, use models – turned out to be no longer sufficient. The manager of the 90’s must be able to improvise and innovate. Readiness to take risks, a trust in more than rationality, flexibility and imagination are just a few of the new skills the manager should possess. In one word: Managers should dare to take on an entrepreneurial mentality. (Johannison, 1993) 

The consequence was that the traditional education of the manager had to change its focus. New skills, new competencies and a new mentality needed to be taught. Enterprising managers are no longer interested in the gathering of theoretical knowledge or working on invented cases only, all of which the traditional institutions guarantee to cover. Education will only be significant for the manager if it leads to solving problems that are encountered in the workplace. This means that education needs to be as close as possible to the practice of successful managers. 

This philosophy accepts that managers are often in uncertain situations. The question is; how the successful manager should manage this uncertainty in a turbulent and unpredictable environment. Successful managers no longer rely on theoretical 

knowledge, because, once confronted with a new situation, they will see the restrictions it presents. New situations demand new solutions and these will, by definition, not be given in old books. Nobody possesses the wisdom of the future. It will not be available in textbooks and will neither be stored in the mind of the lecturer.

Successful managers are therefore prepared, together with others, to investigate, explore and question a new situation. The “Big Old Man” of Action Learning, Professor Reg Revans, formulates it as follows:

“Nothing can be proven beforehand: all answers are found while the manager is busy with his real task … some surety in his search is built in owing to the fact that he is not doing it alone. Together with three or four others, they try to find out what they (not an expert, who will only be consulted once requested) actually see as the problem, what they decide to do about it, what results they want to achieve, etc.” (Revans, 1993)

According to the Action Learning philosophy, management education must simulate this joint search for solutions to new problems as accurately as possible. What does this mean in concrete terms? A learning situation must be created in which managers work together to explore and investigate new problems, as if they were at work. The institute does not give answers, because it doesn’t have them. (One could say that the same, mutatis mutandis, applies to consultants and the like. Revans himself questions the usefulness of “experts”. (Revans, 1993 and Thorpe 1990). Rather, a context is offered in which managers jointly search for the right questions. In this view, management education is no longer focussed on giving answers, but on learning to ask the right questions. (Revans, 1982) The role of the lecturer is no longer that of know-all on whom the managers can rely. On the contrary, the distinction between student and lecturer should be removed. Both have started a new learning process. Those who are, one way or the other, involved in the learning process admit that they do not possess the wisdom.

This view on management education is without doubt new and challenging. Traditional perceptions about the role of textbooks and lecturers, for example, are adjusted. The application of this philosophy requires a great deal of effort from both the student and lecturer. Learning from the back of your chair is out of the question. Those who start with an Action Learning programme must be serious and aware of the fact that self satisfaction or a lack of effort put into the learning process can be tremendously frustrating.

It is not very different with managers in real life: If they lean back and blindly rely on old ideas, learned at university or technicon, their organisation will sooner or later suffer the consequences.

Not every institution is truly practically oriented

Obviously every institution will claim their programmes to be practically oriented. But how is this proven. To prove this, the institution should, in our opinion, fulfil the following conditions:

1. A context should be created in which the managers should also decide how and what they want to learn. No longer will programmes be offered that are planned in great detail.

2. Training and education must be integrated into the daily work. This, in fact, means nothing more than that the programme should stimulate managers to take action for the benefit of their own organisation.

3. It is crucial that managers, like any entrepreneurs, are able to build on a personal network during the learning process. Entrepreneurs also rely on their networks. One should dare to learn from others and be alert to their suggestions on how certain problems should be handled.

Successful managers do not rely on theoretical knowledge.

The changes and demands that come with the corporate world have revived the interest in Action Learning. As far as the didactical philosophy is concerned, its importance is only now appreciated, twenty or thirty years after its conception. The term “didactical philosophy” is not used without a specific intention. It is in principal not about a detailed formulated education method, but rather a vision of an educational process in which knowledge and expertise are not enough for good management. Doing things, trying ideas and actually developing initiatives is what makes people competent managers. (Revans, 1971)

The Action Learning student should constantly be prepared to “re-organise” his or her ideas (Revans, 1983). This doesn’t mean that old ideas should be thrown overboard – knowledge remains an important factor, just as experience gained in the past – but one should always be prepared to adjust ideas if the old concepts block the way for a solution. This does not mean that one should, without any baggage, embark on an adventure with a highly unpredictable outcome. It also isn’t the intention that managers should only focus on their experiences. This would only lead to superficiality. The experiences should be discussed and thought over together and if possible conclusions should be made. (Boddy, 1981) Revans likes to compare Action Learning with the way scientists learn. (Revans, 1971) The will to experiment is indispensable, but focussing only on experimenting, experiences and action is not enough. Experimenting means that one achieves results which managers can use and in the future can be used by others.  

Action Learning in practice

So far, the philosophy has been sketched only in general terms. Those who are interested in Action Learning and consider approaching an institute that honours the philosophy would obviously like to get a picture of how it works in practice. What does Action Learning mean for the student? What will he or she be confronted with? Following are ten points explaining these issues.

1. Acquired knowledge is not enough.

There is a strong distinction between programmed knowledge and the ability to ask the right questions in new situations. Programmed knowledge is acquired at universities and many other traditional institutions. Usually this knowledge is collected in nice, thick textbooks. Traditionally, this is seen as the instructions the manager can use to solve certain puzzles or problems. Action Learning does not reject this knowledge but wants, as Mumford (1985) calls it, to give it the place it deserves: Programmed knowledge is required but insufficient for effective learning. Given the unpredictability, it is important to ask the right questions in situations that cannot be solved by a particular code of conduct. After all, managers can no longer rely on those codes.

2. Learn while doing.

Action Learning means that students are busy with problems from their own organisation. Facing challenges, dealing with unknown problems and taking necessary risks are inherent to the learning process. Those who are afraid to challenge new problems and prefer to hide in pretty management books with fancy rules of behaviour (Revans, 1982) should not start with Action Learning. One should dare to tackle difficult problems.

3. Action Learning implies you learn together.

Problems are discussed and questions are asked together with other students in order to get to interesting results. The slogan often used in Action Learning literature to describe this social element is: “comrades in adversity.” (Revans, 1971, 1983) In an education context this means that these “comrades” get together in small sets, get to know each other and each other’s problems. Within this social structure they are busy with each other’s problems. Learning is therefore seen as a social process. Learning is then done together from individual actions.

4. Tutors take on an entirely different role than with traditional programmes.

Unlike a lecture, they won’t be able to make a speech on the basis of their programmed knowledge. On the contrary, even they will be confronted with new problems, from which they will learn as much as the student. They do not – it is stressed once again – possess the wisdom. (Braddick, 1990) They can however play a role in the before mentioned “re-organisation of thoughts’ or in the formulation of the right questions. The exact role of the tutor will have to be determined together with the set members. 

5. The personal network of the “entrepreneurial manager”. 

The set must be seen as a part of the personal network of what before was termed as the “entrepreneurial manager”. Often (not always) a set adviser will be appointed. Opinions differ on their exact role. Some find the appointment of a set adviser crucial (Bennet, 1990); others, including Revans, find it unnecessary. (Revans, 1983) If a set adviser is appointed, he should have the task of maintaining, building and expanding the network of the participants. Furthermore the advisor is the contact for students and should look after the tutors in terms of loyalty to the Action Learning objective.

6. Working on strategically relevant problems.

The problems that are solved should be strategically relevant for the organisation. The participants are required to do more than gather information, write a report and give some recommendations. Neither should one be busy trying to solve complicated standard cases. It is about taking managerial action in the own organisation and daring to take the responsibility. This implies that the results are actually useful for the organisation. Students who, in first instance, are only interested in their own curriculum and career should therefore not participate in Action Learning. The interest of the organisation should prevail. The interest of the student will automatically follow.

7. Dare to take risks

Addressing problems should involve a willingness from both the student and the organisation. A future project should not be formulated so carefully that failure is impossible. Fast learning occurs from mistakes. Projects are only meaningful if there is the possibility for failure. A certain tolerance to mistakes is therefore required, which obviously depends on the type of organisation or the type of work. Furthermore, the student should have authority, within reason, to independently execute the project. These requirements will become more relevant when we remember that the student can not address old problems. One should enter “terra incognita”.

8. Responsibility of the organisation.

Related to the previous point; participating managers may not be threatened with punishment. (Garrat, 1983) This would only negatively influence the learning process. Furthermore, it is not only the student, but also the organisation, which bears a responsibility for successfully completing the project. The management must therefore, in principle, be willing to protect their participating managers from anything that can frustrate the execution of the project. New plans, new ideas and new codes of conduct only originate from trial and error.

9. “Competent incompetence”

What must be avoided at all times is “competent incompetence”. This expression comes from C. Argyris. Intelligent and skilled people are too often very skilled in “protecting themselves against pain and threats originated from a learning situation”. (Argyris, 1982, 1987) Too often managers will find complicated excuses not to give up certain ideas, not to take a painful decision or to postpone a certain decision. The problem obviously is that, however plausible it may seem, the consequences can be disastrous. If nobody is able to cross the Rubicon (Why should we do something? All is going well, isn’t it? are just some examples), nothing will happen and problems will pile up. Set adviser and tutors must be aware of the important difference between “theories in use” and “espoused theories”. (Senge, 1990) The first concerns theories that are the true basis of what one does; the second concerns theories people say they believe in. Managers tend to say that they want to bring in changes and improvements, but in the mean time cling to the current situation. Such attitude must be avoided at all times during the Action Learning process.

10. Reflection in action

Action Learning implies that people who do things, think about what they are doing. (Schon, 1983) It does not make sense to run from the one activity to the other. Many managers use the busyness that characterises their work as an excuse not to reflect on what they are doing. This is exactly what Action Learning aims to prevent. “Reflection in action” is the motto. Because managers cannot rely on what the expert says, they will often have to rely on their own judgement. This is, given the complexity of reality, very difficult. In this context, Schon mentions successful managers who go through the same cycle over and again: pause and think about new ideas, take action and test ideas, pause and think about the results, develop new ideas, take action again to test ideas, etc. There is widespread consensus about how this should be done: “Only in small groups one can “learn to think about what one is doing and learn to learn.” (Revans,1982: compare also: Morgan, 1986: Singe, 1990). Action Learning pays a lot of attention to the “reflection in action” principle.

These ten points indicate what the manager can expect from a proper Action Learning programme. It is without doubt a demanding programme. You cannot hide behind common theories. You might have to take certain risks, but won’t be alone. You can expect solidarity from fellow students and also count on suggestions, ideas and recommendations. Anyone who is open to this can benefit from this didactical philosophy that tries to remain as close as possible to the successful and entrepreneurial management practice. The choice is for those who are considering a management programme.
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