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Abstract of Dissertation

An Exploration of Significant Leadership Development Factors in Action Learning:
A Comparison of Three Action Learning Programs

As the need for new leaders has increased, so has the need for new and more

effective forms of leadership development (Hamel, 2007; Lojeski, 2010; Gratton, 2011).

Action learning has been popularized as one of these new forms of leadership

development (Peters & Smith, 1998; Byrnes, 2005; ASTD, 2008; Trehan & Pedler,

2011). However, empirical research on the relationship between action learning and

leadership development is only just beginning (Marquardt, et. al., 2009; Leonard &

Marquardt, 2010). Given that action learning theory evolved out of practice, researchers

are now trying to uncover governing variables that account for the observed practice

effect (Leonard & Marquardt, 2010). In an effort to systematize the action learning

methodology with consistent professional standards, the World Institute of Action

Learning (WIAL) has provided a six-component model of action learning for program

coaches and designers (Marquardt, 2004; 2011; WIAL, 2013). However, action learning,

by definition, is based on the real and timely problems of an organization (Marquardt,

2011; WIAL, 2013) and therefore there is significant variety in how these programs are

implemented.

Given these complexities, it is unclear which specific program factors may impact

the leadership development of participants. This study attempts to identify those factors

by using an exploratory qualitative methodology informed by Moustakas (1994), Patton

(2002), and Creswell (2012). Twelve action learning participants in three action learning

programs were interviewed and their responses were analyzed by using a reductive

thematic analysis.
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This study found that two programs were effective in stimulating leadership

development outcomes in participants. Participants in the third program showed less

certainty and consistency in their responses. Across all three action learning programs,

participants showed improvements in self-confidence, problem-solving, expanded

professional network, coaching skills, and listening. The most significant program factors

leading to these outcomes were the program coach, program maturity, problem type,

intended program outcome, group diversity, and the group questioning process.

Implications for theory and practice and recommendations for future research are

included.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Overview

New forms of leadership are needed to cope with the increasing pace of change,

the spread of globalization, the rise of the knowledge economy, and the rate of

technological innovation (Hamel, 2007; Lojeski, 2010; Gratton, 2011; Kellerman, 2012).

These new forms of leadership require qualitatively different leadership skills and

abilities (Drucker, 1999; Hamel, 2007; Charan, 2008; World Economic Forum, 2013).

Even in small and mid-sized organizations, the high rate of leadership failure suggests an

alarming trend in contemporary organizations. It is estimated that 40% of new

supervisors fail within the first 18 months of promotion to their leadership duties

(Ciampa, 2005; Sessa & Taylor, 2000). Further research by Challenger, Gray, &

Christmas into CEO performance found that the failure rates for that group doubled from

1999 to 2004 and doubled again in 2005 (Marquardt, Leonard, Freedman & Hill, 2009).

These failure rates may be at least partially explained by traditional hierarchical

organizations moving into new shared leadership models (Gronn, 2002; Peace & Conger,

2003; Brafman & Beckstrom, 2006; Hamel, 2007; Uhl-Bein, Marion & McKelvey, 2007)

and new transformational leadership models (Bass & Bass, 2008; Gratton, 2011; World

Economic Forum, 2013; Harris, 2013). Given this, it is not surprising that a good amount

of attention has been paid to how to develop new leadership skills that are relevant to the

changing organizational landscape.

Leadership development itself has become a fast-growing industry for both

internal and external consultants. More than 50% of the organizations surveyed in a 2013

study by Brandon Hall said that leadership and management strategies were one of their
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top priorities or the year (Brandon Hall, 2013). In addition more than 23% of learning

organizations surveyed stated their top program priorities would be leadership

development of supervisory training (Harris, 2013). In order to train managers to be

better leaders many pedagogical approaches may be used including; instructor-led

training, 360-feedback, simulations, coaching/counseling, participating in focused

workshops, and mentoring (Hicks & Peterson, 1999; Bass & Bass, 2008; Corporate

Executive Board, 2009; Northouse, 2012). These approaches have focused on developing

leadership outcomes that can adapt to the pace of change. Several studies have

demonstrated that these behaviors can be taught, for example, Bass & Avolio (1994)

found that their recommended training program for developing leadership, when applied

in various public and private organizations, had positive and significant results. Spreitzer

& Quinn (1996) found that a custom leadership program for middle managers at Ford

Motor Company resulted in dramatic individual and organizational performance

improvements. In addition, researchers noted that a five-session training program in

leadership resulted in increased subordinates' perceptions of leaders' transformational

behaviors, subordinates' own organizational commitment, and two aspects of branch-

level financial performance (Barling, Weber & Kalloway, 1996). Hicks & Peterson

(1999) describe the leadership development pipeline as having a series of potential “pinch

points” (Marquardt, et. al., 2009, p. 10). These points represent a series of learning

opportunities that can be catalyzed or assisted through the use of particular

developmental interventions. In response to increasing evidence that participants will

have a variety of different responses to leadership development interventions, Hicks &

Peterson (1999) also established a core set of criteria that they determined were the



3

necessary components of successful leadership development programs that are able to

capitalize on these pinch points. Those components were defined as insight, motivation,

skill development, real-world practice, and accountability. In their comparison of eight

different leadership development interventions, they found that action learning best

satisfied that criteria (Hicks & Peterson, 1999; Marquardt, et. al., 2009).

Action learning has become one of the more popular leadership development

interventions used in the past two decades (Peters & Smith, 1998; Leonard & Lang, 2010;

Trehan & Pedler, 2011; Marquardt, et. al., 2009). Simply described, action learning is a

group process that enables individuals and groups to learn while solving real problems

(Revans, 1982; Marquardt, 2004; 2011; O’Neil & Marsick, 2007; Marquardt & Yeo,

2012; WIAL, 2013). However, within the theory and practice of action learning, there is a

wide variety of approaches that are supported. O’Neil & Marsick (2007) have identified

four theoretical schools of action learning: tacit, scientific, experiential, and critical

reflection. In addition, Waddill, Banks, & Marsh (2010) highlight a general difference

between “European model” of action learning which are characterized by an emphasis on

critical reflection and is represented by advocates such as Revans (1982; 1998), Pedler

(2008; 2011) and Mumford (1995) and the more structured “U.S. model,” which

emphasizes specific rules and coaches as promoted by Marquardt (2000; 2011), Dilworth

& Willis (2003), and the World Institute of Action Learning (2013).

A 2008 study by the American Society for Training and Development indicated

that 63% of all executive leadership programs in the United States used some form of

action learning (ASTD, 2008). A more recent study found that 77% of the surveyed

learning executives selected action learning as the single best top driver for developing
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leaders within their organization (Corporate Executive Board, 2009). Eight years ago,

Business Week described action learning as, “the latest and fastest growing

organizational tool for leadership development (Byrnes, 2005, p.71).” Today, action

learning has been used by organizations like Samsung, Microsoft, General Motors,

Deutsche Bank and British Airways as a way to solve organizational problems and

stimulate leadership development outcomes in their employees (Marquardt, 2000; 2004;

2011; Marquardt & Yeo, 2012; WIAL, 2013). The popularity of action learning is not

surprising given the strong empirical evidence that action learning is an effective tool for

leadership development (Peters & Smith, 1998; Leonard & Marquardt, 2010). In addition

to developing individually tailored leadership outcomes, they found that action learning is

particularly effective in developing the collaboration, conflict resolution, and coaching

skills necessary for shared and transformational leadership (Hii, 2000; Acker-Hocevar,

Pisapia, & Coukos-Semmel, 2002; Kim, 2003; Raudenbush, Marquardt & Walls, 2003;

Marquardt, 2003; Pearce & Conger, 2003; Choi, 2005; Lee, 2005; Kueht, 2009). In

addition, Waddill, Banks & Marsh (2010) further predict that the popularity of action

learning is only expected to increase with changes in technology and globalization.

Statement of the Problem

The dramatic changes in globalization and technology require new leadership

skills and action learning seems to be well-positioned to develop these outcomes.

However, action learning, by its nature, is highly adaptable to the contexts of the

organization. This suggests that there are some critical factors that maintain the integrity

of action learning and some variable factors that allow the process to be adapted to a

specific organizational context.  In addition, action learning is highly integrative of both
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learning and performance process and outcomes. This suggests that there are some

factors that address the learning domain and some that address the performance domain.

In order to ensure that action learning can meet its leadership development expectations,

these factors need to be untangled.

Leonard & Marquardt’s (2010) literature review of previous empirical research on

action learning, demonstrates that previous attempts to make these distinctions fall into

three basic categories; (1) action learning’s learning and performance outcomes; (2)

action learning’s pedagogical mechanisms; and (3) program “success” factors which

combine individual and organizational as well as learning and performance outcomes.

When viewed collectively, previous studies suggest that; (1) generally the leadership

outcomes of action learning align to shared and transformational leadership models; (2)

the primary mechanisms for learning are the structured questioning process and a

supportive and diverse group; and (3) program success depends on several carefully

managed group-level and organization-level processes.

However, Marquardt, et. al. (2009) state that despite this previous empirical

research on action learning, “…some evidence is better than other evidence… (pg. 206),”

and that most studies of action learning’s impact on leadership development factors have

been to justify the expense of the programs rather than promote scientific knowledge. As

a result, these studies have potentially suffered from compromises in design or procedure.

Furthermore, since action learning theory evolved out of practice, researchers are only

now able to explore the critical factors that account for the observed practice effect

(Marquardt, et. al., 2009). Given this, new exploratory studies are needed to confirm or

challenge previous research and identify new insights and areas of investigation. Further,
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Leonard & Marquardt (2010) make the case that even if methodological errors occur

across a large body of studies, with enough empirical evidence, these errors would likely

be cancelled out through natural distributions. Consequently, additional exploratory

research is needed to produce high-quality evidence of action learning’s impact on

individual-level leadership development outcomes.

Purpose and Research Questions

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore action learning’s impact on

leadership development by comparing three action learning programs, identifying their

leadership development outcomes, and determining the significant program factors that

led to those outcomes.

Research Questions

1. What are the similarities and differences between these three action

learning programs?

2. Do participants think their action learning experience significantly

impacted their own leadership development outcomes? If so, what

outcomes were impacted?

3. What significant program factors contributed to the achievement of those

leadership development outcomes?

Statement of Potential Significance

Identifying the leadership development outcomes and program factors in action

learning is important for several reasons. Understanding the experiences of action

learning participants in different programs as they develop leadership skills will add to

the literature in several ways. A study of this nature can provide practitioners with a
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better understanding of how to design action learning programs to improve leadership

development outcomes. Additionally, the literature on action learning and leadership

development will be enhanced since the pedagogical mechanisms and outcomes of action

learning are still being identified.

Conceptual Framework

The primary variables in this study are leadership development and action

learning, which share a common linkage through theory and research in both leadership

and adult learning. Leadership development theory directly draws upon adult learning

theories, but contextualizes them based upon the pedagogical objectives of improved

leader knowledge, skill, and behavior. Leader development refers to any intentional

activity that enhances the quality of leadership within an individual or encourages the

expansion of a person’s capacity to be effective in a leadership role (Van Velsor,

McCauley, & Ruderman, 2010; Northouse, 2012).

The action learning literature that supports this study comes primarily from

Marquardt (2000; 2004; 2011), Leonard & Marquardt (2010), Marquardt & Yeo (2012)

and the World Institute of Action Learning (2013). Action learning theory draws directly

upon the fields of adult learning, group dynamics, and leadership development (O’Neil &

Marsick, 2007; Waddill & Marquardt, 2004). The model of action learning used in this

study is from the World Institute of Action Learning (WIAL, 2013), which has six core

components which define the construct:

1. A problem

2. An action learning group or team

3. A process of insightful questioning and reflective listening
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4. An action taken on the problem

5. A commitment to learning

6. An action learning coach

Together these elements work together to stimulate leadership development outcomes

through their application in specific organizational contexts (Marquardt, 2004; 2011).

A graphical representation of the conceptual framework for this study is found in

Figure 1A.

Figure 1A. Conceptual Framework.

Summary of Methodology

The methodology for the study was an exploratory qualitative design. The

researcher interviewed 12 individual participants of three different action learning

programs all based in the WIAL-model of action learning. Each semi-structured

interview was conducted after the completion of their respective action learning programs

and lasted for approximately 45 minutes each. Data collection and analysis followed the

methodological procedures described by Moustakas (1994), Patton (2002), and Creswell

(2012), which seeks to uncover the meaningful factors of an experience through a

Adult
Learning

Leadership
Development

Leadership

Action Learning
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reductive thematic analysis. Participant programs were implemented in a variety of

organizations both domestic governmental and international for-profit and the

participants themselves have diverse backgrounds and a range of leadership

responsibilities. Participation in the study was voluntary with selection for the study

being determined, in accordance with the principles of action learning, for a collection of

individuals who will bring a variety of perspectives to the action learning process (O’Neil

& Marsick, 2007; Marquardt, et. al., 2009).

The data gathered in these interviews were coded and analyzed according to the

exploratory qualitative methods proposed by Moustakas (1994), Patton (2002), and

Creswell (2012). Analysis followed the recommendation of Patton (2002) and Creswell

(2012) in using a combination of computer assistance software including Microsoft Excel

and Word, Atlas.ti qualitative analytic software, and analog paper-and-pencil methods.

Delimitations and Limitations

The delimitations and limitations of this study include:

Delimitations

 For the purposes of the study, “action learning” is defined as the process

detailed with the six components espoused by the World Institute of Action

Learning (WIAL, 2013). Other valid definitions of action learning are not

included.

Limitations

 According to Patton (2002) and Creswell (2012), the goal of exploratory

qualitative research is to search for meaning and essences of participant

experiences rather than measurements or explanations. Given this, this study
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lacks generalizability.

 A convenience sample of volunteer action learning participant was used,

which means that they sample is unlikely to be representative of the

population being studied (Creswell, 2012). This further threatens the

generalizability.

 Because of the self-reporting nature of the interview instrument, participants

may not respond completely accurately because of intentional or unintentional

bias (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2012). This impacts the validity of the study.

 Some participants were participating in other forms of leadership training

during their action learning experience. Butterfield (1999) found that

participants sometimes have difficulty remembering action learning-specific

experiences. This further threatens the validity of the study.

 Practical limitations resulted in program comparisons based on participant

interviews more akin to phenomenological research (i.e. Moustakas, 1994)

rather than case-study methods, which may have revealed additional insight

about other program factors.

 There is no quantitative or longitudinal data to support the analysis of the

action learning program’s impact on participant leadership development

outcomes.

Definition of Key Terms

The researcher uses the following definitions of key terms throughout this study.

Action Learning: A team problem-solving and leadership development tool. It is a

systematic process that involves a small group working on an immediate and
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often ill-defined problem, an action learning coach who helps facilitate critical

reflection within the group, and participants taking action between meetings

based upon what has been learned (Marquardt, 2004; 2011; Pedler, 2008; 2011;

WIAL, 2013).

Action Learning Program: The implementation of action learning in a formal and

structured program. For the purposes of this study, an action learning program

will be defined more specifically as one supported by the World Institute of

Action Learning; which has six core components; (1) a problem, (2) an action

learning group or team, (3) a process of insightful listening and critical

reflection, (4) an action taking on a problem, (5) a commitment to learning, (6)

and an action learning coach (WIAL, 2013).

Leadership: A process of social influence in which one person can enlist the aid

and support of others in the accomplishment of a common task (Chemers, 1997).

Additionally, Goethals & Sorenson (2007) suggest that an individual’s own

definitions of “leader” and “leadership” provide a sufficient basis for research.

This is especially applicable to this study because the WIAL-model of action

learning activity encourages participants to define leadership outcomes for

themselves (Marquardt, 2004; 2011; Marquardt, et. al., 2009; Leonard & Lang,

2010).

Leadership Development: Any activity that enhances the quality of leadership within an

individual (Robbins, Millet, & Waters-Marsh, 2000; Van Velsor, McCauley, &

Ruderman, 2010; Northouse, 2012). For the purposes of this study, leadership

development is any activity that intentionally increases, encourages, improves,
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reminds supports, develops, stimulates, creates, causes, or requires new or

improved leadership development outcomes.

Leadership Development Outcome: A skill, domain of knowledge, capacity, attitude, or

behavior that helps an individual in the process of social influence toward a

common task (i.e. leadership). Again, this definition is especially applicable to

this study because the WIAL-model of action learning activity encourages

participants to define leadership outcomes for themselves (Marquardt, 2004;

2011; Marquardt, et. al., 2009; Leonard & Lang, 2010).

Summary of Chapters

Chapter 1 introduces the study and provides a brief overview of the problem,

the research questions, the definitions of the constructs, the conceptual framework,

and the definitions of key terms. Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature on

action learning and leadership development. Chapter 3 provides a detailed

description of the study’s research methodology. Chapter 4 presents the findings of

the study. Chapter 5 concludes with implications and recommendations for future

practice and research.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore action learning’s impact on

leadership development by comparing three action learning programs, identifying their

leadership development outcomes, and determining the significant program factors that

led to those outcomes. The research questions for this study are; (1) what are the

similarities and differences between these three action learning programs? (2) Do

participants think their action learning experience impacted their own leadership

development outcomes? If so, what outcomes were impacted? (3) What significant

program factors contributed to the achievement of those leadership development

outcomes? In order to provide a theoretical foundation for this study, this chapter will

examine and critique previous scholarly literature on action learning and leadership

development. The research on action learning is reviewed from the perspective of Revans

(1982; 1998), Marquardt (2004; 2011), and the World Institute of Action Learning

(WIAL, 2013). The literature on leadership development is reviewed as it applies to the

methodologies used to develop leadership outcomes. Finally, this chapter will describe

the literature that specifically links together leadership development and action learning.

Using brackets to identify the specific search queries, the researcher used the

following search terms: [action learning], [leadership development], [action learning

AND leadership development], and related sub terms to search for published scholarly

material on electronic databases such as Google scholar, ERIC, WRLC, and PsychINFO.

Additionally, the research has had extensive experience with using and studying action
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learning and other leadership development interventions. This background greatly

informed the literature search process.

Action Learning

In order to understand the many facets of action learning, a full review of its

historical origin, definitions, perspectives, characteristics, program elements, and related

concepts are reviewed. Some trace the roots of action learning back to the Socratic

method of ancient Greece (Marsick & O’Neil, 1999; Marquardt, et. al., 2009). However,

the term, “action learning” and the core tenants of it, were first outlined by Reg Revans in

the 1940s (Revans, 1982; 1998). Revans was working on his doctoral work in physics at

the Cavendish Laboratory at the University of Cambridge and he observed how the

scientists in the laboratory met periodically in a collaborative, non-hierarchical forum to

generate fresh solutions to complex problems that they could not work out individually.

Revans went on to develop the action learning methodology during his work in the 1940s

with Welch coal miners, in the 1950s with the University of Manchester, and the 1960s

with the Belgium government. (Revans, 1982; Mumford, 1995). Through these

experiences, Revans refined this theory that the essence of action learning is learning

with a group of peers by tackling real work problems (Revans, 1982; O’Neil & Marsick,

2007; Marquardt, 2004; 2011). Given this general understanding, the field of action

learning has grown and grown by experimenting with many related concepts and

mechanics (Revans, 1982; Marsick & O’Neil, 1999; Marquardt, et. al., 2009).

Definitions of Action Learning

Even though action learning practitioners and researchers share the basic

understanding outlined by Reg Revans, the process is perceived and implemented
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differently (Marsick & O’Neil, 1999; Pedler, Burgoyne & Brook, 2005; Cho & Egan,

2009). Revans himself typically declined to provide a concise definition for action

learning because he felt that his influence would over-determine the understanding of the

process and was therefore more inclined to define action learning by what it is not

(Dilworth, 1998). Although Revans may not have been concise in his definition, he did

outline the principles that he felt most clearly distinguished the process. He states;

Action Learning is a means of development, intellectual, emotional or physical,
that requires its subjects, through responsible involvement in some real, complex
and stressful problem, to achieve intended change sufficient to improve his
observable behaviour henceforth in the problem field. Learning-by-Doing may be,
perhaps, a simpler description of this process, although action learning programs
presume a design and organization unnecessary in the everyday actions that
supply the learning of young animals and small children. In most of the action
learning programmes developed by the writer, subjects learn with and from each
other by mutual support, advice and criticism during their attacks upon real
problems, intended to be solved in whole or part. The learning achieved is not so
much an acquaintance with new factual knowledge nor technical art conveyed by
some authority such as an expert or a teacher (although such fresh acquaintance is
not ruled out), as it is the more appropriate use, by and reinterpretation, of the
subject's existing knowledge, including his recollections of past lived experiences.
This interpretation is a social process, carried on among two or more learners
who, by the apparent incongruity of their exchanges, frequently cause each other
to examine afresh many ideas that they would otherwise have continued to take
for granted, however false or misconceived (Revans, 1982, p. 627).

20 years later, McGill and Beaty (2001) provide this more succinct definition:

Action learning is a continuous process of learning and reflection, supported by
colleagues, with an intention of getting things done. Through action learning
individuals learn with and from each other by working on real problems and
reflecting on their own experiences (p. 17)

Pedler (1997) further offers;

Action learning is an approach to the development of people in organizations that
takes the task as the vehicle for learning. It is based on the premise that there is no
learning without action and no sober and deliberate action without learning. The
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method has three main components: people, problems, and a set of six or so
colleagues. Action learning implies both self-development and organization
development. Action on a problem changes both the problem and the person
acting upon it. It proceeds particularly by questioning taken-for-granted
knowledge (p. 12-13).

Marquardt, et. al. (2009) adds that action learning is a process in which;

…a diverse team uses a problem-solving methodology that emphasizes asking
question to create solution for a real problem that is both urgent and important,
with an agreement from senior leaders in the organization that the solutions would
be implemented if good and feasible (p. 7).

The commonalities of these definitions center on three salient points; (1) working on real

problems; (2) for the purposes of participant learning; (3) towards organizational

solutions.  These elements distinguish action learning from other types of experience-

based learning, such as outdoor experiential activities, role-playing, and simulations

(Capon & Kuhn, 2004). The definition used for this study is that action learning is a

systematic process that involves a small group working on an immediate and often ill-

defined problem, an action learning coach who helps facilitate critical reflection within

the group, and participants taking action between meetings based upon what has been

learned (Marquardt & Yeo, 2012; WIAL, 2013).

Adult Learning and Action Learning

The learning theory that supports action learning is well supported by a range of

adult learning theories. Marquardt & Waddill (2004) provide a review of five schools of

adult learning the behavioral school, the cognitive school, the humanist school, social

learning school, and the constructivist school and found that action learning is aligned

with many of the principles and insights of these theories. In addition, Reynolds (2011)

provides a strong connection between reflective practice as the basis of adult learning and
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action learning’s own reflective pedagogy. Whetherly (1996) makes the connection

between experiential learning and action learning. He states;

Underpinning action learning is a belief in experiential learning. Kolb’s learning
cycle, suggests we can use our experiences as a source of learning and
development. The set itself provides the opportunity for describing our
experience, reflecting upon it, deliberating upon and deciding on options for
action (p. 35).

Regardless of the specific model, the history of adult learning theory is intimately related

to the development of action learning and has helped shape it over its history (O’Neil &

Marsick, 2007). Although there is a huge range of concepts which should be included

under the umbrella of adult learning, Knowles (1984; 2005) provides a few salient

distinctions that are of immediate relevance to this study. Represented in the term,

“andragogy” these assumptions distinguish adult from adolescent learners;

 Adults need to know the reason for learning something

 Experience provides the basis for learning activities

 Adults need to be responsible for their decisions on education; involvement in the

planning and evaluation of their instruction

 Adults are most interested in learning subjects having immediate relevance to

their work and/or personal lives

 Adult learning is problem-centered rather than content-oriented

 Adults respond better to internal versus external motivators

These principles connect organically to the values implicit within action learning theory

as expressed by McGill & Brockbank (2004). These values provide unique insight into

action learning’s assumptions about adult learning. McGill & Beaty (2001) and McGill &

Brockbank (2004) described at least six values built into the foundation of action learning
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that are necessary to achieve learning outcomes; (1) action learning requires voluntary

participation; (2) the action learning process is collaborative through empathy and

empowerment; (3) relationships must be built upon trust, autonomy, mutuality and a

balance between support and challenge; (4) a spirit of curiosity, inquiry, listening, and

reflection; (5) a patient approach to learning and development; (6) and a holistic approach

that willingly incorporates other theories of learning and performance. In this way, action

learning’s humanistic values about learning as expressed by McGill & Brockbank (2004)

are supported by the adult learning theory of Knowles (1984; 2005). Again, Marquardt &

Waddill (2004) provide a thorough analysis of the relationship between action learning

and adult learning and they found that a variety of theoretical perspectives can be

supported. This connection is particularly relevant to the conclusions presented in

Chapter 5.

Organizational Learning and Action Learning

The principles of organizational learning are also woven into the fabric of action

learning (Boshyk, 2002; Marquardt, et. a., 2009). By focusing on the continual learning

of groups of people, action learning is therefore conceptually related to the larger field of

organizational learning theory (Revans, 1982; Marquardt & Banks, 2010). Although

definitions vary in both focus and level of complexity, according to Senge, et. al. (1999),

there are at least five disciplines that comprise organizational learning. The first is

personal mastery, which focuses on the individual’s motivation and vision, but with a

clear perspective on the current reality. The second component, mental models, focuses

on the reflection and inquiry needed to increase awareness. Understanding these

cognitive systems helps individuals, groups and organizations make informed strategic
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decisions about their own thinking processes. The third component of organizational

learning is having a shared vision. People learn to nourish a sense of commitment in a

group or organization by developing a shared vision of the future and the guiding

principles by which they hope to get there. The fourth component is team learning, which

is the discipline of group interaction. Groups become teams when they are able to learn as

a unit. The fifth and final component of organizational learning is systems thinking,

which requires people to understand interdependency and change. This approach is based

on an appreciation for complexity to determine outcomes and how each part is both

individual and dependent upon the system. Within action learning, the organizational

learning lens is important for understanding the connection between the individual-level

and the collective-level (i.e. group, organization, etc.) as well as the connection between

the learning and performance domains (Bierema, 1998; Senge, et. al., 1999; Boshyk,

2002).

Balance in Action Learning

Cho & Egan (2009) conducted a literature review of 50 action learning programs

and placed them on a continuum ranging from learning-focused to action-focused with “a

balanced approach” in the middle. They argued that the balanced approach is the most

similar to Revans’ original formulation. They further confirmed that 70% of the action

learning studies had a learning-orientation highlighting the methodology’s increasing

popularity as a learning tool. Marquardt & Banks (2010) note that even amongst the

diversity of action learning methodologies that action learning should incorporate both

deep learning and real action. If programs emphasize one orientation over another, then
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they are moving further away from what could be defined as true action learning (Cho &

Egan, 2009).

Shared Leadership and Action Learning

Marquardt, Seng, & Goodson’s (2010) review of the team development in action

learning highlights that high functioning teams share a variety of common elements

including an emphasis on shared leadership. As mentioned in the previous chapter, shared

or distributed leadership exists when decision-making is distributed throughout a group

rather than confining them to a few select people (Gronn, 2002; Peace & Conger, 2003;

Hamel, 2007; Uhl-Bein, Marion & McKelvey, 2007). Within action learning, every

member of the group is accountable in solving the problems and developing solutions

(Dilworth & Willis, 2003; Pedler, 2008). In addition, Marquardt (2000; 2004; 2011)

highlights that because all group members are seeking to develop their leadership skills,

there is an intentional effort and expectation by each participant to demonstrate the

leadership outcomes they have identified. The implications is that because action learning

creates a shared leadership space (Marquardt, et. al., 2009) participants are uniquely

encouraged and equipped to explore elements of their own leadership skills that they

might not otherwise. This is further supported by McGill & Brockbank’s (2004)

identification of action learning’s inherent humanistic values.

Perspectives on Action Learning

There are many interpretations and perspectives on action learning and many

ways to categorize those perspectives (Marsick & O’Neil, 1999; Boshyk, 2002). The

diversity of thought ensures that action learning remains flexible and adaptable to

changing environmental demands, but it also means that researchers must make

intentional effort to define their respective perspectives for the sake of mutual
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understanding (Pedler, Burgoyne & Brook, 2005). Given this, a few typologies of action

learning have been offered. Mclaughlin & Thorpe (1993) observed that “action learning”

was used to described three significantly different constructs; (1) a toolbox of techniques

for solving problems, which focuses on driving solutions through group processes; (2) a

form of group therapy, which focuses on the critical reflection of participants; (3) a

general world view that action and learning should co-occur. Within this typology, there

are distinct levels of abstraction, which range from a concrete set of techniques up to a

general sense that learning and performance are related. Boshyk (2002) reviewed

international cases of action learning programs and found three primary perspectives

among action learning practitioners; (1) classical action learning, which still connected

themselves conceptually to Revans’ original formulation; (2) critical reflection action

learning, which put a greater emphasis on the transformational learning of participants;

(3) and business driven action learning, which used an emphasis on developing the

strategic leadership capability of senior leadership to drive business results. Of particular

note is Marsick & O’neil’s (1999) literature review which revealed at least four different

schools of action learning; (1) the scientific school; (2) the experimental school; (3) the

critical reflection school; and (4) the tacit school. Moving from the tacit school to the

critical reflection school, each type of action learning involves a heavier focus on

questioning insight to get at deeper and deeper cognitive levels (Yorks, O’Neil, &

Marsick, 1999).

Tacit School

Action learning that falls under the tacit school places a strong emphasis on the

project itself, reflecting a belief that learning will take place in the natural course of a
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project (Marsick & Kuhn, 2005). Rogers (1997) regarded tacit learning as a natural way

for adults to learn with an emphasis on situational, contextual, and social learning

principles. In this way, even though the action learning program itself may be planned,

the resulting learning is considered, “incidental (Marsick & Watkins, 1990; p. 25).”

Moreover, this school of action learning does not consider an action learning coach to be

a necessary element (Marsick & O’Neil, 1999). Any program that does not specifically

identify the mechanisms for learning and action may be considered part of the tacit

school of action learning.

Scientific School

Action learning in the scientific school grounds its work on Reg Revans’ early

work, which itself is based on the scientific method (Kuhn, 2000; O’Neil & Marsick,

2007). This approach is highly rational and attempts to apply the most reasonable

understanding of how the problems fit into the larger organizational system (Marsick &

O’Neil, 1999; Kuhn, 2000). Revans originally conceptualized an equation to explain

action learning as involving three key elements; (1) the strategy that a manager must

devise when confronting a decision (“system alpha”); (2) the negotiation and

implementation of that strategy (“system beta”); (3) and the manager’s disposition that

he/she brings to the situation (“system gamma”) (Yorks, O’Neil, & Marsick, 1999;

O’Neil & Marsick, 2007; Marquardt, et. al., 2009). The scientific school of action

learning places a heavy emphasis on systems thinking (Inglis, 1994; Boshyk, 2002) and

the ability of group members to learn without an action learning coach (Kuhn & Marsick,

2005).

Experiential School
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The experiential school of action learning is grounded in Kolb’s (1984)

experiential learning model, which emphasizes a continuous learning cycle of doing,

reflecting, consolidating, and planning (McGill & Beaty, 2001; Yorks, O’Neil, &

Marsick, 1999; Marquardt, et. al., 2009). Followers of this school may rely more

explicitly on the action learning coach than those of the scientific school and helps team

members develop and achieve their own learning goals (Yorks, O’Neil, & Marsick,

1999).

Critical Reflection School

Action learning in the critical reflection school begins with participant’s

experience, as does the experiential school, but, “go beyond the nature of reflection found

in the experiential school to a kind of reflection that pertains to problem posing as distinct

from problem solving” (O’Neil, 1999, p. 25).” The strength of critically reflective action

learning is the focus on Mezirow’s transformative learning principles again facilitated

through the questioning of the action learning coach (Yorks, O’Neil, & Marsick, 1999).

WIAL Action Learning

One of the more popular models of action learning comes from the World

Institute of Action Learning (WIAL, 2013). The World Institute of Action Learning was

founded in 2009 as a non-profit research, education, and consulting organization. It is

currently the only certifying body for action learning coaches (WIAL, 2013). Its appeal is

in the consistently of the construct which includes certification standards for its

practitioners, conceptual clarity, and a strong body of empirical research. The WIAL-

model is defined by the use of its six core components used to solve complex

organizational dilemmas and stimulate leadership development outcomes in its
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participants (Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; Marquardt & Yeo, 2012; WIAL, 2013). In

addition, practitioners using the WIAL-model in their consulting practices provide

detailed descriptions of how to implement action learning programs (Leonard & Lang,

2010; Marquardt & Yeo, 2012).

Components of the WIAL-Model of Action Learning

Many practitioners and researchers have attempted to identify the core

components of action learning that distinguish it from other methodologies (Weinstein,

1995; Bierema, 1998; Marquardt, 2000; 2011; O’Neil & Marsick, 2007). In the section

below, the six elements of the WIAL action learning model are described:

1. A problem

2. An action learning group or team

3. A process of insightful questioning and reflective listening

4. An action taken on the problem

5. A commitment to learning

6. An action learning coach

A Problem

Most action learning theorists agree that good action learning problems should be

real, complex, and unstructured (Dilworth & Willing, 2003; O’Neil & Marsick, 2007;

Marquardt, et. al., 2009). Marquardt & Yeo (2012) go further and provides eight criteria

for selecting action learning problems; importance, urgency, intractability, feasibility,

familiarity, significance, learning opportunity, and group authority. These features of the

problem ensure that the mechanisms of action learning are most appropriately used. An

appropriate problem is significant to the organization and provides an opportunity for
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participants to stretch themselves intellectually (Dotlich & Noel, 1998; Marquardt, 2000;

Revans, 1998). Marquardt & Yeo (2012) provide this updated list of recommendations

for selecting action learning problems:

 Approach the problem with the understanding that multiple strategies are possible

 Review and reframe the problem statement before searching for solutions

 Provide a clear time frame for presenting and/or implementing solutions and

strategies

 Build learning opportunities from working on the problem

 Select a problem that will generate learning opportunities for individuals, groups,

and the organization

The Group

“The group” is interchangeable with terms like “team,” or “set,” which were

originally used to distinguish an action learning group from other potentially similar

groupings within the same organization (Revans, 1982; 1998). Participants should be

limited in number to between five and eight and come with diverse backgrounds and

perspectives (Marquardt, 2004; 2011; WIAL, 2013). Strong teams include common

goals, clear team roles, interaction and interdependencies of members, and the use of

feedback to adapt to changes (Russ-Eft, Preskill, & Sleezer, 1997). Group members are

expected to actively and critically analyze data, make decisions, and offer

recommendations (Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; Ceely, et. al., 2008). Again, Marquardt

& Yeo (2012) provide a list of recommendations for ensuring this component of action

learning programs is well designed:

 Carefully plan the membership of action learning teams
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 Seek members of differing genders and ethnicities and from different background

and disciplines

 Consider members from outside the organization or outside the community in

order to obtain fresh perspectives and ideas

 Establish cross-functional teams with members of different organizational rank

 Create norms that encourage participation by junior and outside members

 Recognize the advantages of diversity in achieving creative, breakthrough ideas

Insightful Questioning and Reflection

Insightful questioning comprises reflective questioning, questioning insight, and

continuous questioning (Weinstein, 1995; Raelin, 2009; O’Neil & Marsick, 2007;

Marquardt, 2011). Revans (1982; 1998) defined questioning insight as the intuition to ask

insightful questions at the right moment. Marquardt (2004; 2011) offered that a focus on

questioning rather than on statements differentiates action learning from other problem-

solving approaches. In many ways, the quality of process and development of questioning

within the group determines the quality of action learning itself (Butterfield, 1999;

Marquardt, 2004; Van Schuyver, 2004; Lee, 2005). Reflection is another key component

of action learning, though it is more heavily emphasized in the experiential school and

critical reflection school than the others (O’Neil & Marsick, 2007; Reynolds, 2011).

Frequently, as a result of the questioning and reflection processes, the initial problem

turns out to be merely a symptom of a deeper problem. As the group identifies root

causes, it will often reframe its inquiry (Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; Reynolds, 2011).

Marquardt & Yeo’s (2012) updated listed of recommendations on the questioning process

are:
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 Focus on questions rather than answers

 Reflect on one question before asking the next one

 Frame questions with a curious and breaking-new-ground attitude

 Ask lots of “what if” questions and play out scenarios with the program sponsor

 Ask basic questions to determine the real, root, or systemic problem before

jumping to conclusions

 Ask “fresh” questions to develop new perspectives and to challenge assumptions

 Explore the potential issues embedded in each question

 Understand the power of simple questions

 Use questions and reflection to develop leadership and team competences

Take Action

Actions are comprised of those activities which take place during the action

learning session and also between action learning sessions (Marquardt, 2004; 2011).

Marquardt (2004, p.89) states, “Learning is significant only if we take some type of

action as a result of that learning.” In this way, actions can be as diverse as the needs of

the problem and the resources of the action learning participants. Within the action

learning contexts, actions include both planned and unplanned behaviors. Any behaviors

towards the achievement of action learning goals both during an action learning session

and between are considered action (Marquardt, et. al., 2009). Given this definition, the

component of action is embedded throughout the other components and therefore

functions as a perspective intended to permeate all aspects of the program rather than a

concrete factor (Mclaughlin & Thorpe, 1993; Marsick & O’Neil, 1999; Pedler, Burgoyne,
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Brook, 2005). Given this, Marquardt & Yeo (2012) provide some recommendations for

how to integrate action-oriented norms for the group:

 Establish specific dates for the selection and implementation of strategies

 Clearly state whether the action learning team will only  be presenting strategies

or will also be implementing the recommended actions

 At the end of each action learning session, identify actions to be taken by

individuals and/or groups between sessions

 Develop detailed strategies with timeframes and expectations

 Expect implementation of individual learnings

A Commitment to Learning

Action learning is defined by its particular approach to learning, but is itself built

upon a foundation of adult learning theory (Waddill & Marquardt, 2004). As previously

mentioned particular schools of action learning tend to emphasize particular schools of

adult learning such as in the case of the critical reflection school’s reliance on

transformational learning theory (Mezirow, 1990; Lamm, 2000; O’Neil & Marsick,

2007). Marquardt (2000; 2004; 2011) further highlights the role of team learning within

action learning as members share knowledge, experiences, and skills while analyzing

complex issues, taking action, and solving problems collectively. Participants entering

into the action learning program should express a commitment to learning. Marquardt &

Yeo (2012) further describe that the groups need to foster a receptive mindset and attitude

among action learning team members. They also make these recommendations:

 Be bold in sharing and testing ideas

 Be practical minded
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 Do not view other participants as competitors

 Listen to other participants with respect

 Keep an objective, unbiased, and open mind when discussing solutions

 Increase self-management from the outset

 Develop a commitment to project outcomes

 Focus on systems thinking

 Expect breakthrough ideas and strategic actions

A Coach

The required use of an action learning coach is one of the components that clearly

distinguish the WIAL-model from other models of action learning (Marsick & O’Neil,

1999; Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; WIAL, 2013). The action learning coach helps

facilitate the group process and individual learning through insightful questioning

(Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; WIAL, 2013). Action learning coaches are also called,

“set advisor,” “learning coach,” or just “facilitator” (O’Neil, 1999). However, Marquardt

(2004) makes the argument that “facilitator” does not completely fit with the action

learning context, as the facilitators act dependently within the group, offer answers, and

generates dependency upon their own thinking. In contrast, an action learning “coach,”

acts independently from the group, generates questions, and fosters independent critical

thinking skills. O’Neil’s (1999) research further clarifies that action learning coaches

must perform the following duties: contracting, questioning, reflection, balance between

task and learning, enabling learning, challenging the group, saying nothing and being

invisible, and transfer of learning coach skills. Examples of the kinds of questions the

action learning coach may ask are shown in Appendix A. Once again, Marquardt & Yeo
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(2012) recommend, “…the use of skilled coaching/facilitation… (pg. 207)” and provide

these recommendations.

 Provide skilled coaching or facilitation to ensure learning as well as action

 Create a safe environment for participants to ask questions

 Provide power to the coach so that the urgency of action is balanced with the

importance of the learning

 Help participants “in the moment” to understand, learn, and apply their learning

 Enable and encourage participants to provide useful, positive feedback to each

other

 Develop consensus on policies, guidelines, principles, and standards

 Resolve conflict in a timely manner and see it as an opportunity to develop

individual and team skills

Two Ground Rules

The previous six components provide a concise framework for defining the

WIAL-model of action learning (Marquardt, 2000; Marquardt, et. al., 2009; WIAL,

2013). In practice, one additional dimension is often included in how the WIAL-model of

action learning is implemented (Marquardt, 2004; 2011; Marquardt, et. al., 2009;

Marquardt & Yeo, 2013). While action learning groups are encouraged to develop their

own ground rules (Marquardt, 2011; Marquardt, et. al., 2009), WIAL practitioners often

suggest the adoption of two specific ground rules: (1) participants can only make

statements in response to questions; and (2) that the coach can intervene at any time to

assist with learning (Marquardt & Yeo, 2012; WIAL, 2013). The first ground rule

emphasizes the power of inquiry by restricting non-questioning expository. In addition, it
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discourages participants from advocating for a particular position and stunting group

learning (Dilworth, 1998; Argyris, 1999; Barnell, 2006). Researchers have realities that

when group members shift from selling their position to asking for data from others, a

more supportive dynamic emerges in the group (Hackman, 2002; Kantor, 2012). The

second ground rule is that the coach has the power to intervene at any time (Marquardt,

et. al., 2009; WIAL, 2013). Because it is the coach's job to seek out opportunities for the

group to learn, this rule emphasizes the importance attached to the learning process in

addition to the importance of problem solving and taking action (O’Neil, 1999;

Marquardt, et. al., 2009; WIAL, 2013).

Alternatives to Action Learning

In addition to the perspectives already mentioned, an understanding of action

learning wouldn’t be complete without discussing some related approaches. These

learning and methodological principles also suggest the validity of the assumptions of

action learning through their own research and application. These approaches range in

specificity from conceptual to pragmatic, but understanding these approaches highlights

similar learning mechanics at work (Dilworth, 1998; Inglis, 1994; McGill & Beaty, 2001;

McGill & Brockbank, 2004). The approaches reviewed for this study are problem-based

learning approaches, action inquiry, action reflection learning, after action reviews, and

group coaching.

Problem-based Learning Approaches

Lohman (2002) did a comparative review of four problem-based learning

approaches: (1) case-study, (2) goal-based scenario, (3) problem-based learning, and (4)

action learning. He defined the case study approach as involving a didactic trainer who



32

leads a group of trainees through the identification, analysis, and resolution of a problem.

Problem-based learning is also known as a student-centered instructional strategy in

which students collaboratively solve problems and reflect on their experiences (Schmidt,

1993). Problem-based learning (PBL) is driven by challenging, open-ended, ill-defined

and ill-structured, practical problems. Participants generally work in collaborative groups

and teachers take on the role as "facilitators" of learning (Barrell, 2006; Hmelo-Silver &

Barrows, 2006; Sofo, Yeo & Villafane, 2010). However, PBL strategies include a variety

of explicit learning approaches including semantic reasoning, case-based reasoning,

analogical reasoning, causal reasoning, and inquiry reasoning, not all of which would be

found in action learning.

Action Inquiry

In many ways, action learning can be considered one of many different action

inquiry approaches (Brook & Watkins, 1994; Raelin, 1997; Torbert, 2004). These

different approaches include action learning, action research, action science, participatory

action research, developmental action inquiry, and collaborative inquiry (Brook &

Watkins, 2004). The defining characteristic of these methodologies is the strategy of,

“…improving action through the use of systemic inquiry (Brooks & Watkins, 1994, p.

1),” which flows through a recurring cycle of action, reflection, hypothesis, and revised

or new action. In this understanding, action learning in one of but a field of approaches

that use the same emphasis on real problems, critical reflection, and action-taking to

develop new levels of learning and new levels of performance.

Action Reflection Learning
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Action reflection learning is a learning methodology similar to action learning

which originated in Sweden in the late 1970s (Rimanoczy & Turner, 2008). The group

process is considered central to action reflection learning as well as the cycle of action

and reflection (Marsick, Cederholm, Turner & Pearson, 1992), which are common

elements in action learning. However, the main differences are; (1) the role of the

learning coach, which may or may not be used; (2) the exclusive focus on team projects

rather than individual challenges; (3) the duration of the sessions, which can be extremely

flexible (Rimanoczy, 2007). Given this definition, the differences between action inquiry

learning and action learning may be more stylistic than substantive.

After Action Reviews

After action reviews have been used by the United States Army since 1974 as one

of the primary ways to develop leadership skills, increase organizational performance,

and build a culture of accountability (Morrison & Meliza, 1994; Mosley, 2013). In its

most basic sense, after action reviews are structured to de-brief decision-makers after a

project or an event. Much like action learning, after action reviews occur within a cycle

of establishing the leader’s intent, planning, preparation, action and review. Formal after

action reviews also use a facilitator and begin with a comparison of intended versus

actual results (Morrison & Meliza, 1994). After action reviews also focus on the actions

and decisions of each individual and recommendations for others are not produced. With

its success in military applications, the process has also been adopted by commercial

companies like Harley-Davidson (Teerlink & Osley, 2000).

Group Coaching
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The role of the group coach serves an important function within most schools of

action learning; however group coaching on its own provides a useful comparison. The

term, “coach” became popular in the English language around 1830 when it was used to

signify an instructor who assisted students with exams or athletic activities (Harper,

2013). In organizations today, coaching refers to a variety of individual-level or group-

level methodologies based in behavioral psychology that stimulate leadership

development outcomes (Cox, Bachkirova, & Clutterbuck, 2010; Van Velsor, McCauley,

& Ruderman, 2010). Although the role of a coach will vary depending on the

philosophical orientation and the purpose of the coaching, all coaching is guiding by the

principle that the learner cannot simply be told new information, but must co-create the

learning if it is to have any impact (Cox, Bachkirova, & Clutterbuck, 2010). Coaching

within an organization follows a structured, strategic plan to achieve agreed upon goals.

Multiple organizations train professionals to offer business coaching to business owners

who may not be able to afford large coaching firm prices (O’Neil, 1999; Lorber, 2008;

Harper, 2013).

Leadership Development

Leadership Development is any activity that enhances the quality of leadership

within an individual (Robbins, Millet, & Waters-Marsh, 2000; Van Velsor, McCauley, &

Ruderman, 2010; Northouse, 2012). The leadership role, as previously defined, includes a

variety of different theoretical approaches that include facilitating the direction or vision,

creating alignment, and maintaining and/or expanding the commitment of people who

share common goals. Leadership has traditionally been viewed as an individual level skill
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and thus leadership development was about developing leaders (Day, 2000; Morse &

Buss, 2008; Van Velsor, McCauley, & Ruderman, 2010).

More recently, scholars have pushed for a distinction between leader development

and leadership development even though historically these terms have been used

synonymously. This distinction between “leadership development” and “leader

development” to say that a leader’s development is oriented toward developing

individual-level leadership outcomes, whereas leadership development is oriented toward

developing group-level or organizational-level leadership capacities (Day, 2000; Van

Velsor, McCauley, & Ruderman, 2010; Popper, 2005; Bass & Riggio, 2006). However,

the majority of “leadership development” programs are in fact leader development

programs (Morse & Buss, 2008; Van Velsor, McCauley & Ruderman, 2010).

Leadership training and development in interventions have shown, under a

number of circumstances in a variety of situations, to improve the leader’s ability to

affect change and improve his or her skills and knowledge (Murphy & Riggio, 2003;

Avolio, 2005; Bass & Bass, 2008). Latham’s (1988) meta-analysis of leader development

research found that the literature was dominated by strong empirically-based research,

which suggests that leadership develop programs impact leadership development

outcomes. In addition, Fulmer & Wagner (1999) studied six organizations identified as

having best practices in developing leaders. They came up with eight factors that

determined the success of their development initiatives. Those best practices were; (1)

leadership development that has been aligned with the corporate strategy; (2) leadership

development has mixed performance and learning interests; (3) particular leadership

competencies have been identified; (4) development of internal leaders is emphasized
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rather than recruitment from the outside; (5) action learning and real-time business issues

are the basis of the program; (6) leadership development is linked to succession planning;

(7) leadership development is supported by top management throughout the effort; (8)

evaluations of the leadership development intervention from quantitative to qualitative

are ongoing. In a later study, Fulmer & Conger (2004) benchmarked a new set of top

leadership development programs and found that their results were generated by

programs that made action, reflection, and learning an integral part of the approach to

individual and organization learning and development.

Christina & Bjork’s (1991) review of learning retention strategies made several

recommendations to educators and trainers which apply to the development of leadership

skills. These strategies were; (1) to engage the learner in the process, integrate new

knowledge with existing knowledge; (2) increase generalizability by practicing a variety

of situations and increasing levels of complexity; (3) increase proficiency and mastery by

adding more challenges once more basic skills and knowledge are mastered; (4) used

spaced practice rather than short intense practice; (5) diminish directive external feedback

as proficiency increases; (6) and encourage mental rehearsal. They suggest that these

elements are critical for any leadership development program to have substantial long-

term impact.

As mentioned in Chapter 1, Hicks & Peterson (1999) provide another model of

leadership development called the development pipeline. The pipeline has a series of

potential “pinch points” at which point learning opportunities can be catalyzed or

supported through the use of particular developmental interventions. The authors

established a core set of criteria that they determined were the necessary components of
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successful leadership development programs that are able to capitalize on this pinch

points. Those components were described as insight, motivation, skill development, real-

world practice, and accountability.

Adult Development and Leadership Development

One of the most important new trends in conceptualizing leadership development

comes from research in adult cognitive development (Kegan, 1994; Kegan & Lahey,

2009; Petrie, 2011). This constructive-developmental approach builds upon Piaget’s

(1969) and Kohlberg’s (1969) seminal works on cognitive developmental stages in

children. If differs from previous understandings of leadership in that it establishes clear

hierarchical levels of cognitive development that are themselves inclusive of all lower

levels of development (Beck & Cowan, 1996; Wilber, 2000). Robert Kegan’s (1994)

work on the “orders of mind,” makes a helpful distinction between “object,” those things

that the individual is aware of, and “subject,” those things or structures that the individual

uses to be aware (Kegan, 1994; Wilber, 2000). In Kegan’s approach, development is

understood as a process through which an individual moves from a lower order of mind

or level to a higher order of mind. These orders of mind represent a distinct collection of

cognitive functions and perspectives and have implications for understanding

transformational leadership development (Kuhnert & Lewis, 1987; Benay, 1997; Lucius

& Kuhnert, 1999; Petrie, 2011). Specifically, researchers have highlighted that the

principles and functions of transformational leadership itself seems to encourage

cognitive development of followers (Lucius & Kuhnert, 1999) and that the development

of transformational leadership is similar in many respects to the development of “Forth
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Order,” or the “self-authoring level,” of Kegan’s developmental theory (Kuhnert &

Lewis, 1987; Benay, 1997).

Heredity and Leadership Development

Significant research has been done on the development of leadership outcomes,

but research on the influence of personality and hereditary on leadership should not be

overlooked. Although this study is based on research that suggests leadership can be

learned, there is evidence that personality and heredity have a significant effect in

determining leadership outcomes. This research is helpful in understanding which

dimensions of leadership may or may not be affected by participating in an action

learning group.  Avolio, et. al. (2009) meta-analyses of leadership development

interventions studies found that on average, leadership interventions had a 67% chance of

an effect compared to a 50% chance of an effect being observed randomly. Johnson,

Vernon, & McCarthy (1998) used twin studies and found that 59% of the variance in

transformational leadership scores could be attributed to hereditary. Judge & Bono (2000)

found that up to 32% of the variance in leadership outcomes were based on personality

according to the “Big Five” personality factors. Finally, according to Vernon (1995), up

to 40% of the variance of leadership behaviors could be attributed to heritability.

Criticisms of Leadership Development

Yet, even though the subject of leadership has been endless studied, the field still

lacks a complete and accepted theory (Avolio, 2005; Bass & Bass, 2008; Northouse,

2012). In addition, some have claimed that leadership development is a passing trend

with little consistency (Petrie, 2011) and ultimately show shallow empirical evidence

(Rice, 1988; Hamel 2007). However, Bass & Bass (2008) noted that the lack of evidence
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may be more of a product of breadth of different leadership development opportunities in

contrast to the number of studies completed, rather than the lack of empirical results.

Third, according the Avolio & Chan (2008) most leadership development studies looked

at interventions that lasted less than one day. Finally, there may simply be a lack of

research. In a meta-analysis of leadership research in the past 80 years, found that only

200 studies out of 12,500 focused on leadership development specifically (Avolio, et. al,

2009).

Action Learning and Leadership Development

In recent years, increasing numbers of organizations have included action learning

in their leadership development programs (Boshyk, 2002; Boshyk & Dilworth, 2010;

O’Neil & Marsick, 2007; Marquardt, 2000; 2011; Marquardt, et. al., 2009). Waddill,

Banks, & Marsh (2010) also predicted that organizations would continue to use action

learning in response to the future trends in leadership development. Building on Leonard

& Marquardt’s (2010) literature review of previous empirical research on action learning,

relevant research to leadership development falls into three basic categories; (1) action

learning’s leadership development outcomes; (2) action learning’s pedagogical

mechanisms; and (3) program “success” factors, which conflate organizational and

individual level outcomes as well as learning and performance outcomes, but reveal some

relevant contextual factors necessary for leadership development (see Appendix B). Each

of these categories is reviewed below.

Action Learning’s Leadership Development Outcomes

In total, 17 different empirical studies were reviewed to identify core themes of

action learning’s impact on leadership development outcomes. Choi (2005) used a case-
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study approach and found that action learning improved managers' coaching skills

including listening, questioning, providing feedback, and creating a supportive climate.

Acker-Hocevar, Pisapia, Coukos-Semmel (2002) used a qualitative multiple case study

method to investigate the usefulness of action learning as a leadership development tool

in a higher educational setting and found that action learning reinforced managerial,

transformational, political and professional aspects of leadership. Butterfield (1999)

interviewed 17 supervisors and found that participation in an action learning program

improved their questioning skills. Raudenbush, Marquardt, and Hill (2003), did a

confirmatory case-study of an action learning program and found that nine out of ten

leadership competencies improved with the largest increases in conflict management and

continual learning. Holmes (2008) found action learning helped managers apply a

diversity-management skills framework. Lamm (2000) conducted a study of action

reflection learning, a variation of action learning, to determine whether it fostered the

development of self-understanding, inclusiveness, and reflective action. In addition, the

participants reported exhibiting more empathy, humility, tolerance, and patience.

Additional findings are listing in Table 1A.

Table 1A. Action Learning’s Leadership Development Outcomes

Name Study Design Sample Findings
Acker-
Hocevar,
Pisapia, &
Coukos-
Semmel
(2002)

Qualitative/Exploratory 6 programs  Action learning reinforces leadership
skills

 Action learning reinforces
transformational leadership skills

 Action learning allows participants to
understand themselves as leaders

Butterfield
(1999)

Qualitative/Exploratory 17 Supervisors  Improvements in questioning skills

Choi (2005) Quantitative/Exploratory 19 Korean
managers

 Improvement in eight coaching skills
 Highest increases were in listening,

creating a supportive environment,
questioning, and relationship building

Davey, et. al. Mixed Methods/ 1 Program  Great for developing business contacts
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(2001) Exploratory
De Haan &
de Ridder
(2006)

Quantitative/Exploratory 126 Managers  Action learning strengthened divergent
and assimilating capabilities more than
converging and accommodating
capabilities

Hii (2000) Quantitative/Confirmator
y

36 Malaysian
managers

 Increases in preference for integrative
solutions

Holmes
(2008)

Qualitative/Exploratory 23 Managers  Helped managers apply diversity-
management skills

Kim (2003) Qualitative/Confirmatory 1 program  Increases in 2 of the 4 transformational
leadership abilities (follower-centered
and visionary leadership)

Kim (2007) Qualitative/Exploratory 288 Participants  Improvements in problem solving,
individual learning, team development,
and organizational change

Kueht (2009) Qualitative/Exploratory 2 Programs  Provided transformational learning to
middle-aged professionals

Lamm (2000) Qualitative/Exploratory 13 participants  Improved self-understanding,
inclusiveness, empathy, humility,
tolerance, and patience

Lee (2005) Mixed-
Methods/Exploratory

16 Korean
managers

 All 10 leadership elements improved
 Most improved were communication,

follower-centered, reward leadership,
confident leadership, and caring
leadership

 Creative leadership not impacted
Marquardt
(2003)

Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Action learning developed global
leadership competencies

McNamara
(1996)

Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Improvements in decision making, team
building, and organizational learning

Raudenbush,
Marquardt, &
Walls (2003)

Qualitative/Confirmatory 1 program  9 out of 10 competencies improved
 Largest increases in conflict

management and continual learning
Van
Schuyver
(2004)

Qualitative/Exploratory 22 Participants  Improvements in meta-learning
(learning how to learn) and problem-
solving process

Weinstein,
(1997)

Qualitative/Exploratory 69 participants  Improvements on consulting,
facilitating, communications, and
networking skills

Collectively, these studies highlight two primary leadership development domains;

cognitive and social. The primary cognitive outcomes are improved systems thinking,

problem-solving, and meta-learning (learning about learning). Notably, Lee’s (2005)

study of 16 managers found that there was no improvement in creativity, which was an

unexpected result. The most salient social outcomes are appreciation of diversity,
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improved conflict management, increases in coaching and questioning skills, and more

appreciation and support provided for the emotional needs of others. This summary of

previously identified leadership development outcomes will be used to interpret this

study’s findings in Chapter 5.

Action Learning’s Pedagogical Mechanisms

Bruner (1966) defined pedagogy as the science and art of education, specifically

instructional theory and another category of research findings highlights the specific

learning pedagogy within action learning. Not all of the studies made the learning

mechanics a part of their research design, but in total 13 empirical studies and one meta-

analysis suggest some general themes. Balog (1994) interviewed 16 executives who

participated in an action learning program and found that confidentiality within the

groups was the single most important factor for encouraging learning. Lee (2005) used a

mixed-method approach with 16 Korean managers to determine which program factors

most contributed to leadership development. He found that the most significant factors

were the questioning process (44%), taking action (21%), and diverse and supportive

groups (19%). Butterfield (1999) also found that the questioning process was the single

most important factor for stimulating leadership learning (94% of the participants

recognized it as the most important factor). The second most significant factor for the

group was group diversity (71% confirmed). Kim (2007) conducted an extensive research

project with 288 action learning participants and found three critical learning factors;

skilled coaching, group diversity, and self-directed team process. Raudenbush,

Marquardt, & Walls (2003) identified the five critical learning factors as taking action,

learning from others, asking questions, listening, and observing. Kim (2002) and Kim
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(2003) both found that the action learning coach was the most significant mechanism for

learning. Additional studies are included in Table 1B.

Table 1B. Action Learning’s Pedagogical Mechanisms

Name Study Design Sample Findings
Acker-
Hocevar,
Pisapia, &
Coukos-
Semmel
(2002)

Qualitative/Exploratory 6 programs  Allows a safe place to learn

Balog (1994) Qualitative/Exploratory 16 Executives  Confidentiality of groups

Butterfield
(1999)

Qualitative/Exploratory 17 Supervisors  Questioning (94% recognized as
primary facilitator of learning)

 Group Diversity (71% recognized as
significant facilitator of learning)

Choi (2005) Quantitative/Exploratory 19 Korean
managers

 Quality of the coach
 Supportive environment

De Haan &
de Ridder
(2006)

Quantitative/Exploratory 126 Managers  Learning through exploring issues in
depth

 Getting personal feedback
Lee (2005) Mixed-

Methods/Exploratory
16 Korean
managers

(Ordered by significance)
1. Questioning/Reflection
2. Taking action
3. Group culture

Holmes
(2008)

Qualitative/Exploratory 23 Managers  Honest Communication
 Openness to experiment

Kim (2002) Quantitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Action learning coach is important

Kim, S.
(2003)

Qualitative/Confirmatory 1 program  Having a skilled coach

Kim (2007) Quantitative/Exploratory 288 Participants  Skilled coaching
 Diversity and behavior of team
 Self-directed team process

Raudenbush,
Marquardt,
& Walls
(2003)

Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Learning from each other
 Taking action
 Asking questions
 Listening
 Observing

Roh (2003) Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  “Why?” questioning process

Van
Schuyver
(2004)

Qualitative/Exploratory 22 Participants  Questioning process
 Unfamiliarity with problem
 Stress, anxiety, and frustration facilitate

learning
Marquardt,
et. al. (2009)

Meta-analysis -  Questioning
 Taking action
 Learning from each other
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 Listening
 Team diversity
 Feelings of confidence and well-being
 Safe environment
 Coach

When the empirical studies are compared with Marquardt, et. al. (2009) and Leonard &

Marquardt (2010) previous meta-analyses of previous learning mechanisms, four factors

emerge across all of the studies; (1) a safe place to learn, (2) a good action learning

coach, (3) taking action, and (4) the process of questioning. These four factors provide a

framework for the discussions and conclusions in Chapter 5.

Significant Action Learning Program “Success” Factors

A subset of previous empirical research was designed to identify program

“success” factors. These research studies provide some contextual elements that help

explain how and why certain action learning programs might be better suited to

leadership development. However, most of these studies do not sufficiently distinguish

learning from performance outcomes nor do they clearly distinguish individual, team, or

organizational factors. In reviewing these studies, an attempt was made to pull out

relevant factors for individual leadership development and then compare them to the

previous studies meta-analysis to identify any common factors.

Kim’s (2007) exploratory quantitative study ranked the most important factors for

program success which were; (1) program orientation; (2) effective team meetings; (3)

launching the program; (4) problem selection; (5) participant competency; and (6)

effective coaching. Knox (2000) conducted a case study that explored learning outcomes,

behavior change, and overall effectiveness on an executive-level action learning program

and found that setting the context, involvement of key decision makers, and having a
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follow-up plan were keys to program success. Leonard & Lang (2010) presented four

case studies of action learning being used as a leadership development tool and described

four factors; (1) identify specific leadership competencies prior to the action learning

program; (2) when the whole group is working on specific leadership skills, it creates an

atmosphere in which participants are encouraged to acknowledge imperfections; (3) the

role of the action learning coach; and (4) the selection of the organizational problem is a

critical factor in generating group enthusiasm and developing leadership competencies.

Kim (2003) identified the involvement of the participant’s supervisors as an important

learning factor for supporting the continual development of leadership skills back on the

job. Park (2004) used a Delphi method with 13 action learning experts and identified 19

different success factors including having clear objectives, gaining consensus on the need

for leadership development, having skilled coaches, aligning curriculum goals, and

fostering an environment of learning. A full listing of previous “success” factors research

is including in Table 1C.

Table 1C. Significant Action Learning Program “Success” Factors: Empirical Studies

Name Study Design Sample Size Success Factors
Dinkin (2013) Qualitative/Exploratory 14 Programs  Highlighted key challenges as

lack of time for participants to
take action, lack of coaching,
higher value placed on action
than on learning

Kim, U. (2003) Qualitative/Confirmatory 1 program  Leadership support
 Establishing appropriate goals
 Supportive learning culture

Kim, Y. (2003) Quantitative/Exploratory 3 Programs  Participant manager is an
important success factor

Kim (2007) Qualitative/Exploratory 288 Participants (Ordered by significance)
1. Orientation
2. Team meetings
3. Launching the program
4. Problem selection
5. Participant competency
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6. Coach role
7. Data collection
8. Strategic alignment
9. Other stakeholder help
10. Presentation
11. Organization’s supporting

structure
12. Implementation
13. Evaluation
14. Program preparation
15. Top management involvement
16. Program design

Knox (2000) Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Setting the context
 Timely sanctioning
 Involvement of key decision-

makers
 Follow-up plan
 Enriching team presentations
 Leveraging leadership resources

Leonard & Lang
(2010)

Qualitative/Exploratory 4 Programs  Identify specific leadership
competencies prior to program

 Create encouraging atmosphere
 The coach is important
 The selection of the problem is

critical for leadership
development

Park (2004) Delphi Process 13 Experts  Having support of top
management

 Establishing clear objectives
 Gaining consensus on the need

for leadership development
 Getting support from the

nominating groups
 Having skilled coaches
 Carefully selected participants
 Aligning curriculum goals
 Systematic process for selecting

problems
 Having an action learning

program manual
 Fostering an environment of

learning
 Maintaining top management

involvement
 Getting support for adopting

solutions
 Reviewing activity and work
 Managing team activity
 Presenting solutions to top

management
 Recognizing top performance
 Aligning training with personnel

needs
 Building evaluation and
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feedback into future programs
 Assessing the effects of the

program
Van Schuyver
(2004)

Qualitative/Exploratory 22 Participants  Groups that are unfamiliar with
the problem

 Individuals who are suited to
action learning

 Stress, anxiety, and frustration
can facilitate learning

In addition to previous empirical research, three previous meta-analyses have been

conducted to identify critical program factors (see Table 1D.)

Table1D. Significant Action Learning Program “Success” Factors: Meta-Analyses

Leonard &
Lang (2010)

Qualitative/Exploratory 4 Programs  Identify specific leadership
competencies prior to program

 Create encouraging atmosphere
 The coach is important
 The selection of the problem is

critical for leadership development
Leonard &
Marquardt
(2010)

Meta-Analysis 21 Studies Team Level
 Skilled Coaching
 Diversity and behavior of the team
 Self-directed team process
 Effective team presentations
 Review of team process

Organizational Level
 Ensuring implementation of

solutions
 Orientation – communication

alignment and importance of
problem

 Problem selection
 Support of top decision makers
 Leveraging resources –

communication across the
organization

Marquardt &
Yeo (2012)

Meta-analysis 33 programs  Urgent and complex problem
 Questioning and reflection
 Receptive mindset and attitude in the

group
 Skilled coach
 Integrate learning into projects
 Establish clear norms
 Formulate timelessness and

expectations
 Allocate power and responsibility to

group
 Group diversity
 Commitment and support of top
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leadership
Sofo, Yeo, &
Villafane
(2010)

Literature Review 15 studies  The need to ask reflective questions
 The need for learning at multiple

levels
 The need for an action learning

coach

In reviewing the collective body of research on “success” factors, the individual

leadership development elements were identified and compared across studies and across

the previous meta-analyses. Given the wider variety of perspectives used to define

program “success,” there is a longer list of common themes. Overall, seven themes were

identified; (1) program orientation and setting context; (2) alignment of objectives and

goals; (3) broader organizational support; (4) participant selection and competency for

action learning processes; (5) problem selection; (6) effective questioning and reflection

process; and (7) a team or group environment that is supportive of learning. When

compared to the previous listing of leadership development mechanisms, only three of

the seven show up on both lists of program “success” factors and the list of learning

mechanisms; (1) having a good coach; (2) having a safe place to learn; (3) having an

effective questioning process.

In conclusion, here is no single factor or set of factors that show up in all of the

previous studies, yet collectively, they suggest a primary list of seven leadership

development outcomes; (1) improved systems thinking, (2) problem-solving, (3) meta-

learning, (4) appreciation of diversity, (5) improved conflict management, (6) increases in

coaching and questioning skills, (7) and more appreciation and support provided for the

emotional needs of others. In addition, a preliminary list of four learning mechanisms to

achieve those outcomes also emerges; (1) a safe and supportive place to learn; (2) having

a good coach; (3) the group questioning process; (4) consistently taking action. These
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initial factors will be used to understand and interpret this study’s findings during

discussion and conclusion sections in Chapter 5.

Critiques of Using Action Learning for Leadership Development

Even though there is a growing body of evidence for the effectiveness of action

learning on leadership development outcomes, there are some notable critiques of action

learning and its use in developing leadership skills. First, some claim that action learning

lacks the conceptual clarity needed to be considered a construct or claim that action

learning is idea rather than a methodology (Pedler, 2005). Second, the solution that the

action learning group proposes may not actually be implemented for various

organizational reasons like a lack of funds or the solution may be politically sensitive for

the problem sponsor (Knox, 2000; Park, 2004; Kim, 2007), which results in the

participants feeling demoralized (Lewis & Marsh, 1997). A third challenge is that the

goal of action learning is to balance the importance of the task with the importance of

learning and teamwork development, but in the pressure of an approaching deadline in

the final weeks of work prior to the presentation to senior management, often the

importance of the task prevails (Park, 2004; O’Neil & Marsick, 2007; Dinkin, 2013).

Finally, if the quality of the coach is a significant learning mechanism (Choi, 2005; Kim,

2002; Kim, 2007) then the skillfulness of the group’s coach may overshadow other

learning elements of the action learning process making it difficult to establish its

effectiveness compared to group coaching alone (Gibson, 2011).

Additionally, in a study of action learning program failures, Conger & Toegel

(2003) found that action learning programs may fail because of the design or content

issues such as; (1) a single versus multiple occasion learning experience, (2) ineffective
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links between project and leadership opportunities, (3) few opportunities for reflective

learning, (4) limited emphasis on team solution and learning, and (5) poor or non-existent

follow-up on project and learning outcomes. Marquardt & Yeo (2012) also identified

two challenges to successful action learning programs. They identified one internal and

external factor that they term “cognitive passivity” and “environmental uncertainty (p.

216).” Cognitive passivity is when participants see no immediate connection to the action

learning project and therefore adopt a passive attitude toward learning and action.

Environmental uncertainty is when poor team dynamics cause participants to feel

disengaged from the project. In addition to these two general derailers, Marquardt & Yeo

(2012) also provide a list of 30 specific mistakes; three for each of their ten action

learning elements (see Appendix B). In addition, Dinkins (2013) recently found that

action learning programs fail when participations don’t have time to take action, lack of

effective coaching, and when a higher value is placed on action than on learning.

Chapter 2 Summary

This chapter covered the previous scholarly literature on action learning and

leadership development. Action learning is a leadership development intervention that

uses a group and a coach to solve real organizational problems and develop leaders. The

term, “action learning” was coined by Reg Revans in the 1940s to address labor relations

problems in United Kingdom coal mines (Revans, 1984; 1998; Marquardt, 2000; 2004;

2011). More recently, action learning has been used more explicitly as a leadership

development intervention (Morse & Buss, 2008; Marquardt, et. al., 2009; Leonard &

Marquardt, 2010; Leonard & Lang, 2010). Marsick & O’Neil (1999) suggest that there

are many schools of action learning and this study explicitly uses the definition provided
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the World Institute of Action Learning (WIAL, 2013), which consists of six components;

(1) a problem; (2) an action learning group or team; (3) a process of insightful

questioning and reflective listening; (4) an action taken on the problem; (5) a

commitment to learning; and (6) an action learning coach.

The literature on leadership development covers the field of research that deals

with any intentional activity that enhances the quality of leadership within an individual

or encourages the expansion of a person’s capacity to be effective in a leadership role

(Van Velsor, McCauley, & Ruderman, 2010; Northouse, 2012). Additionally, this chapter

established that leadership can be taught (Latham, 1988; Bass & Bass, 2008; Avolio &

Chan, 2008) and that action learning is an effective intervention for achieving a variety of

leadership development outcomes (Marquardt, et. al., 2009; Leonard & Marquardt, 2010;

Leonard & Lang, 2010). Overall, the evidence supports the belief that action learning

positively impacts leadership development outcomes through coaching, supportive teams,

and a structured questioning process. However, on a granular level, previous research has

shown a wide variety of the specific outcomes, learning mechanisms, success factors, and

program derailers. With that in mind, Chapter 3 will discuss the methodology used in this

study to contribute additional findings to this growing body of research. Again, with

enough empirical research, across a wide variety of samples and methodological

perspectives, the relationship between action learning and leadership development will

become clearer (Marquardt, et. al., 2009; Leonard & Marquardt, 2010).
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CHAPTER 3

METHODS

Overview of Methodology

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore action learning’s impact on

leadership development by comparing three action learning programs, identifying their

leadership development outcomes, and determining the significant program factors that

led to those outcomes. The questions that guide this research are; (1) what are the

similarities and differences between these three action learning programs? (2) Do

participants think their action learning experience impacted their own leadership

development outcomes? If so, what outcomes were impacted? (3) What significant

program factors contributed to the achievement of those leadership development

outcomes? This chapter begins by discussing the definition of qualitative exploratory

research and the specific research methods proposed. Qualitative interview techniques are

discussed in detail as well as sample selection, data collection, data analysis,

trustworthiness, and human subjects review.

Qualitative Research Approach

Patton (2002) and Creswell (2012) argue that qualitative approaches are best

suited to research problems in which a topic needs to be broadly explored, variables are

not readily identifiable, and theories and not generally available. This study’s qualitative

methodological approach is consistent with other action learning studies:

Because of the relative lack of prior research, a number of studies examining the
governing variables in the action learning process use exploratory research design
(Marquardt, et. al., 2009, pg. 213).
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According to Creswell (2012), the qualitative research paradigm has its roots in cultural

anthropology and sociology. The intention of this approach is to understand the

particulars of a social event, situation, interaction, or group. As an investigative process,

the researcher makes gradual sense of the phenomena by comparing, contrasting,

classifying, and reclassifying the collected data (Locke, Spirduso, & Silverman, 2000;

Patton, 2002). Scholars argue that there are several characteristics that distinguish

qualitative research from quantitative research.

1. Qualitative research is based on assumptions that are different from

quantitative research. Theory or hypothesis are not necessarily established a

priori (Creswell, 2012).

2. The researcher presents a highly detailed account of the object under

investigation while considering a wide variety of possible perspectives

(Creswell, 2007; 2012).

3. The researcher is the primary instrument in the data collection rather than a

mechanical process (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Maxwell, 2012; Creswell,

2012).

4. The focus of the qualitative research is on the participant’s perceptions and

experiences and the way they make sense of the phenomena (Creswell, 2012).

Therefore, the researcher is tasked with understanding not one, but multiple

realities (Maxwell, 2012).

5. The data that emerge from the investigation are reported in a narrative form,

usually the participant’s words or pictures rather than in numbers (Creswell,

2012; Maxwell, 2012).
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6. Qualitative research focuses on the process that is occurring as well as the

outcome. Researchers are specifically interested in trying to understand how

the phenomena occurred (Creswell, 2012).

7. Research design may be altered according to the data collected. The meanings

and themes may be reinterpreted several times as the research attempts to

reconstruct the subject’s realities (Maxwell, 2012).

8. Truth and objectivity are equally important in quantitative and qualitative

research, however, the criteria for judging them is different in each tradition.

In qualitative research, the researcher seeks believability based on coherence,

insight, instrument utility, and data verification rather than through traditional

validity and reliability (Patton, 2002, Maxwell, 2012).

In using a qualitative exploratory design, the researcher is able to investigate new

phenomena and test new models against the actual lived experience of participants. This

approach is particularly useful in trying to understand participant experiences in different

applications of the WIAL-model of action learning.

This study is exploratory because of the limited existing literature on how

differences in the implementation of the WIAL-model of action learning impact

participants’ leadership development outcomes. Marquardt, et. al. (2009) argue that a

majority of action learning studies are exploratory rather than confirmatory because

action learning practice was based upon experimentation. The process evolved in

response to observation of cause and effect rather than the rigorous testing of principles

before modifying it for practice. They add, “As in many practice-based disciplines,

researchers are now trying to understand the governing variables that account for the
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observed large practice effect (p. 214).” Creswell (2012) explains that exploratory

research seeks to find out how a given phenomenon is interpreted by those experiencing

it without explicit expectations. This methodology is also at times referred to as

a grounded theory approach to qualitative research or interpretive research, and is an

attempt to unearth a theory from the data itself rather than from a predisposed hypothesis.

In addition, Reiter (2013) argues that exploratory research is used when problems are in a

preliminary stage when the topic or issue is new and when data is difficult to collect.

Exploratory research is flexible and can address research questions of all types (i.e.

“what, why, how”) and is often used to generate formal hypotheses.

The present study fits into the definition of a qualitative exploratory study. In

order to identify the governing constructs of different implementations of action learning,

researchers must first understand the phenomenon as experienced by the individuals

experiencing it (Creswell, 2012; Maxwell, 2012). Following Moustakas (1994) general

phenomenological theory and Patton’s (2002) recommended qualitative methodological

sequence, participants were interviewed about their experiences in their respective action

learning programs and how they made meaning of their experiences. It should be noted

that the use of Patton’s (2002) interview and analysis structure follows that of previous

research on action learning from Knox (2000) and Acker-Hocevar, Pisapia, & Coukos-

Semmel (2002). Consequently, this study presents different experiences and reflections

on instances of individual leadership development as a basis for exploration of the

primary research questions.

Research Questions
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1. What are the similarities and differences between these three action learning

programs?

2. Do participants think their action learning experience impacted their own

leadership development outcomes? If so, what outcomes were impacted?

3. What significant program factors contributed to the achievement of those

leadership development outcomes?

Population and Sample

The target population is any participants in action learning programs that fall

within the definition of the WIAL-model of action learning. Although previously

mentioned in the limitation section, it is important to note that this study will not provide

generalizable findings. As detailed in the literature review, the WIAL-model of action

learning includes six components: (1) a problem; (2) an action learning group or team; (3)

a process of insightful listening and critical reflection; (4) an action taking on a problem;

(5) a commitment to learning, and (6) an action learning coach (WIAL, 2013). All

participants in action learning programs that share these dimensions are considered the

population for this study.

The sample of 12 participants was taken from three different action learning

programs with some programs providing more participants than others. As mentioned in

Chapter 1, a convenience sampling method was used following Creswell’s (2012)

guidance that practical constraints often impact the methodological considerations of a

study and that these limitations are common in all empirical research. The action learning

programs used in this study were identified by WIAL-certified Master Coaches.



57

However, it should be noted that the findings in Chapter 4 demonstrate that

Program 2 was not perceived by the participants as having a strong or explicit leadership

development dimension. Program 2 is justified in its inclusion in this study for three

reasons. First, Program 2 satisfied the six-component WIAL-model of action learning,

which were the primary criteria for inclusion. Second, the designer of Program 2

communicated that the program had an important learning dimension during initial

conversations about inclusion in the study. Although the findings suggest that the

participants in Program 2 did not feel as though there were strong leadership

development components, the program designer clearly communicated that the program

intended to have leadership outcomes. Finally, even if Program 2 did not have explicit

leadership development outcomes, the tacit school of action learning suggests that

incidental learning is possible. However, again, the program designer communicated that

the program was intended to have leadership development dimensions. The individual

participant demographics are provided in Chapter 4.

Data Collection

In late 2012, solicitation emails were sent to action learning coaches, designers,

and researchers to elicit assistance in identifying appropriate action learning programs for

this study. With an initial list of five potential programs, the researcher emailed the pre-

identified contact person, which was either the coach of the program or the program

designer, and provided the IRB-approved description of the study (see Appendix C). If

the program contact thought their program might be a good fit, a follow-up phone call

was scheduled to address questions and concerns for both the researcher and the contact.

After several months of attempting to secure suitable programs, three programs were
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identified as suitable matches in early 2013. Additional solicitation email messages were

either sent directly to individual participants or the program contact forwarded the

researcher’s email to the group. In total, 56 participants were contacted for their

participation in the study. Compensation for participation was offered in the form of $10

Starbucks or Target gift cards. However, participants in Programs 1 & 3, which were

conducted in governmental organizations, were not allowed to receive compensation. In

the end, only two participants accepted compensation for their involvement. 15

participants across all three programs responded to the solicitation email. Phone calls

were scheduled with 12 participants (three participants did not respond to subsequent

contact). The phone calls allowed participants to ask questions, discuss their rights, and

provide verbal consent. Following that preliminary call, the researcher scheduled an

interview time with participants. When possible the interviews were conducted face-to-

face, however only six of the interviews were conducted this way. The interviews were

conducting with each participant and recording with audio recording equipment and

professionally transcribed. Transcripts were then received by the researcher and sent to

the individual participants for review within one week of the interview. Participants were

asked to review the material, correct any mistakes in the transcription, refine any ideas,

take out any comments, and in general make sure that the transcription was the best

representation of their attitudes, feelings, and beliefs about their experience. Participants

then sent their revised transcripts to the researcher for analysis.

Instrument

This study employed a semi-structured interviewing technique as the main data

gathering strategy (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2012). It developing the interview guide, the
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researcher used the methodology proposed by Patton (2002). To begin the process of

developing an interview guide, the study’s primary focus must be clear. The focus of

inquiry of the present study is to understand the differences and similarities regarding

leadership developing of three different action learning programs according to participant

perceptions. Key categories areas were then identified to fulfill the focus of inquiry.

Based on the study’s literature review and research questions, three categories of inquiry

are identified: (1) leadership self-concept; (2) program experiences; and (3) program

effectiveness (see Table 3A). The specific questions themselves were based on Patton’s

questions taxonomy (2002). The types of interview questions were: (1) background

questions; (2) experience questions; (3) knowledge questions; (4) opinion questions; and

(5) feeling questions.

Table 3A. Categories of Inquiry

Program Categories Participant Categories
1. Organization description
2. Program description (WIAL-model)
3. Program description (contextual)
4. Description of action learning

process
5. Impact on leadership
6. Leadership development outcomes
7. Learning mechanisms

1. Participant demographics
2. Participant experience descriptions
3. Definition of leadership
4. Impact on leadership
5. Leadership Development outcomes
6. Learning mechanisms
7. Program factors
8. Definition of action learning

Pilot interviews were conducted by the present researcher to uncover and decide

how to handle unanticipated problems. Two action learning participants were identified

who were not going to be included in the final research since the programs they had

participated in did not follow the WIAL-model of action learning. They were interviewed

to obtain feedback on the procedures and questions prior to the collection of data for the
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actual study. After these pilot interviews, minor changes were made to the interview

guide primarily relating to the order of the questions.

The researcher has developed a custom interview protocol for this study to

address the qualitative data collection needs. Following Moustakas (1994) and Patton’s

(2001) data collection recommendations, the following interview guide was used (also

included in Appendix D):

1. Could you please describe for me your position within the organization and talk

about your career path prior to joining this organization and since joining

the organization.

2. Could you please describe your daily responsibilities?

3. Do you view yourself as a leader? Why or why not?

4. How would you describe your strengths and weaknesses?

5. Tell me about your experience in this program?

6. What, if anything, did you learn about yourself?

7. What dimensions, incidents, and people intimately connected with the

experience stand out for you?

8. What did you agree with and what did you not agree with? What did you do

about what you learned?

9. What do you consider the most important learnings from this process?

10. What feelings were generated by this experience?

11. How has the experience of the action learning program changed your

perspective about yourself?
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12. Have the ideas that you held about yourself and your experience been changed

through this process? Please elaborate.

13. Has this experience resulted in a change or changes in your behavior? Please

explain.

14. What feedback did you hear that caused particular changes?

15. What part of the feedback experience was most important?

16. As a result of this experience are you leading differently? Please explain.

17. What have been changes in your work behaviors/actions since the experience?

What specific steps have you taken to make those changes?

18. What feedback have you received that gave you an indication as to how these

changes have been viewed by others?

19. Have you shared all that is significant with reference to the experience?

Data Collection Procedures

The use of exploratory qualitative interviewing was justified by the advantage of

this strategy in eliciting information from participants and allowing them to answer from

their own frame of reference (Patton 2002; Creswell, 2012). An open-ended interview

approach gives participants the flexibility to elaborate on their responses. Open-ended

participant responses are desirable to increase the probability that themes will emerge to

potentially expose a new perspective of the phenomena under study. An open-ended

interview approach was chosen in order to investigate the subjective meanings of

leadership and leadership development in the participants own words.

Three different types of open-ended interviews were considered: informal,

standardized, and guided (Patton, 2002). In an informal conversational interview, the
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researcher asks a series of spontaneous questions, usually based on personal observations

of a subject. This is the most common type of interview in qualitative research (Maxwell,

2005; Creswell, 2007; 2012). Informal interviews do not usually involve any specific

type of questions or any particular line of questioning.

In a standardized, open-ended interview, a set of questions is developed prior to

the interview. Each participant is asked exactly the same questions in the same order.  An

identifying feature of open-ended questions is their phrasing to allow the interviewee

complete freedom of choice in providing his/her response. The interviewer must be

cautious in assuring he/she does not insert response dimensions into each question’s

phrasing. Obviously, there is less possibility of interviewer bias in this type of interview

and results are typically reliable, but flexibility and spontaneity are greatly reduced.

The guided approach involves developing a list of predetermined topics to be

discussed with each interviewee. The actual questions are then framed by the researcher

to address these topics. The interview guide is used as a checklist to assure all

predetermined topic areas are covered in the interview. However, the interviewer may

phrase the questions differently and/or ask them in a miscellaneous order as deemed

appropriate during actual interview.

Selecting an optimal interview approach often poses a dilemma for researchers,

since all methods offer advantages and disadvantages. Patton (1992) suggested using of a

combination approach in which two or more methods are integrated to create an optimal

interviewing methodology. A combination of the guided and the informal approaches

were used for this study to ensure that predefined topics were addressed, without

truncating the participants’ spontaneous narratives.
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Miles & Huberman (1994) noted that qualitative data collection and analysis is

typically an iterative process. This means that the process includes data reduction,

display, and conclusions drawn from the data itself. In this study, the quantitative

instrument is used to assist with the exploration the possible causes through the

qualitative, phenomenological methods (Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2012).

After the conclusion of their action learning program participants completed semi-

structured interviews with the researcher. The interview data was analyzed for themes. In

keeping with the philosophical roots of phenomenological inquiry, the interview method

will be based upon the research questions and have specific prompts, however the

interview will adapt the questions to reflect the changing nature of the participants

meaning-making. This allows the researcher to adapt the specific questions to the

participants’ responses. Participant’s responses were audio-recorded and transcribed.

The Role of the Researcher

As the primary instrument for data collection and analysis, the assumption is that

the researcher may carry a certain amount of biases at the outset of the study. Moustakas

(1994) states that as long as the researcher is open about his or her own potential biases

his value and judgment of the study can be useful and positive. He further suggests that

the inquiry process is not advanced by trying to appear value free. Efforts were made by

the researcher to be objective during the interviews by hiring a dissertation coach, having

weekly counseling sessions with a therapist, doing meditative self-reflective practice, and

a journaling/memo process. A sample selection of the researcher’s data analysis journal is

included in Appendix H. The researcher was also careful to avoid directing any leading

comments or questions to the participants during the interviews.
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In terms of researcher’s knowledge, skills and competence to conduct the

interviews, King & Horrocks (2010) proposed the following qualification of a good

interviewer; being knowledgeable, sensitive, open, structured, and critical. With this in

mind, the researcher conducted the study with the following intentions: (1) to be

knowledgeable with the background literature; (2) to use a systematic process in

collecting the data; (3) to be an objective interpreter of meaning; (4) and to be insightful

in reporting findings. Participants’ own responses were used to provide direct data

support for interpretations and a clear trail for all the study’s assertions. Again, pilot

interviews were used to ensure the researcher could effectively gather the necessary

participant data.

Data Analysis

The data analysis methodology used was primarily descriptive and thematic.

According to Creswell (2012), the goal of data analysis is to reduce and synthesize the

collected information so that inferences can be made about the population. Patton (2002)

noted that the analysis of qualitative data is ultimately dependent on the type and quality

of the data collected and the conceptual framework of the study. In general, data analysis

can be performed deductively, inductively, or integratively (Moustakas, 1994; King &

Horrocks, 2010). The integrative approach seemed to be most appropriate to the purposes

of the present study and follow previous action learning and leadership designs used by

Knox (2000) and Acker-Hocevar, Pisapia, and Coukos-Semmel (2002).

The participant data was collected through interviews and professionally

transcribed. Once the transcripts were received, they were forward to each participant for

clarification and approval. Once approved by the participants, the data was coded and
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organized around the three research questions of the study. Findings from the study

emerged inductively from interpreting the data collected, and are reported with

supporting statements by the participants so that the reader can make their own

interpretations of the case (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2012). The analysis of the interview

data was completed both manually and with computer assistance through the qualitative

analysis software tools like Atlas.ti. and Microsoft Word and Excel (An example of the

first reduction thematic analysis is provided in Appendix E).

The analysis was structured around program elements, participant codes, and

research questions. The analysis employs one of Patton’s (2002) approaches to

developing meaning from qualitative data by staying close to the originally recorded data.

Patton’s method of analysis is demonstrated by presentation of long or short participant

commentary. This particular method of analysis was used in order to give the user

contextual information provided by participants in their responses to the research

questions. All data were read and analyzed for thematic content and assigned a code.

Apart from the participant transcripts, some additional information was gathered from

program sponsors and coaches when participant comments did not provide enough detail

on the program’s they attended.

The construction of coding categories was very important to the content analysis

in order to structure the analysis process. Coding means identifying bits of data, assessing

for similarities and differences, and assigning the bit to a defined thematic category

(Maxwell, 2005; Creswell, 2012). Further, Moustakas (1994) argues each expression of

the experience should be rigorously tested to ensure it was a necessary element or

constituent to understanding the phenomenon. The process entails reducing and
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eliminating overlapping, repetitive, and vague expressions of the participants’ experience.

Ultimately, an external decision aid framework was created by modifying techniques of

Moustakas (1994), Patton (2002), and Maxwell (2005). This framework assisted the

researcher in structuring opinions and evaluations in a way that the significance of the

qualitative codes, themes, and findings could emerge. This framework used three

evaluative criteria: intensity (depth), frequency (width), and clarity (directness). Intensity

is defined as the amount of emotionality, seriousness, potency, or power expressed.

Frequency was simply the number of times that the code appeared. Clarity was the

amount of directness of the participant’s expression. However, following the principles of

Moustakas (1994) the framework was ultimately kept in conversation with the raw

participants’ data and the researcher’s own journals and reflections to ensure that

conclusions were not too far removed from the actual phenomena under investigation.

For a more detailed description of this framework and how it was selectively employed,

see Appendix F. The coding process used in this study ensured an iterative approach to

the analysis and an example of a coding list is included in Appendix G. The lists of

codes provided a starting point for the reductive thematic analysis of the data. During the

analysis process, some of the codes in the initial list were deleted and some were added.

This iterative coding process occurred at least twice with each element (i.e. the program

and participant categories of inquiry). As analysis progressed, some codes and themes

were reduced and expanded several times in order to determine the precise significance

of the phenomena expressed by the participants.

Figure 3A. Coding Process
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Coding Process

1. Initial categories of inquiry are created and used to create deductive codes

2. Raw transcripts are coded inductively and deductively

3. Researcher journal and notes on coding process inform second round of coding

4. First thematic reduction is completed

5. Second round of coding is done using new sub- and meta- codes

6. Researcher journal and notes on coding process inform final round of coding

7. Second thematic reduction is completed

8. Preliminary thematic findings are compared against raw data

9. Revise and modifications of the coding system until new codes become saturated

10.Final list of codes are used to determine findings

Trustworthiness

Creswell (2012) argues that all research studies must be focused on creating valid

and reliable knowledge. Therefore, the quality of the research can be judged according to

its trustworthiness as defined by internal and external validity. Trustworthiness addresses

key questions that the readers should be asking, such as the extent to which they can

place confidence in the outcomes of the study and how much they can believe what the

researcher has reported. Trustworthiness in this study is established through a discussion

of internal and external validity.

Internal Validity

A particular challenge in qualitative research is dealing with the issue of how

research findings match the reality under investigation. A vital step for the researcher is
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to clarify his or her own biases and assumptions prior to and during the research. The

researcher is a threat to internal validity because individual bias and subjective

assumptions may influence the research findings. In order to account for this, the

researcher used a bracketing process outlined by Moustakas (1994). The bracketing

process started with the researcher writing down his own assumptions and beliefs related

to leadership development and action learning. This process allowed the researcher to

reflect upon his own biases in advance of the analysis process (Moustakas, 1994;

Creswell, 2012). In addition, the researcher employed a memo process to ensure self-

reflection and limit inappropriate bias during the data analysis phase. An initial list of

researcher beliefs was recording after the literature review was completed, but before

data collection had begun (see Appendix I).

External Validity

External validity in quantitative research pertains to issues on generalizability to

other settings, problems. The researcher generalizes from the sample under investigation

to the population of interest. In qualitative studies, generalization is possible, but

exploratory qualitative researchers are less certain about the conclusions they draw from

their research (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2007; 2012). They tend to view them as ideas to

be shared, discussed, and investigated further. It is individuals who are in situations

similar to the one being investigated by the researcher who judges the applicability of the

researcher’s findings and conclusions, who determines whether the researcher’s findings

fit his or her situation (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2000).

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions
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All ethical and human consideration guidelines described in The George

Washington University Non-Medical Institutional Review Board (IRB) Guidebook (2004)

were adhered to. The confidentiality of the participants was maintained through the data

collection and analysis. All records were and are being maintained on password protected

computers or in locked cabinets. Participant comments are reported without identifying

information (see Appendix J for the quotation protocol used in this study), further

documentation provided in the appendix have all been redacted to eliminate any

personally identifiable information.
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CHAPTER 4

ANALYSIS

Overview

This chapter discusses the findings derived from thematic analysis of the audio

and written transcripts of 12 participants in three different action learning programs. The

findings were the result of interviews conducted over a three-month period and another

three months of data reduction, analysis, and synthesis. The chapter will be divided into

two sections. After the overview, the first section discusses the participant demographics.

The second section discusses the findings of an exploratory qualitative thematic reduction

of participant interview responses.

The purpose of this exploratory qualitative study is to contribute to that effort by

comparing three action learning programs, identifying their leadership development

outcomes, and determining the significant program factors that led to those outcomes.

The questions that guide this research are; (1) what are the similarities and differences

between these three action learning programs? (2) Do participants think their action

learning experience impacted their own leadership development outcomes? If so, what

outcomes were impacted? (3) What significant program factors contributed to the

achievement of those leadership development outcomes?

Interviews took place via telephone or in-person at the participant’s work place.

Twelve people agreed to participant in the study. The interviews followed a semi-

structured interview guide (Appendix D). All interviews were digitally recorded, which

produced an mp3 audio file for transcription. Participants gave their consent to be

recorded verbally and that consent is included in the participant transcripts. Once
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transcribed, participants were allowed to review and make changes or additions to the

original responses. The presentation of the findings is organized around the inductive

analytical framework articulated by Patton (2002) and Creswell (2007; 2012), which

prioritizes the data around the research questions.

For the analysis, two types of themes are used; core themes and structural themes.

The core themes were the result of the data reduction process described by Patton (2002)

and informed by Moustakas’ (1994) phenomenological approach. The core themes are

best exemplified by quotes from selected participants. However, the structural themes are

the researcher’s attempt at constructive imagining based on the participant’s narrative.

This interpretive process combines raw participant data and the interpretive process in

order to provide rich, full accounts of the participant’s experiences in the three programs

(Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2012).

Participant Demographics

This section describes the characteristics of the 12 action learning participants

who participated in this study. It describes the profile of the respondents, including age,

location, gender, ethnicity, supervisory level, and program. The demographic and

professional profile variables helped in analyzing and interpreting results for each

research question. It enabled the researcher to explore deeper into participants’ responses

by relating answers to the information learned from the questionnaire. The participants

ranged in age from 24 to 53 years (see Figure 4A).

Figure 4A. Age of Participants
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Figure 1A. Age of Participants

Figure 4B. Location of Participants
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There were eight women and four men who self-identified their ethnicity/race as

white/Caucasian (eight participants), Asian American (one participant), Hispanic/Latino

(two participants), or Black (one participant) (see Figure 4C and 4D).

Figure 4C. Gender of Participants

Figure 4D. Ethnicity of Participants
Black
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Hispanic
17%

Asian
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67%
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Program 1 Program 2 Program 3
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The participants were also asked about their current level of supervisory responsibility

within their organization (see Figure 4E). Half of the participants are currently in

supervisory roles and half are not currently supervisors. However, all of the non-

supervisors came out of Program 2, while participants in Programs 1 & 3 were all

supervisors.

Figure 4E. Supervisory Role of Participants

Supervisor
50%

Non-Supervisor
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Program 1 Program 2 Program 3
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Finally, convenience sampling from the programs resulting in an over-representation of

participants from program 2 (see Figure 4F).

Figure 4F. Sample by Program

Overall, the participant demographics show a diverse group of people were

interviewed for this study. There is significant representation from different age groups,

geographic location, ethnicity, supervisory responsibility, and gender. Given the practical

constraints on the data collection, there is a significant over-representation of participants

from Program 2. However, since each program has been analyzed individually, there are

no aggregate participant findings, which could influence by over-representation.

Findings

This section presents the findings of the exploratory data collection and analysis.

The questions that guide this research are; (1) what are the similarities and differences

between these three action learning programs? (2) Do participants think their action

learning experience impacted their own leadership development outcomes? If so, what
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outcomes were impacted? (3) What significant program factors contributed to the

achievement of those leadership development outcomes?

The present study employed thematic analysis to investigate participants’

perceptions about the leadership development process in action learning. As proposed in

Chapter 3, several sets of codes were developed based on the research questions and the

interview guide (See Table 3A, Appendix E, and Appendix G). The general list provided

a starting point for the coding of interview transcripts. During the analysis process, some

of the codes in the initial list were deleted, and some were added in the final list of codes.

The coding operation was performed using Atlas.ti and Microsoft tools Word and Excel.

Thematic categories were identified during the analysis process; however the number of

participants mentioning the themes was not reported. An emphasis was made on hearing

the participant’s voices through excerpted quotes from the interview transcripts.

Occasionally the research employed a decision aid to assist with difficult analysis (see

Appendix F). The reporting format for this chapter follows Creswell’s (2007; 2012)

qualitative exploratory method of presenting meaningful data by staying as close to the

original responses as possible. In most cases, excerpts from the actual interviews are

provided. To ensure the confidentiality of the participants, the sources of the statements

quoted are identified by participant indices which begin with the letter “P” and followed

by the number assigned to the transcripts from 1 to 12. This number accompanied all

references made to each interviewee in the report. In addition, program identifiers are

included after each participant identifier (ex. “P5, Program 2”). When appropriate,

participant comments from all three programs are provided to show breadth of theme
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across programs. In other cases, representative comments are used to show the depth of

the theme.

Question 1: What are the similarities and differences between these three action learning

programs?

This section compares the different action learning implementations to reveal important

similarities and differences. This was done in two ways. First, a comprehensive review of

each program’s individual design was conducted. Secondly, participant data was

compared across the data sets for each program to identify relevant and meaningful

themes, which were then coded and analyzed. The programs were then compared across

two different dimensions. The first dimension, the program similarities, has to do with

program elements that were shared across the three programs. The second dimension

refers to the significant program differences. An in-depth analysis of the participants’

responses on these two dimensions provides a clear picture of the patterns and diversity

of program implementations.

Individual Program Descriptions

The purpose of this study is to understand how different implementations of the

WIAL-model of action learning impact the learning of their participants. All three

programs share an adherence to the six components of action learning, which provide an

inductive analytic structure for making comparisons.

Program 1 Description. The program was delivered to employees of a small

County government organization. The program was designed and facilitated by a WIAL-
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certified Master Coach who worked with the client organization to schedule a sequence

of meetings to create, facilitate, and close-out the action learning program. The program

had been run twice previously with different cohorts of participants and had received

positive reviews both from participants and program sponsors. This particular

implementation lasted for about six months, with weekly meetings usually during non-

work, weekend hours. The membership of the group was around 8-11 members although

some participants were not able to participate in all sessions. The program was introduced

to the participants with a short presentation on action learning process. Participants were

interviewed about the first exposure to the words “action learning” as defined in this

study. In Program 1, action learning was presented as a leadership development with

some practical problem-solving and networking components.

[The coach] introduced it to us as part of our leadership development training and
then we started with it. We tried to use it throughout. It’s about a six month – I
don’t know, it’s not exactly six month, but that was my introduction to action
learning. (P1, Program 1)

We were invited to come to this program, which was a great opportunity so I took
it. I wasn’t that concerned about what we were going to do, because I’ve been
through leadership development trainings and courses and stuff like that before.
During the opening of the program we got a really great overview of the process, I
think that was the first time I heard “action learning,” but it didn’t really cause me
to feel any hesitancy or anything. I just figured, “OK – sounds interesting.” (P2,
Program 1)

According to the coach who facilitated the program, Program 1 was a typical WIAL-

model action learning program. It extended over several months and was facilitated by a

certified action learning coach and had strong internal support. The participants were

volunteers who were offered the opportunity to participant as part of an internal training

and development strategy. Between each group meeting, participants were expected to
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take action and report back to the group on findings and progress. At the end of the

program, the participants presented their recommendations to the program sponsors.

Program 2 Description. The program was delivered to employees of a large

Federal agency of the United States government. The program was designed by a

supervisor who had some exposure to action learning with some conversation with a

WIAL-certified Master coach. The coach/supervisor was also the program sponsor and

presented the problem to several different action learning groups. These different groups

were divided up to work on different components of the same larger problem. None of

the participants had previously experience with action learning and this was the coach’s

first attempt at coaching as well. The program lasted for about 5 months, with weekly 1-2

hour meetings taking place during work hours. Two participants also participated by

phone with the rest of the group meeting in person. There were five different action

learning groups which numbered from 5-8 participants with the total number of people

participating being around 30. The program was introduced to the participants with a

short introduction to the purpose of the group and the action learning process.

Participants in Program 2 described how they were invited to participant in the program.

Several said that they were intrigued, but a bit uncertain what the program was all about.

So, there was a call put out to …that we wanted to take a look at [an issue] that
they were bringing together a group of folks from all different parts of [the
organization] to look at this and kind of give that new perspective. I found it to be
an exciting project because I really do believe that diversity creates innovations
and causes innovation...So, I was excited about it.  My boss specifically
approached me and asked if I could do it. I was more than willing. (P9, Program
2)

That term [action learning] didn’t really kind of dawn on me until I think [the
coach] mentioned it and later on. I thought it was a [project] workgroup. That’s all
I thought it was and that we’re gonna get in there and figure out why the [project]
process wasn’t working. (P3, Program 2)
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The program extended over several months and had strong internal support. The

participants were volunteers who were offered the opportunity to participant as part of an

internal working group around innovative problem-solving. Between each group meeting,

participants were expected to take action and report back to the group on findings and

progress. At the end of the program, the participants presented their recommendations to

a wider audience of stake holders.

Program 3 Description. The program was delivered to employees of a large

international entertainment company. The program was designed by a WIAL-certified

Master Coach who worked with supporting consultants to deliver and coach the program.

This particular program lasted for one week as the backbone of a more comprehensive

off-site leadership development program. Participants met in their groups for about one-

two hours a night after attending training sessions throughout and completing exercises

throughout the day. There were about six different action learning groups, with the

number of participants in each group around six-nine people. The groups were presented

with problems from a senior level manager. The program was introduced to the

participants with a presentation by a WIAL-certified master coach. In Program 3, as in

Program 1, action learning was presented as a leadership development tool. Participants

very clearly understood that leadership development was the explicit purpose of the

program.

Yeah, my first exposure to action learning was through a program… [for new
leaders]…the entire program deals with many different things. It’s really one of
the most comprehensive leadership development programs I’ve ever participated
in or heard of or had any kind of exposure to at all. A core component of it is
action learning… (P12)
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Action learning was part of the…program and I was happy to be a part of it
because I always love the opportunity to participate in leadership training
opportunities. (P10)

The participants were volunteers who were offered the opportunity to attend the off-site

leadership development program as part of an internal training and development strategy.

At the end of the program, the participants presented their recommendations to the

program sponsors.

Comparative Program Description and Themes

Before those comparisons can be made, a simplified visual comparison of the

respective program factors is provided (see Table 4G). This was done to provide readers

with sufficient perspective on the differences and similarities. These factors were

identified using both deductive and inductive models of analysis. The inductive approach

came from the six elements of action learning and significant program descriptors. The

deductive approach came from the reductive thematic analysis of participant data. In

comparing the three implementations of action learning, ten important differences were

found across all factors (see Table 4A).

Table 4A. Comparative Program Descriptions

Program 1 Program 2 Program 3
Important
Difference

P
ro

gr
am

 E
le

m
en

ts

Program
Designer

WIAL-certified
Master coach

Internal
Supervisor

WIAL-certified
Master coach

X

Program
Coach

WIAL-certified
master coach

Internal
Supervisor

External
consultant

X

Program
Maturity

Mature New
Mature

X

Problem Type Real and urgent
Real and
urgent

Real and
urgent
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Organization
Type

Government Government Commercial X

Intended
Outcome

Leadership
Development

Problem
Solving

Leadership
Development

X

Duration of
Program

6 months 2-5 months 1 week X

Modality In-person Blended In-person X

Group Size &
Diversity

Diverse, 8-10
people

Diverse, 5-8
people

Diverse, 6-9
people

Group Process
Two ground

rules
Two ground

rules

Two ground
rules

Collecting individual participant interviews for each of the three programs, the researcher

was able to identify comparable program information. This section follows an inductive

model of exploratory qualitative research, following Creswell’s (2012) suggestion that

this approach be used when an appropriate a priori framework exists which adds

meaningful structure to new sets of data. Using a simple two-dimensional framework,

program comparisons are made according to 9 important similarities and differences (see

Figure 4G). These two dimensions, in conjunction with the comparative program

descriptions, provide a comprehensive perspective on the shared WIAL-elements and

unique features of each program.

Figure 4G. Action Learning Program Factor Comparison
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DIMENSION I: Program Factor Similarities

This dimension represents important similarities in the three action learning

programs. Since all three programs used the WIAL-model of action learning, many

similarities would be expected. For example, all three programs incorporated the six

components of action learning (a problem, an action learning group or team, a process of

insightful questioning and reflective listening, action taken on the problem, a

commitment to learning, and an action learning coach). However, these programs

interpreted and applied these elements in particular ways, so some analysis was done to

distinguish the shared elements as described by the participants. Drawing from their

answers, three thematic categories of similarity were identified:

 The type of problem

 Group size and diversity

 The group process

Theme 1-A: The Type of Problem

This thematic category refers to one of the core intentions of the action learning process,

that the problem is real, significant, and timely (Marquardt, 2000; 2011; Marquardt &

Program Factor Comparison

Similarities
 The type of problem
 Group size and diversity
 The group process

Differences
 Who designed the program
 Who coached the program
 Program maturity
 Organization type
 Intended program outcome
 Duration of program
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Yeo, 2012). During the interviews, a number of participants reported on the type of

problem they were asked to solve.

We were given some problem to discuss in the groups and we reported, I think
weekly, on where we were, what we needed, stuff like that….when we were done,
we gave a presentation that went over what we had done and what we needed to
do moving forward. (P2, Program 1)

…at the beginning of the week, there were various real business problems
presented to the group in its entirety. And then the bigger group was subdivided
into smaller groups, and each smaller group was given an individual problem.  It
was one of these business problems that had been presented to everybody. (P11,
Program 3)

…the big one was organizational problem with organizational sponsor and we –
we participated in that… then our whole program was around an institutional
problem which was really up my alley. (P4, Program 2)

Participants across all three programs also shared their experience of how the definition

of the problem evolved through the process and how action learning helped them identify

new problems.

You know, it’s interesting… [the sponsor] generated the problem statement but
then we came behind and we kind of refined it.  We had input into it because it
kind of gave us heartburn the way it was written before. (P3, Program 2)

I think one very important part is when we went through the process and stopped
after a while asking the group if we do think we know what the problem is and
everyone has to write down or describe what their personal view on the problem
is and that is my experience. Most of the time you see that there is no agreement.
People have no idea what the real problem is. I think that’s a takeaway as well
outside the action learning that when people are discussing a problem identifying
the problem within the group discussing the problem is very, very important.
(P10, Program 3)

In all three programs, each group was dealing with different problems, but they all shared

a similar programmatic design around the type of problem selected. As stated previously

in the literature review on action learning, problem-selection is an important component

of action learning and a poorly chosen problem can derail the learning and performance
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process. In this case, participants across the three programs reported similar experiences

with the action learning problems. Their unique descriptions actually helped to

triangulate a shared theme.

Theme 1-B: Group Size & Diversity

This thematic category refers to another one of the core components of action learning,

which is a diverse and small group of participants. Interviewees described their groups

and how their group dynamics helped or hindered their learning process. One participant

described the importance of group diversity and size in detail;

Our group was about 9 people, although some of them couldn’t join every time,
which was kind of a challenge. We had a strong group, although we really didn’t
know each other at the beginning. We all came from different areas of the
organization, which I think helped us bring something to the table. We were
recruited to join or provided the opportunity to join I guess I should say, in the
same way, which was a good thing. We all heard the same basic message, but
since we were in different areas, we probably decided to do it for slightly different
reasons. Everyone had their own perspective and experiences, so we were able to
cover a lot of ground in a short period of time. The process really allowed us to do
that, but I think if you had taken another group of people – a group – I don’t
know, a group that wasn’t as diverse, then you wouldn’t have had all of those
different voices represented. (P2, Program 1)

Other participants also highlighted the presence and importance of group diversity in

their respective action learning programs.

I would say like maybe 8-10 people. Some people, obviously, they couldn’t make
it. I would say 10 people there. It seemed to be a mixture of people. People who
were managers and people who were non managers. That was good. (P3, Program
2)

To me personally, I think the value of the action learning process is I got to – we
got to bring different people together. I don’t know if that’s the action learning or
that’s just the nature of the thing – to really have a different perspective, where
you usually wouldn’t have a chance to listen to or to learn from.  So that’s
something I really like. (P5, Program 2)
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We were a mixed group. Even though we worked the same organization, we
really didn’t work together. This experience was good partly because of the
mixture of people. (P2, Program 1)

Consistently across all programs, participants reported a small and diverse group of

people. Most interviewees connected the group dynamics to their process of learning

(Research Question #3), and thematically, it was one of the strongest threads connecting

the different implementations of action learning.

Theme 1-C: The Group Process

Participants commented on their experience with the ‘statements only in response to

questions’ ground rule of action learning, which is shared with participants before

beginning the process and referred by the action learning coach throughout. A few

participants shared what the rule-based process of questioning looked like.

It was explained to us early on that the process would be guided by two ground
rules. The first was that we could only ask questions to begin with. We couldn’t
just make observations or statements about things. We had to start with asking a
question and then we had to keep asking questions. (P2, Program 1)

And then, everything that we said, we had to ask – we had to be in question mode.
And when we asked the – we had to say then the question and then we had to
follow the previous statement by making sure that we answered that question,
then leading to another question. (P6, Program 2)

Participants provided lots of colorful commentary about how the rules around asking

questions impacted their learning experience. In summary, participants in all three

programs reported a similar rule-based questioning process, which was explained and

enforced by an action learning coach.

All three of the themes discussed connect the three different action learning

programs and provide insight into how these different implementations were structured. It
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seems that within this small sample of WIAL-model action learning, the type of problem

used, the group selection, and the rule-based process are the strongest connective threads.

DIMENSION II: Program Factor Differences

This dimension describes the important and unique differences in the three action

learning programs. After coding the participant responses, six themes emerged from the

study analysis:

 Who designed the program

 Who coached the program

 Program maturity

 Organization type

 Intended program outcome

 Duration of program

Theme 2-A: Who Designed the Program

The program designer is defined as the person who was most responsible for decisions

about the implementation of the action learning program. In all three cases, the programs

were designed using the WIAL-model of action learning, but program designers were

responsible for deciding how to implement the program within their respective

organizations. In identifying research sites and programs, the researcher understood that

Programs 1 & 3 were designed primarily by WIAL-certified Master Coaches and

Program 2 was designed by an internal program manager with the support of a WIAL-

certified Master Coach. The program manager in Program 2 was also a supervisor to

some people in the group and the power dynamics seemed to have impacted the program

effectiveness. However, in reviewing participant data it was difficult to distinguish an
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overall program design or structure from the specific elements of those programs.

Therefore, the structural analysis of the three programs is provided throughout the

findings. The experience and identity of the program designer was a difference across the

three programs, but it is difficult to locate the impact of this difference on its own.

Precisely because all three programs adopted the WIAL-model of action learning the

programs share some similarities in design, but the various organizational contexts

demand unique applications. In this sense, the experience-level of the program designers

is varied, but the relevance of that variance is difficult to determine.

Theme 2-B: Who Coached the Program

Another theme that emerged from participant responses was that program sponsor needed

to be involved, but not too involved in the action learning process itself. Participants in

all three programs reported that at the beginning of their program, an organizational

sponsor presented a problem to the group. In addition, in all three programs, the action

learning groups presented their recommended solutions to the program sponsors at the

conclusion of the programs. A participant in Program 3 described this process succinctly;

Then we were split up into groups to receive real time business problems from
very senior level executives and we worked on them through the course of about
five days with the fifth day being the day that we presented back a plan to our
senior executive. They made commitments to execute action items out of it and all
those sorts of things. (P12, Program 3)

However, the programs differed on the amount of involvement of the program sponsor.

Participants in Programs 1 and 3 shared that it was helpful to have the program sponsor

support the process, while several participants in Program 2 felt that the level of

involvement of the program sponsor was too much. One participant described the

situation in Program 2 clearly.
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In this program [the coach] was also the person working on the program,
so…there was a vested interest there. It could have been a good thing since there
was a lot of perspective on the issues, but I think it made things more challenging.
There was almost too much involvement when you ask me. Given that the
purpose of the program…and I’m coming into this thinking that you want us to
work on this problem…was to make some real progress when you could tell that
there was this vested interest in kind of pushing things one way or another. I can
totally understand it and it was pretty subtle, but it was something that I picked up
on. (P6, Program 2)

Another participant in that same program added a similar comment;

…What I found there was [that the coach] could not stay in the coach role – could
not do it, and that’s been a problem …because… you need that distance. (P4,
Program 2)

The coach for this program also required heavy note-taking throughout the process,

which left some of the participants with the feeling that the process was a bit mechanical

rather than organic. Again, the frame for Program 2 was a ‘working group,’ so it is not

surprising that sponsor involvement may have manifested itself slightly differently in this

program. In the other two programs, participants described how the organizational

problem presenter made the case for the problem, supported the process throughout, and

listened to the proposed changes.

Theme 2-C: Program Maturity

The three programs differed in how many times they had been offered previously; or

what I termed to be program maturity. Program 1 had been run with different cohorts of

participants for the past two years. In addition, that program had the same coach and the

same program sponsor during that time, which means that the logistics of implementation

had been refined.

…I knew that they had done this before. I didn’t really know too much about the
other groups, but my experience was very positive. We got a description of action
learning and then we just started doing it. It was a commitment for everyone, but
after a while you just trust the people and the process. The coach knew what he
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was doing and that experience came through…the whole program was put
together very well. (P1, Program 1)

Participants in Program 3 also had the benefit of a mature program, which had been run

five times in the past two years. Participants similarly felt that the program showed signs

of an experienced delivery team.

…there were several parts to the whole thing. Lots of logistics went into getting
everything set up for us. It was a busy week and the whole program was designed
to get us to think about things and meet each other. We had agendas for each
day…it was a really comprehensive and well-planned program. (P10, Program 3)

Notably, Program 2 was in its first year. Participants in that program understood it to be

an experimental process.

This was the first time [the program designer & coach] was doing this, so we
knew that there would be a learning curve. (P4, Program 2)

In comparing the maturity of the three different action learning programs, it is difficult to

isolate the significance of previous deliveries upon participant experiences. However,

participant’s responses suggest that expectations might have been different for different

programs based upon how many times they had been delivered.

Theme 2-D: Organization Type

One of the most salient differences across the three programs is the type of organization

in which the program was delivered. That difference is salient because action learning is

expressly intended for solving problems that are specific and unique to an organization.

Therefore, the type of organization and market are important for understanding how

action learning might be leveraged for leadership development. Programs 1 & 2 were

both implemented in governmental agencies. Program 1 was a local county government

and Program 2 was in a large Federal agency. On the other end of the spectrum, Program

3 was delivered a diverse set of employees in a multi-national commercial entertainment
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company. It is possible that these very different contexts could impact the effectiveness

of the programs. However, despite these differences, all three programs used the WIAL-

criteria for selecting their organizational problem. That is, all three programs selected real

and timely organizational problems for the participants to work on. This seems to have

minimized the potential program differences based on organization type.

Theme 2-E: Intended Program Outcome

One of the most relevant differences across programs was the intended program outcome.

According to the participant accounts, there were important differences in how much

emphasis the programs put on the learning and development of the participants.

In Program 1, action learning was presented as a leadership development tool with some

practical problem-solving and networking components. Participants in that program

stated;

We were invited to come to this program, which was a great opportunity so I took
it. I wasn’t that concerned about what we were going to do, because I’ve been
through leadership development trainings and courses and stuff like that before.
During the opening of the program we got a really great overview of the process, I
think that was the first time I heard “action learning,” but it didn’t really cause me
to feel any hesitancy or anything. I just figured it was another leadership tool. (P2,
Program 1)

[The coach] introduced it to us as part of our leadership development training and
then we started with it. We tried to use it throughout. It’s about a six month – I
don’t know, it’s not exactly six month, but that was my introduction to action
learning. (P1, Program 1)

In Program 2, the action learning program was presented primarily as a working group

which would provide participants an opportunity for learning and networking. The coach

of that program shared,

The primary purpose of our teams was to solve an organizational problem; that
said, I introduced developing leadership skills (WIAL-model) as part of the effort.
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I believe the leadership skills were less of a focus for the teams than the problem
solving components.

Additionally, the participants in that program added that they felt that the program was

more of a project or innovation group. Participants in Program 2 also shared their

reaction to using the learning intention, which was more neutral than the responses from

Programs 1 & 3 in which the learning intention was seen positively.

I would say the positive was the sense of, again, just making certain that you were
aware and truly at that point, I would say, “Okay. I do need to listen. I do need to
focus,” and being aware of it and then knowing that you’re gonna be asked.  Is it
difficult to make that change within an hour and a half? Of course. Yes. And then,
sometimes it was hard because you’re thinking, okay, so how did this affect or
what difference did it make? (P6, Program 2)

The negative comments suggest that there might have been a lack of coherence between

the way the program was presented and the method. Since the program was framed

primarily as a working group, some participants seemed to express frustration at the

learning component.

[Interviewer: It wasn’t an integral part of the process?] To me, it wasn’t.
[Interviewer: Did they do any feedback at the end or a follow up?] We did.  We
did all of that. We chose them from the [a list] and there – people kept saying
networking, which I thought was kind of crazy because here you are in a room
with other people from the rest of the agency. Your networking piece is done;
you’re meeting them. What more can you say? How are you gonna work on that
in the hour and a half, two hours? It’s a cop-out. (P4, Program 2)

Yeah, we started every session by listing out something that we wanted to work
on during that day, working on it and then at the end saying how we think we did
on it. I think it would probably be more valuable for someone with less
experience, not to sound conceited or anything but once you’ve been in
collaborative situations like there where you’ve been working as the leader, there
are definite areas of growth but the areas of growth happen slower, because you
reach a cert level and think when you’re just starting out as a young leader some
of those things that work on can enable you to grow exponentially in a short
amount of time. (P9, Program 3)
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In Program 3, as in Program 1, action learning was presented as a developmental tool

with some practical problem-solving and networking components. Even though the

action learning program lasted one-week, participants felt that this was enough time to

learn some new leadership skills. Participants commented that action learning was clearly

a part of a larger leadership program, which emphasized learning.

[When asked about decision to participate] … Because I felt that in my new role,
having gone back into businesses, I wanted to add strings to my bow. And I
thought it was quite a good one because it’s a solid management skill that’s
transferrable but also could give me a broader visibility of that form to work with,
more areas of the business. So a personal development thing really. (P11,
Program 3)

In addition, participants in Program 3 were asked about their experiences with setting the

learning intention to which most of them had a positive reaction. Overall, participants in

Program 1 and Program 3 clearly felt that learning was strongly emphasized along with

the group problem-solving. Program 2 did not frame the experience as a developmental

opportunity, but instead framed it more like an innovation working group. However,

Program 2 maintained the learning intention methodology which seemed to cause some

confusion about the purpose of the program. One of the most significant differences

across the programs was how the programs framed action learning and how the learning

intention process was perceived. While all three programs met the requirements of

WIAL-model action learning, Program 2 clearly did not emphasize learning as much as

the other programs.

Theme 2-F: Program Duration

In reviewing the participant data for emergent themes, the issue of program speed was a

clear differentiator between the different implementations. It is important for participants

in an action learning group to have time to take action between group meetings. This
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ensures that participant learning is informed by practice. All program participants had

experienced this rhythm of meeting, action, meeting, action, etc. In addition to the action

steps taken in-between group meetings there is typically a final presentation of solutions

to the program sponsor with the expectation that the solutions will be implemented. In

Program 1, which lasted for about six months, participants felt that the duration and speed

of the program was sufficient to make progress on solving problems and on individual

development.

Yeah, that’s a good question…I thought that the speed of the program was about
right. I mean we had been working on [the problem] before action learning ever
came around, but we had enough time to meet and come up with a good solution.
(P1, Program 1)

We met for about 6 months which was a good amount of time to get things done.
(P2, Program 1)

However, the problems with speed of the programs showed up in two ways. In Program

3, the duration of the program was only one week so the participants did not have a lot of

time to take action between group meetings. One participant from Program 3 stated very

clearly how this short duration made it difficult to take action between group meetings.

We had this week-long program which was pretty intense. We had a lot to do as
you might imagine. We didn’t really have a lot of time to take action in between
meetings during that time, but it didn’t really seem to matter because we were
able to come to agreement on the problem and come up with some solutions. I
think it was a good taste of what action learning can be like, but I don’t think we
really had a chance to practice; do you know what I mean? We said, “Well if we
had more time…” a few times. I know programs like this are usually a week so
there is always a little bit of that, but I think when it comes to action learning it
would have been nice to have more time to take action ourselves to track down
the information. We were a bit rushed, but that’s not to say that it wasn’t a good
experience. It was. I definitely learned a lot. (P12)

In Program 2 there was a different set of challenges related to the speed of the program.

Participants in that program commented that there was a lot of external pressure to come
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up with solutions and they felt rushed at times. Another participant in Program 2

highlighted that there was too much emphasis on process and not enough on practical

action.

…there was too much process and not enough progress…there was an
expectation of something that we need to get done in an innovative way and I
didn’t see that we were getting there; we were not making enough progress in my
opinion. (P7, Program 2)

The main thing that sticks out for me was that the action learning approach
seemed particularly effective for brainstorming component of trying to solve the
problem.  But it seemed less effective in the, at the point where you actually had
to start making decisions and move forward.  And part of that may have been
artificial in that we were in pretty severe time constraints, not forgive me, for lack
of knowledge about action learning to adjust for time constraints or not, that was
my immediate reaction to having participated in the group. (P8, Program 2)

Across the three programs, participants shared different opinions about the speed of the

programs. Obviously in Program 1, speed and duration did not seem to be issues, so little

was said about it. However in Programs 2 and 3 participants expressed many

interpretations of how and why the speed of the program impacted their experience. This

is an important theme, because in many ways, the theme of speed and duration are

directly linked to the WIAL action learning element of ‘taking action.’

Overall, all three programs followed the WIAL-model of action learning. Yet, the

discussion of similarities and differences across the three programs provides a full picture

of the diversity of interpretations and applications. Having reviewed these points of

comparison, the following two research questions address how effective the respective

programs were in impacting leadership development outcomes and what specific factors

were the most significant.
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Question 2: Do participants think their action learning experience impacted their own

leadership development outcomes? If so, what outcomes were impacted?

This section identifies the impact of action learning experience on participant leadership

development skills and the specific leadership development outcomes that they felt were

impacted. At the beginning of the interviews, participants were asked to share their own

definitions of leadership and what unique strengths and weaknesses they had regarding

leadership ability. Participants were then asked directly whether they felt that

participation in the action learning process enhanced the leadership skills that they had

described. Given the categorical nature of the research question and the fact that

participant data revealed a diversity of interpretations, three inductive dimensions were

used (see Figure 4H), plus one additional dimension, which covers the specific leadership

outcomes identified by participants (see Figure 4M on pg.100). For a description of how

the categorical codes (“yes,” “no,” and “unsure”) were attributed to each program and

participant, see Appendix L).

 Yes, action learning significantly impact leadership

 No, action learning did not significantly impact leadership

 Not sure if action learning impacted leadership

 Participant leadership development outcomes

Figure 4H. Impact on Leadership
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For summary purposes, participant responses to the research question have been

presented in the table below (Table 4B).

Table 4B. Impact of Action Learning on Leadership Development Outcomes

Participant
Did Action Learning Impact

Leadership?
Program

Did Program Impact
Leadership?

P1 Yes
Program 1 Yes

P2 Yes
P3 Not sure

Program 2 Not sure

P4 No
P5 Yes
P6 No
P7 Not sure
P8 No
P9 Not sure

P10 Yes
Program 3 YesP11 Not sure

P12 Yes

Each participant’s interview was coded as a whole whether their program impacted their

leadership ability. Then each program was review holistically taking into account the

number, intensity, and directness of participant responses to give each program a single

yes, no, or unsure categorization (see Figure 4I).

Impact on Leadership Outcomes?

Yes
Not sureNo
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Figure 4I. Overall Participant Responses to Impact on Leadership

In looking at the aggregate participant data, 50% felt that action learning significantly

impacted their leadership, while one third (33%) were not sure. A small percentage

(17%) felt that action learning did not have any impact on their leadership. At the

program level, patterns emerge that suggest that some programs were more suited to the

development of leadership than others. Participants in Program 1 felt that their

experiences did impact their leadership skills (see Figure 4J).

Figure 4J. Program 1 Summary to Impact on Leadership

Yes
50%

No
17%

Not sure
33%

Yes
100%
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However, the response from participants in Program 2 was more diverse (see Figure 4K).

Participants in this program showed the most uncertainty about how their action learning

experience impacted their leadership.

Table 4K. Program 2 Summary to Impact on Leadership

Finally, participants in Program 3 mostly answered in the affirmative about how their

action learning experience impacted their leadership (see Figure 4L).

Figure 4L. Program 3 Summary to Impact on Leadership

DIMENSION III: Yes

Yes
17%

No
33%

Not Sure
50%

Yes
75%

Not Sure
25%
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Across all three programs, 50% of the participants shared experiences of how

their action learning experience had positively impacted their leadership skills. Some

selected examples are provided below.

I think it just gave me another tool in my toolbox to use as a leader when working
with folks and creating that collaborative environment and, you know, facing
issues and problems and goals, so I think that was the biggest thing…I think again
it was a very powerful experience, a very powerful tool. (P9, Program 2)

If I should gain a leadership role again…I think I would be more mindful of the
team dynamics because when I was supervising before, I didn’t really pay
attention so much to how the employees interacted with each other. I think that’s
important…that’s what I’ve taken away from the action learning that I would do
differently if I were to have a team to supervise. (P3, Program 2)

…I think that I realized that I’m being able to more flexible and I think I’m able
to see onto something for exploitation, you know, like, leading by example, you
know, leading by example means that I’m empowering other people, you know,
so if that means that you have to take a step back and let the others run the show,
well, that’s the best way to do it. (P7, Program 2)

Participants were also asked if the impact of their action learning experience had

transferred back into their work after the program was complete. Several participants

shared that it had.

I think I was already pretty good at asking questions and pausing before just
introducing my own opinion into a conversation or discussion; but it heightened.
That’s a very simple behavioral change, but it’s very real for me. (P12, Program
3)

I’ve been calling people out because you can’t just let people just kind of like
walk all over you.  There’s a way you can do that. I did it in a joking way at the
meeting. I got my point across. It strengthens me in that way. In other regards, it’s
helped me to speak up more period and be more forceful about my opinion
period. I’m opinionated person anyway but to be more forceful about it and to do
it in a certain way. I think I picked that up just from those five sessions that we
had. (P3, Program 2)

That would be up to other people to judge that, but I think I do, because my
awareness of it is different than it used to be before the action learning.  I am
always aware – maybe not always, but most of the time I keep that in the back of
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my head.  Discussions might fly high and can be very intense – it’s in the back of
my head. (P10, Program 3)

Overall, participants in all three programs felt that their leadership skills had been

impacted in some ways. However, participants in Programs 1 and 3 were more specific in

their descriptions and more enthusiastic about the degree of impact. In addition, of the six

participants who felt that action learning positively impacted their leadership, two were in

Program 1 (33%) and three were in Program 3 (50%). Only one person out of six in

Program 2 felt that the program was effective in development leadership skills..

DIMENSION IV: No

In comparing the three different action learning implementations, there were only

a few participants (17%) across all programs who felt that their leadership was not

significantly impacted. Notably, all of those participants were in Program 2.

[Interviewer…as a result of participating in the program, do you think you are
leading any differently?  Why or why not?] No, I’m not…I’m not leading any
differently. [Interviewer: Why not? You’ve kind of already explained it. Right?]
Yeah, because I don’t see anything – I didn’t find it to be above or beyond what I
was currently doing. (P6, Program 2)

For me personally I would say no and the reason being that I am an investigator
by nature, so the asking questions trying to [inaudible] the issue through that
process is something I’ve done previously. (P8, Program 2)

Participants were coded within this theme when they made a direct appraisal of the

impact in the negative. Several other participants had reservations about saying that

action learning significantly impacted their leadership, but did not claim that it had zero

impact. Those responses were coded as “Not sure.”

DIMENSION V: Not Sure

In between the positive and negative attributions, 1/3 (33%) of participants felt

unsure about the impact of action learning on their leadership. However, 75% of those
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participants who were unsure of action learning’s impact were from Program 2, again

highlighting the over-representation of Program 2 in the data. Comments from

participants highlight their muted reactions.

I would say the only thing that I probably learned through this is I need to be
more respectful of other people talking. Because I’m one that as soon as I come
up with a thought I like to just blurt it out. So if anything, that’s what I learned.
(P6, Program 2)

So, we were like having a general goal because of where I worked for [the
organization] and I had a very little understanding about the dynamics internally
to [the organization], so for me that was important but I had a very specific
leadership competencies that I wanted to develop there were, you know, manage
conflict better, we want to see backing in better ways and there were times were
they are, I’m not so sure they were really, there were sometimes that I didn’t
know if I really accomplished my goal today and if they have or have not. (P7,
Program 2)

I’m gonna say it made an impact and I think had I practiced it more consciously
everything, it would’ve made a more significant impact but it definitely made an
impact but I can’t say it’s been that significant yet just because I’m kind of stuck
between all this stuff I learned and practiced and got excited about and then my
daily routine…I think I came away with new insights for sure and that was really
awesome. And I know that it seeped into what I'm doing now. I just can’t say
wow, it’s so significant, I use it all the time. No, I wouldn’t go that far. (P8,
Program 2)

Some participants felt that the experience was an extremely valuable one, but had a hard

time putting into words exactly why and how the process was valuable. Others felt that

the process had some positive and negative elements. Still others felt that the action

learning experience impacted the leadership skills of others in their group, but made little

impact on them personally.

Overall, the responses to the research question, “Do action learning participants

think their leadership skills have been impacted by participating in their respective action

learning program?” support the claim that action learning impacts leadership. However,

the significant number of “No” and “Not sure” responses, particularly from Program 2
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participants, suggests that differences in program implementation may moderate action

learning’s intended impact on leadership development. In summary, Programs 1 & 3

were effective in developing leadership however it was unclear if Program 2 was

effective.

DIMENSION VI: Specific Leadership Development Outcomes

The second part of this research question addresses the specific leadership

development outcomes identified by participants. This study intentionally allowed

participants to provide their own definition of leadership since there were no shared

definitions across programs. The WIAL-model of action learning activity encourages

participants to define their own leadership outcomes (Marquardt, 2004; 2011; Marquardt,

et. al., 2009; Leonard & Lang, 2010). The outcomes are presented according to program

and then according to cross-program analysis (see Figure 4M).

Figure 4M. Participant Leadership Development Outcomes

Theme 3-A. Program 1 Leadership Development Outcomes

What leadership development outcomes were impacted?

Program 2
 Self-confidence
 Problem-solving
 Listening
 Networking

Program 3
 Coaching skills
 Self-confidence
 Networking

Program 1
 Self-confidence
 Self-awareness



104

Participants in program 1 expressed a variety of leadership development outcomes.

Individuals listed outcomes such as being more vulnerable, more humble, more

collaborative, improved questioning, improved communication, and increased knowledge

about other components of the organization. In reviewing the data, the participants most

consistently spoke about gaining new insight and perspective. These were interpreted as

improved self-awareness and self-confidence. Here is how one participant explained it:

If I’m trying to solve a problem myself…I feel like you have to take a step back
and say who can help me solve this problem? Who can I lean on or trust and just
involve other people into my problems and then all of a sudden my problem is so
light it’s not heavy. And that’s me. I don’t think that was anybody else. I think
that was me bringing, like, self-awareness and confidence about what I learned
(P1, Program 1).

The primary findings about leadership development outcomes from Program 1 suggest

that while self-awareness and self-confidence emerged as primary outcomes, the

secondary outcomes mentioned at the individual-level suggest a wider variety than can be

appropriately accounted for at the program-level. To address this, outcomes from

Program 1 are included in the data set for the cross-program analysis.

Theme 3-B. Program 2 Leadership Development Outcomes

Participants in Program 2 expressed several leadership outcomes that had been impacted

by their participation in action learning. Although, as previously mentioned, not all

participants in this program were sure that their leadership had been impacted. After

reductive analysis of participant comments, four findings emerged; self-confidence,

problem-solving, listening, and networking.
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One of the most salient findings to emerge from the analysis of outcomes from

Program 2 was that participants came out with improved self-confidence. One participant

expressed how this self-confidence manifests during the program.

In other regards, it’s helped me to speak up more period and be more forceful
about my opinion.  I’m opinionated person anyway but to be more forceful about
it and to do it in a certain way. I think I picked that up just from those five
sessions that we had. (P3, Program 2).

Several participants added that their confidence or self-esteem was improved. Others

added that their participation in the process simply reminded them of their own strengths.

…I think that I’m very strong in that area. I probably very strong in terms like in
problem solving, accountability, conflict management, resilient to—things like
that, are some of the things that the experience reminded me of. (P7, Program 2)

This finding emerged from a thorough review of participants in Program 2 who expressed

that their self-confidence had been improved and that action learning had in some way

validated their strengths.

Another finding for Program 2 was improved participant problem-solving.

Comments in support of this finding were a bit scattered around the interviews for

participants in Program 2. They often spoke about the program in general as being a good

tool for problem-solving on the group-level. Fewer participants defined improved

problem-solving as an individual-level outcome. Those that did suggest that their

problem-solving was impacted, typically thought about the questioning process within

action learning, or action learning itself, as an external framework that could be used to

assist them in solving problems. One participant explains;

[Interviewer]: What did you say you were going to work on? [Interviewee]:
Problem solving. [Interviewer]: Has the experience at all changed how you look
at problem solving? That’s an honest question, not a leading question.



106

[Interviewee]:  I think what I learned was a tool that can be used that I didn’t
know existed, so before this project, I didn’t know about action learning and I
think now that I now a little bit more about it and that it is a valuable tool that can
be used when you’re working inside of a group.

The problem-solving finding emerged as a theme across several of the interviews as

participants clearly interpreted their action learning experience as a chance to try a new

form of group problem-solving.

Listening also came through as a salient theme across a few participants.

However, even though listening was mentioned by several participants, they never spoke

about it with much depth or clarity. Below is an example comment that expresses this

surface-level response.

Well, let me think.  I would say the only thing that I probably learned through this
is I need to be more respectful of other people talking. And as the whole listening
piece came in, I really do need to focus on what other people are saying and listen
and allow people (P6, Program 2).

In some ways, leadership outcomes are less clear simply because participants were less

sure about the impact the program had on their leadership.

Finally, networking emerged as an important leadership development outcome of

Program 2. One participant defined the outcome this way:

…Certainly the networking piece.  Although, not adequate, it helps.  It definitely
made me more capable of having a say in areas that I wouldn’t otherwise have a
say in, and I wouldn’t have. Those kinds of things – I would have never had that
opportunity, so that has to do with exposure. (P4, Program 2).

Several commented that the structure of the program allowed for new professional

relationships to be created that would not have happened otherwise. While this finding

does represent a slightly different type of outcome, as compared to a purely cognitive,
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affective, or behavioral (i.e. Bloom, 1956), it still satisfies the definition of a leadership

development outcome.

Theme 3-C. Program 3 Leadership Development Outcomes

Participants in Program 3 expressed that the program’s most salient leadership

development outcomes were coaching skills, self-confidence, and networking. As with

the other programs, there was some significant variety at the individual-level making

strong thematic summaries at the program-level difficult. With that said, the reductive

process recommended by Patton (2002) and Creswell (2007; 2012), revealed some

significant program-level outcomes. One of the largest themes within this Program 3 was

improved coaching skills. One participant captured the significance of this finding below.

So that’s maybe more what I learned in that general category. Yeah, I think I was
already pretty good at asking questions and pausing before just introducing my
own opinion into a conversation or discussion; but it heightened.  That’s a very
simple behavioral change, but it’s very real for me. I’m keenly aware of whether
or not I have asked a question or someone has asked my opinion of me before
inserting it in the conversation, very much so. The extra step of coaching is a this
amazing moment. It was a rush that I have not experienced in any sort of
professional circle in a really long time.  I just thought wow!  That is really the
power. (P12, Program 3).

Other participants in Program 3 also commented on improved skills in asking questions

and coaching.

Another important finding was improved self-confidence. As with the previous

programs, participants expressed this leadership development outcome in a variety of

ways. Two representative quotes express how confidence emerged as a finding

particularly when they were discussing action learning’s problem-solving approach.

I think confidence, maybe, a real confidence in that it is possible to solve
problems no matter how difficult it might seem at the start of the problem solving
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thing, so I think that confidence in the fact that things can be solved is something
I brought back and also the rest of my peers… (P10, Program 3)

Another telling example demonstrates how the participant responded to a question about

the impact of the action learning program on problem-solving skills. The participant

responds that it did not have a direct impact on problem-solving, but interestingly

highlights the subtle element of self-confidence when approaching problem-solving. The

participant states,

That’s a great question. I don’t know that it necessarily changed my perspective
on problems or the definition of problems, but it did change my perspective on the
fact that really any problem has a pathway. Maybe not to being fully solved, but
to at least have a different perspective introduced into it. (P12, Program 3).

This element of self-confidence seems to have saturated the participant comments.

Occasionally it emerged directly, but its frequency was a more determining criterion for

assigning significance.

Finally, participants in Program 3 highlighted the outcome of an enlarged

professional network. Participants commented on the advantages of working with a

diverse group of peers across the organization. One representative example is provided

below.

Because I felt that in my new role, having gone back into businesses, I wanted to
add strings to my bow. And I thought it was quite a good one because it’s a solid
management skill that’s transferrable but also could give me a broader visibility
of that form to work with, more areas of the business. (P11, Program 3).

Overall, participants in Program 3 felt that their experiences led to some leadership

outcomes. There was still notably variety on the individual-level of analysis, but on the

program level, there was some consistency.

In conclusion, the three action learning programs showed improvements in

participant self-confidence, problem-solving, network, coaching skills, and listening.
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Again, these findings emerged after a coding process using prevalence, intensity, and

directness (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2012) as dimensions of significance. However, for the

purposes of this study, leadership outcomes were defined as anything to help a person in

the process of social influence toward a common task. This is especially applicable to this

study because the WIAL-model of action learning activity encourages participants to

define leadership outcomes for themselves (Marquardt, 2004; 2011; Marquardt, et. al.,

2009; Leonard & Lang, 2010). Conclusions about these findings are provided in Chapter

5.

Question 3: What significant program factors contributed to the achievement of those

leadership development outcomes?

Having compared the three different action learning programs and having

reviewed their impact these programs had on the leadership development outcomes of

their participants, the following section will summarize the findings of a reductive

analysis of program factors. This was done by analyzing both deductive and inductive

models of analysis. The inductive approach came from the six elements of action learning

and the program descriptors. The deductive approach came from the reductive thematic

analysis of participant data. In comparing the three implementations of action learning,

seven of the ten differences were discovered to have an impact the program’s ability to

effectively develop leadership skills of its participants (see Table 4C).

Table 4C. Program Elements and Impact Summary

Program 1 Program 2 Program 3
Important
Difference

Important
Impact
on LD
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Program
Designer

WIAL-
certified

Master coach

Internal
Supervisor

WIAL-
certified

Master coach
X

Program
Coach

WIAL-
certified

master coach

Internal
Supervisor

External
consultant

X X

Program
Maturity

Mature New
Mature

X X

Problem
Type

Real and
urgent

Real and
urgent

Real and
urgent

X

Organization
Type

Government Government Commercial X

Intended
Outcome

Leadership
Development

Problem
Solving

Leadership
Development

X X

Duration of
Program

6 months 2-5 months 1 week X

Modality
In-person Blended In-person X

Group Size
& Diversity

Diverse, 8-
10 people

Diverse, 5-8
people

Diverse, 6-9
people

X

Group
Process

Two ground
rules

Two ground
rules

Two ground
rules X

The ten elements listed provide a framework for investigating the relative leadership

impact of the programs. Each element was analyzed individually to interpret its impact on

the leadership development of the participants. Again, program effectiveness was defined

as the program’s ability to develop leadership skills of the participants.

After reductive analysis was conducted on each of these elements for their impact

on program effectiveness, two thematic dimensions emerge to answer the research

question. Again, this section follows an inductive model of exploratory qualitative

research, following Patton (2002) and Creswell’s (2007; 2012) suggestion that this

approach be used when an appropriate a priori framework exists which adds meaningful
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structure to new sets of data. Using a simple two-dimensional framework, program

comparisons are made according to those unique elements that did not impact program

effectiveness and those unique elements that did impact program effectiveness (see

Figure 4N). The first dimension describes unique program features that did not have an

important impact on program effectiveness. The second dimension describes the unique

program elements that did have an important impact on program effectiveness.

Figure 4N. Impact of Unique Features on Program Effectiveness

DIMENSION VII: Low Impact Factors

This dimension represents the unique program elements that did not impact the

program’s ability to develop leadership skills. Participants from all three programs were

asked about their own definitions of leadership and whether the action learning program

that they participated in had made a significant contribution to their leadership abilities.

As research question #2 described, participants in Programs 1 and 3 felt that their

program was effective. Participants in Program 2 however felt that their program was

largely ineffective. In trying to understand which unique features of Programs 1, 2, and 3

Impact of Program Elements on Leadership Outcomes

Low Impact
 Program Designer
 Org. Type
 Duration & Speed of Program
 Modality

Significant Impact
 Program Coach
 Program Maturity
 Problem Type
 Intended Outcome
 Group Size & Diversity
 Group Process



112

may have impacted the program’s effectiveness, participant data on unique features was

gathered and analyzed. Drawing from their answers, four unique elements were

identified:

 Program Designer

 Organization Type

 Duration and Speed of Program

 Modality

Theme 4-A: Program Designer

As previously described, each of the three WIAL-model action learning programs were

implemented in different ways. The logistics of those programs, the learning and

performance outcomes, and any evaluation measures are attributed to the program

designer. In the case of Program 1 & 3, the programs were designed by a WIAL-certified

Master Coach and those programs were judged to be effective in improving participant

leadership. However, Program 2 was designed by a supervisor who was internal to the

organization after having had some exposure to action learning and participants in that

program were unclear about the impact action learning had on their leadership. In

addition, the problem that was presented to the groups was a part of the program

designer’s formal responsibility. However, the program design was in keeping with the

WIAL elements and there was no direct evidence that the program design was itself a

critical factor. One exception, which is addressed in the next section, was Program 2 in

which the program designer was also the program coach. In reviewing the data it was

determined that the identity of the program designer was in itself not a critical factor

simply because the program was designed using the WIAL-model of action learning. It
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may have been implemented in a unique way, but the identity and involvement of the

program designer was less important than they involvement of the dual-role program

sponsor/coach.

Theme 4-B: Organization Type

This study investigated three different implementations of action learning in three

different organizations; two domestic governmental and one international commercial.

Given that organizational cultures can be radically different across different markets and

different countries (Hofstede, 1980; Kotter, 1992; Schein, 2009), it’s possible that the

organizational type may have had an impact on the implementation of action learning.

However, participant-generated data did not provide much insight into how these

different organizational contexts, outside of the specific elements already listed, might

have impacted the successfulness of the action learning programs. Yet, a conclusion can

still be drawn since Programs 1 & 2, which both were conducted in domestic (United

States) governmental agencies, had different results. Since both programs were

implemented in US governmental agencies, but had different program effectiveness we

can logically eliminate organization type as an important factor even if participant

responses did not directly address how this element. Organizational type is one of the

most salient distinctions between these three programs, yet based on this research it does

not seem to be a critical factor in program effectiveness.

Theme 4-C: Duration and Speed of Program

The three programs had different durations; however this did not impact program

effectiveness. Specifically, Programs 1 & 2 were conducted over a series of several

months; however Program 3 was conducted over the course of one week. Despite the
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limited time, participants in Program 3 still felt that they had the opportunity to apply

what they were learning and that their leadership was positively impacted by the

experience.

Now we only had a week together doing action learning so we didn’t have a lot of
time, but I think it was a powerful experience because we had the opportunity to
apply what we were learning in the program. We would meet during the day to do
workshops and hear presentations and then at night, the group was like we had
time to ourselves to apply what we had learned (P12, Program 3).

In addition, even though participants in Program 2 had roughly the same program

duration as participants in Program 1, the programs did not share the same effectiveness.

Given the positive result from a short program (Program 3) and contradictory results in

programs of the same length (Program 1 & 2), it does not seem that program duration is

an important variable in predicting a program’s ability to impact participant leadership

development.

In addition, program speed was brought up in Programs 2 & 3 as being a

limitation. In neither program did participants have enough time in between group

meetings to take significant individual action on the problems.

…we were concerned with the speed of which we were trying to push to get this
done. I had concerns because of being in other projects, sometimes you hurry up
to do something and it doesn’t turn out the way it’s supposed to be and it’s not the
best product that it should be. (P8, Program 2)

I think one is a lot of times we’re pressed for time and people think that jumping
to things that’s gonna make it faster, really it - it’s not necessarily true because if
you take the time to find out the root cause of your issue and think about – action
goals and all that, you would be more likely to have a good solution when you get
there but I think a lot of times we’re responding so quickly to so many things it
feels like you have a baseball bat and the ball is coming and you just keep hitting
them. (P10, Program 3)
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However, the two programs were given different evaluations on their effectiveness.

Participants in Program 2 did not think that the program impacted their leadership,

whereas participants in Program 3 generally felt that the program did impact their

leadership. Participants in Program 1, which did not have a speed problem, also

suggested that their program was effective. Given that Programs 2 & 3 shared the same

issue, which was that the speed of the program did not allow for significant action to be

taken, but did not have the same results, suggest that program speed or lack of action

between group meetings did not impact program effectiveness.

Theme 4-D: Modality

One unique factor across the programs was that Program 2 used a blended approach to

action learning, which is defined as having a combination of ways for individuals to

participant in the group. For example, one participant in Program 2 interacting with the

group over a conference call telephone line rather than being there in person. That

participant explained the challenge of that blended approach.

…I became frustrated at one point. And I just said to the group, because it was
hard, again, being on the phone and not being able to hear very well at all times,
depending if there was background noise going on or if another phone had static,
wherever that may be.  And I was trying to say something, and then I was cut off.
I am just so tired of these damn questions.  I just want to tell you why – I just
want to give you information.  So I found – I got a little frustrated at, I guess, the
communication process of it because it wasn’t – I felt that it was being
constrictive (P4).

However, Programs 1 & 3 only used live, in-person meetings to conduct the group work.

Yet, despite this difference, it does not seem to have impacted the program’s

effectiveness even though participants in Program 2 did not think that the program was

highly effective overall.



116

For the purposes of what we were doing, I think having more people participate
was a good thing. We sometimes had to stop to make sure that we were getting
participation from the people on the phone, but we went around the room taking
turns anyway, so it wasn’t a problem. I think there were some communication
issues obviously because, you know, you can’t see someone’s face and reactions,
but I think we got some good information from the people on the phone and good
participation. I don’t think that was a critical factor. (P7, Program 2)

In conclusion, even though the blended modality was only used in Program 2 and

Program 2 was the only program to be rated as not effective, it does not seem that these

two findings can be correlated based on participant responses.

Overall, these four factors, while not uniform implemented across the programs, did

not seem to significantly impact program effectiveness. Using the participant data to

clearly identify themes, the program designer, the organization type, the duration & speed

of the program, and the blended modalities, were inconsistent across all three programs.

However, when these differences were compared to the program’s impact, they were less

important for determining the success of the program.

DIMENSION VIII: Important Impact Factors

This dimension represents the unique program elements that impact, either

positively or negatively, the program’s ability to develop leadership skills. Again,

participants from all three programs were asked about their own definitions of leadership

and whether the action learning program that they participated in had made a valuable

contribution to their leadership abilities. These unique elements were identified from a

reductive analysis of participant responses and then compared to their respective

program. In all cases, specific participant comments were attributed to the identification

of each theme. Drawing from their answers, six unique elements were identified:

 Program Coach
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 Program Maturity

 Problem Type

 Intended Outcome

 Group Size & Diversity

 Group Process

Theme 5-A: Program Coach

In comparing the effective programs (Program 1 & 3) from the ineffective program

(Program 2), the quality and experience of the coach emerged as a critical factor. The

programs all used coaches of varying experience levels and it seems that this lack of

experience impacted the effectiveness of the respective programs. For example Program

1 was coached by a WIAL-certified Master Coach and was deemed effective in

developing leadership. Program 2 was coached by an internal supervisor who was not

WIAL-certified and the program was not effective. Program 3 was coached by someone

who is not WIAL-certified, but who had received advanced training in action learning.

Several participants provided comments supporting the coach’s role as largely

determining the success of the program.

I think the coach’s ability to keep us on track was very important. Without that
person there to guide the process, we might not have been able to [solve the
problem]. Plus, I don’t think we would have learned as much. I think you need
someone in a group like that to make sure you’re getting out of it what you need
to. (P1, Program 1)

I found [the master coach] very impressive.  The sessions that we had with him,
he just does it so naturally. And he’s brilliant at just sort of extracting the right
qualities at the right time. But I think that comes with practice. (P9, Program 3)

Conversely, in Program 2, some participants felt that the coach’s lack of experience may

have also impacted the program.
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…What I found there was [that the coach] could not stay in the coach role – could
not do it, and that’s been a problem …because… you need that distance. Without
that, the people and the process are not going to be as effective. (P4, Program 2)

There were several incidents when people were just talking about what they knew
and it was hard to have a conversation. [The coach] didn’t say much other than,
“what’s the question?” but the whole process got difficult at times… (P6,
Program 2)

However, this was not a universal opinion across participants in Program 2. Some

members of that program spoke positively about the coach’s ability to manage the group.

In reviewing the participant data as a whole, it was quality more than the quantity of the

comments that suggested a strong connection between coach skill and program

effectiveness.

Theme 5-B: Program Maturity

As previously stated, the three programs differed significantly in how many times they

had been offered previously; or what this study calls “program maturity.” Program 1 had

been run with different cohorts of participants for the past two years. Similarly,

participants in Program 3 also had the benefit of a mature program, which had been run

five times in the past two years. Program 2 however, was in its first year of

implementation. Logically, programs that have been run previously have the benefit of

past performance and since Program 2 was the least effective of the three programs

investigated, it’s a small interpretive leap to connect the lack of impact to the lack of

program maturity. However, the newness of the program and the newness of action

learning are somewhat conflated in the participant data. They had a hard time making

clear distinctions between their experiences in the program from how action learning

‘should’ be used.
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…there’s definitely something to be said to follow a process.  I mean, there’s no
question about it.  And I think that one – at times, when everyone kind of got the
flow of what was needed or what needed to be done, but – and then I – actually, it
probably left me with the question is this the way that it is really conducted and
I’d like to maybe do a little bit more research on it to – because I’ve done it
before.  I’ve read about it before, but I don’t know, I still feel that I probably need
to get a better handle on understanding the whole process. (P4, Program 2).

This was my first experience with action learning, so I guess, I’m still not entirely
sure if what we did was pure action learning or not. We seemed to mix together
lots of old ways of doing things with these new meetings…so I’m not really sure I
still really know what action learning is supposed to do. (P7, Program 2).

I think what happened is because there were so many people, they tried to divide
it, and I don’t know if it was action learning or just the way they were dealing
with it since they have to lay out a problem statement. (P5, Program 2)

Participants in Program 2 provided other examples of nuanced phrasing throughout their

respective interviews that were noticeably more tentative than participants in Programs 1

& 3;

…if I understand action learning correctly… (P5, Program 2)

I’m not sure if this is how it’s supposed to work, but…. (P6, Program 2)

…I think we might have done that part differently than other programs. (P8,
Program 2)

Together, the participant data from Program 2 suggest that program maturity was an

important factor that negatively impacted program effectiveness. It is unclear exactly how

the previous deliveries of the other programs might have helped them, but in the case of

Program 2, there was a consistent theme related to the lack of previous experience by the

program designer, coach, and participants. Again, it is also possible that the experience of

the coach is conflated with the program maturity.

Theme 5-C: Problem Type
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As previously stated, all participants reported their experiences with being presented with

an organizational problem to solve. Even though the three programs had different

effectiveness, participants across all programs shared that having a real and timely

problem was a significant factor. Participants in all three Programs shared how the

problem type positively impacted their leadership development experience:

Yeah, there was some urgency to get to a solution on the problem, but we
understood that we needed a good solution, not just a quick solution. We were
invested because we were working on something real. (P1, Program 1)

I think one very important part is when we went through the process and stopped
after a while asking the group if we do think we know what the problem is and
everyone has to write down or describe what their personal view on the problem
is and that is my experience. Most of the time you see that there is no agreement.
People have no idea what the real problem is. I think that’s a takeaway as well
outside the action learning that when people are discussing a problem identifying
the problem within the group discussing the problem is very, very important. (P9,
Program 2)

….so we were doing all of these things each day, but we always had this problem
to work on. It was there in the back of your mind as you went through the other
sessions because we knew that at the end we were going to have to come up with
something. I think that kept us focused. (P11, Program 3)

In order for us to interact, we did it rather quickly, I think, because we all felt
strongly about the topic…It was energizing; very energizing where you can go
outside your normal function and do something else. Very nice. It made me more,
I guess, I just felt energized in my regular work. It was a very, very nice
experience.  (P6, Program 2)

One participant in Program 2, who was unsure about that Program’s impact on her

leadership, framed their frustration around their genuine interest to solve the problem

they were presented with.

…that was the frustrating part because at first, you know, you really want to make
a difference. I went into it a little naïve I guess, but here we had this new type of
group to work on [the issue] and it’s something that you’d really like to see
something change because things have been so stagnant…and maybe I just got
my expectations set too high. (P8, Program 2).
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The real and timely problems were a consistent theme across all three programs as being

a helpful element in structuring or anchoring the learning. Even in cases in which the

participant wasn’t sure or felt that the program had no impact on his or her leadership,

their responses suggested that working on real and timely problems was an important

factor in decided to participate.

Theme 5-D: Intended Outcome

One of the clearest differences across programs was the amount of explicit emphasis on

leadership development. In Programs 1 & 3, participants clearly understood that their

action learning program was intended to help them develop new leadership skills. In

Program 2, participants were told that the program was either an “innovation group” or a

“work group,” in which action learning would be used. This difference in program

framing emerged through the participant data and seemed to impact the effectiveness of

the programs. Differences in the emphasis on learning showed up in two primary ways.

First, the invitations to participate were very different. Participants in Programs 1 & 3

were told clearly that their program was intended to help them develop leadership.

Yeah, my first exposure to action learning was through a program…[for new
leaders]…the entire program deals with many different things.  It’s really one of
the most comprehensive leadership development programs I’ve ever participated
in or heard of or had any kind of exposure to at all.  A core component of it is
action learning… (P12, Program 3)

However, participants in Program 2 were less about the Program’s intended learning

outcomes.

That term [action learning] didn’t really kind of dawn on me until I think [the
coach] mentioned it and later on. I thought it was a [project] workgroup. That’s all
I thought it was and that we’re gonna get in there and figure out why the [project]
process wasn’t working. (P3)
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The second difference in learning emphasis was the use of the learning intention. All

three programs used the WIAL-method of having participants identify a leadership

competency or skill to work on during the session. However, the amount of emphasis

placed on the learning intention differed across programs. In Programs 1 & 3 participants

felt that the learning intention process was largely helpful.

If I remember correctly the way that we approached this is we would do it once a
day. So if we broke for a few hours and came back to the session, we sort of
stayed focused on this particular trait. Then we would revisit them on the next
day. Yeah, I would say it was really helpful. (P1, Program 1)

I think I learned awareness of the various leadership skills, because when you had
to define what kind of leadership skill you have to focus on during the session,
that’s something I previously hadn’t made any attempts to do, at least not in that
way… It’s the same with all the leadership skills like creativity, engagement,
motivation, things like that; I think awareness around those leadership skills is a
great takeaway from the action learning. (P10, Program 3)

However, in Program 2, participants were less clear about the purpose of the learning

intention process.  This is not surprising given that the program was primarily presented

as a group problem-solving process.

So my one comment I think that I feel is a real potential limitation in the real
world is the very beginning of the session where you have to select your
leadership competency that you’re wanting to practice in that session. Because
that to me feels a little bit artificial…so I see a real practical challenge of being in
one of these group sessions would be getting the buy in for the managers, or for
anyone actually, involved in selecting that management competency and then sort
of commenting on how they think they’ve done with that competency because it’s
very separate from the substance of the problem that they’re there to discuss. (P6,
Program 2)

…Then, I didn’t really like the [learning intention] part in the beginning. I do not
think it really fulfills the purpose…at the same time, our meeting always –
because we’re always very busy, and sometimes we’d spend the first half just
talking about [the learning intention]. For instance, people are working on – I’m
working on how do we listen, but it doesn’t make sense that they just – people are
just really – you’re not working on it, basically. (P5, Program 2)
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Overall, it seems that the differences in how the program emphasized or prioritized the

learning outcomes against the performance outcomes had an important impact on the

effectiveness of the programs.

Theme 5-E: Group Size & Diversity

The WIAL-model of action learning recommends a diverse group of 4-8 participants. As

previously stated all action learning programs met this requirement. Interviewees shared

their experiences of working within their groups and how the group size and diversity

impacted the program’s effectiveness. Several participants commented on the importance

of group diversity.

We were a mixed group. Even though we worked the same organization, we
really didn’t work together. This experience was good partly because of the
mixture of people. (P1, Program 1)

…we had a little more freedom. I don’t think people quite understood each other’s
rules outside of the room as well, so that actually gave them more freedom. They
weren’t as afraid. (P5, Program 2)

To me personally, I think the value of the action learning process is I got to – we
got to bring different people together. I don’t know if that’s the action learning or
that’s just the nature of the thing – to really have a different perspective, where
you usually wouldn’t have a chance to listen to or to learn from. So that’s
something I really like.  (P5, Program 2)

No participants made explicit comments about the direct impact of group size on their

experience other than to suggest that the groups felt intimate because of their small size,

which then helped them build trust.

I would say that what I saw were people feeling relieved, appreciative or
something along those lines that they were being given an opportunity to stop,
think and ponder; also, perhaps, not prepared for that because – not in an “I can’t
think” way. I was really actually quite happy that everybody was able to do that.
(P4, Program 2)
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Overall, I think everyone – the action learning process helps people to break that
shell and get out of their comfort zone.  It helps to build their trust easier and
faster. In any type of setting, you need to build a trust in the first half of the
meeting, but action learning did right away for us. (P5, Program 2)

The personalities are different and the way people are respectful to each other, I
think that really builds the team right there…I know a lot of people spend
thousands of dollars on team building exercises.  Basically, if you have respect for
each other and not attack people like piranhas, then you’re gonna have a better
team. On the [project], people had differences of opinions but it wasn’t in an
attack mode. It was like, “Let’s get it at the truth mode,” which is kind of
different. It’s very different, actually. That’s one thing that made an impact on
me. (P3, Program 2)

One of the key elements of the WIAL-model of action learning is specific guidance on

group size and diversity. All three programs followed this model by soliciting

participation from a diverse group of participants from across their respective

organizations and then putting them together into clusters of roughly 4-8 participants.

This group environment seemed to positively impact the individual’s leadership

development experience even in programs that were ultimately viewed as ineffective.

Theme 5-F: Group Process

Another one of the most salient themes that emerged from the participant data was the

impact of the group process. As defined in the WIAL-model of action learning, this group

process is governed by two ground rules; “you can make statements only in response to

questions” and “the coach can intervene any time there is a learning opportunity” (WIAL,

2013). All three programs employed the same group process as defined by the ground

rules.

I learned that basically, the technique of action learning of asking a person
question to get at the real issue is a good tool to use because normally what
happens is we have people who are kind of like bumping heads. It’s like they’re
not really asking, they’re telling. If you step back and say, “Do you mean such
and such and such,” it just kind of eases the tension a little bit and allows that
person to get to the point where they can really express what they’re talking
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about; not that they’re just frustrated at their whatever. That was pretty cool. (P2,
Program 1)

So the fourth component of asking questions and responding to question…some
of that negative criticism of it, the judgment evaluation of ideas that can
sometimes pop up when you’re just trying to get the brainstorming going. So I
found that was particularly helpful to have some rules to follow to counter
people’s natural tendencies to want to evaluate ideas before you fully generate
your list. I think that would be, yeah, that’s probably the best component of it.
(P10, Program 3)

It was a definite value to the tool and it also starts in your mind that maybe there
are times where instead of making a statement, asking a question can help lead the
whole group to your understanding as opposed – or to a better understanding of
the issue, and sometimes even lead yourself to a better understanding of the issue.
(P9, Program 3)

However, while participants in Program 1 & 3 found these ground rules mostly helpful

for learning and problem-solving, participants in Program 2 were very vocal in sharing

their confusion about the process.

So they went around the room, and I was like, “Would somebody please answer a
question?  Please!” “Oh, I thought all we could do was ask questions.” I caught
that happening, and I said, “Hold on. Time out, guys, people. Let me explain
something that you obviously missed.” I had to break that in order to make it stop.
I had to break – because I couldn’t answer that question – answering that question
wasn’t gonna get to my point of “Stop asking so many questions! Start answering
some of them.” That was insane. (P4, Program 2)

I don’t know if this is anything new, but I became frustrated at one point.  And I
just said to the group…because it was hard, again, being on the phone and not
being able to hear very well at all times, depending if there was background noise
going on or if another phone had static, wherever that may be.  And I was trying
to say something, and then I was cut off…I am just so tired of these damn
questions.  I just want to tell you why – I just want to give you information.  So I
found – I got a little frustrated at, I guess, the process of it because it wasn’t – I
felt that it was being constrictive. (P7, Program 2)

…sometimes just asking questions not necessarily help you to have that analysis
than conversation about things. That is contradictory in a sense but is just a little
bit weird, it is not the questioning per se, but the time to really do it wide...I think
for me it was restrictive. You know?  So, it was difficult, you kind of learn how to
use this but I don’t think everybody cut into that well. And I think something was
missing because we weren’t able to speak our thoughts. So, expand on that, you
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know, sometimes the questioning framework don’t allowed to that. (P8, Program
2)

Given the extreme reactions from participants in different programs, it was clear that the

group process of questioning and reflecting had a strong impact on the program

effectiveness. Again, it’s hard to say exactly how much of the participants reaction to the

questioning process can be attributed to the quality of the coaching or to the respective

intended program outcome (leadership development vs. problem-solving/working group).

It is likely that in addition to individual factors, there are unique combinations of factors

that led to participants rating some programs as more effective than others. Either way, it

is clear from the reductive analysis of other participant data, that the group process was

an important factor in program effectiveness.

Overall, the review of participant data found that there were six major differences

in the program implementation that impacted, either positively or negatively, the

program’s effectiveness on leadership development. Those six factors, program coach,

program maturity, problem type, intended outcome, group size & diversity, and group

process were discovered using a reductive analysis of unique program elements. These

six factors most directly answer the primary research question of this study; how do

different action learning program implementations impact the development of participant

leadership?

Chapter 4 Summary

This chapter on findings includes participant demographic descriptions,

comparative program descriptions, and research question data following Patton (2002)

and Creswell’s (2007; 2012) analytical framework. The similarities and differences

between the three programs were analyzed using an inductive process. The six elements
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of WIAL-model action learning were used to distinguish the programs. The data

supported that three elements were implemented in the same way (i.e. a real and timely

organizational problem, a small group of diverse participants, and a rule-based process of

questioning) and three were implemented in different ways (i.e. the emphasis on learning,

the duration of the program, and the involvement of the sponsor/coach). Other

programmatic differences were not described until research question #3 where their

impact and relevance was more appropriate. Finding from research question #2 were that

Programs 1 & 3 were effective in encouraging the development of leadership skills of

their respective participants. Participants in Program 2 however we more diverse in their

responses with the majority of them sharing that they were unsure how much of an

impact their participation in the program had on their leadership. The findings from

Research Question #3 highlighted four unique program differences that ultimately did not

impact program effectiveness (i.e. program designer, organization type, program

duration, and program modality) and six program differences that did impact program

effectiveness on leadership development (i.e. program coach, program maturity, problem

type, intended outcome, group size & diversity, and group process). Taken together, the

findings from all three research questions tell a story about the impact of different

program implementations and what specific factors seem to have the most impact on the

leadership development outcomes of their participants. Chapter 5 discusses the study

conclusions and recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter contains six sections. The first section presents a summary of the

study’s results. This is followed by the conclusions, implications for theory, implications

for practice, and recommendations for future research.

Summary of Results

The purpose of this study was to identify the significant leadership development

factors in three different action learning programs. To accomplish this, twelve

participants were interviewed about their experiences in the respective programs. An

exploratory qualitative interview approach was used in order to achieve a better

understanding of participants’ subjective meanings of leadership and leadership

development and how those phenomena may have been impacted by participating in

action learning. Based on the results of the study, answers to the research questions are

discussed below.

Question 1

What are the similarities and differences between these three action learning programs?

The similarities and differences between the three programs were analyzed using

a combined inductive and deductive process. The six elements of WIAL-model action

learning were used to inductively distinguish the programs, because all three programs

followed the WIAL-model of action learning. In addition, four more external elements

were added to provide a full picture of the programs under review (i.e. modality,

organization type, program maturity, and intended outcome).  The data supported that

three of the ten elements were implemented in qualitatively the same way (i.e. the type of
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problem, group size & diversity, and the group process) and seven were implemented in

qualitatively different ways (i.e. who designed the program, who coached the program,

program maturity, organization type, intended program outcome, duration of program,

and modality).

Question 2

Do participants think their action learning experience significantly impacted their own

leadership development outcomes? If so, what outcomes were impacted?

Each participant’s interview was coded independently to determine whether their

experience with action learning impacted their leadership development. In addition, each

program was review holistically taking into account the prevalence, intensity, and

directness (Creswell, 2012) of participant responses to give each program a single “yes,”

“no,” or “unsure” categorization (see Figure 4I). Findings supported that, overall,

Programs 1 & 3 were effective in encouraging the development of leadership of their

respective participants. However, participants in Program 2 showed greater diversity in

their responses with the majority of them sharing that they were unsure how much of an

impact their participation in the program had on their leadership. The most important

outcomes mentioned in Program 1 were general self-awareness and self-confidence. The

most important outcomes in Program 2 were confidence, problem-solving, listening, and

networking. In Program 3, the most common outcomes were problem-solving,

questioning skills, self-confidence, general self-awareness, and networking. Overall,

across all three programs, the most critical leadership development outcomes were self-

confidence and networking, although the program comparisons are the most relevant

findings for the purposes of this study.
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Question 3

What significant program factors contributed to the achievement of those leadership

development outcomes?

Having compared the three different action learning programs and having

reviewed the relative impact these programs had on the leadership skills of their

participants, Research Question #3 used a thematic analysis of program elements and

impact. In comparing the three implementations of action learning, ten significant

differences were found across all factors. Significant differences were defined as those

factors that had a reasonable expectation to impact, positively or negatively, the

program’s ability to effectively develop leadership skills of its participants. The findings

were that four unique program factors did not impact program effectiveness (program

designer, organization type, duration & speed of program, and modality) and six program

differences that did impact program effectiveness on leadership development outcomes

(i.e. program coach, program maturity, problem type, intended outcome, group size &

diversity, group process).

Conclusions

As the need for new leaders has increased, so has the need for better forms of

leadership development (Hamel, 2007; Lojeski, 2010; Gratton, 2011). Action learning is

one of the most popular tools for leadership development (Byrnes, 2005; ASTD, 2008;

Trehan & Pedler, 2011); however the empirical research on the relationship between

action learning and leadership development is only just beginning (Marquardt, et. al.,

2009; Leonard & Marquardt, 2010). Given that action learning theory evolved out of

practice, researchers are now trying to uncover governing variables that account for the
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observed practice effect (Leonard & Marquardt, 2010). In an effort to systematize the

action learning methodology with consistent professional standards, the World Institute

of Action Learning (WIAL) has provided a six-element definition of action learning and

created a certification program for program coaches and designers (WIAL, 2013). Yet,

even within this WIAL- framework, there is diversity in the ways in which action

learning programs are implemented. Action learning, by definition, is based on the real

and timely problems of an organization (Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; WIAL, 2013) and

therefore researchers would expect there to be variety in implementation. Therefore, it is

still unclear which unique program factors may impact the leadership development of

their participants. This study attempted to answer that question by using an exploratory

qualitative methodology informed by Moustakas (1994), Patton (2002), and Creswell

(2012) to identify previously undiscovered themes. Based on the findings of this study,

the following four conclusions were drawn:

1. Confirmation that participation in action learning encouraged development of

self-confidence, problem-solving, increased network, coaching skills and

listening.

Participant responses across all three programs revealed a cluster of general and

specific leadership development outcomes which relate to previous exploratory work. As

a whole, the findings support Acker-Hocevar, Pisapia, & Coukos-Semmel (2002), Kim

(2003), and Kueht (2009) who found that action learning reinforced general leadership

skills. More specifically, several participants highlighted that their action learning

experience stimulated new feelings of self-confidence. Acker-Hocevar, Pisapia, &

Coukos-Semmel (2002), Lamm (2000), Lee (2005) found similar increases in participant
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self-confidence, participate courage, and confident leadership respectively. Marquardt &

Yeo (2012) consider self-confidence as the first of their five “…keys to breakthrough

problem solving (p217- 219).” Another cluster of reported leadership outcomes was

regarding improved problem-solving. These outcomes were previously discovered in

studies by McNamara (1996), Van Schuyver (2004), De Haan & de Ridder (2006), and

Kim (2007). Additionally, participants in the study also commented on how participation

in action learning significantly enhanced their professional network, which was viewed as

a leadership outcome on its own. This supports Weinstein (1997) and Choi (2005) as well

as Davey, et. al. (2001) who found that developing new business contacts was the single

most significant leadership development outcome. Another finding was that participants

developed new coaching skills, which confirms previous research by Acker-Hocevar,

Pisapia, & Coukos-Semmel (2002), Choi (2005), and Lee (2005). Finally, Findings from

this study show improvements in listening skills, which similarly confirms research by

Lamm (2000) and Choi (2005).

2. Confirmation that program designer, organization type, and program modality

were not critical (i.e. positive or negative) program factors for leadership

development.

The findings from this study connect to previous exploratory work on action learning

program factors most likely to impact leadership development outcomes. Of the list of ten

different program components used for this analysis, only three were found to have little

or no bearing on leadership outcomes. Even though Programs 1 and 3 both had WIAL-

certified Master coaches and those were also the two programs that had greater impact on

participant leadership development outcomes, it seems more likely that these factors are



133

indirectly related. Since the program design follows the same guidelines outlined in the

WIAL-model (WIAL, 2013), it would be difficult to attribute program outcomes to the

person who followed those guidelines. In the case of Program 2, it is more likely that the

conflated roles of program designer, program sponsor, and program coach were a more

important factor in impacted participant experiences. This clearly violates action learning

best practice (Marquardt & Yeo, 2012). While this variable was recorded as an important

feature of comparison, ultimately it did not prove helpful. Second, organization type also

did not emerge as an important factor. This supports the large body of literature on action

learning and leadership development which rarely if ever attributes different factors to the

type of organization (i.e. government, non-profit, or commercial) in which the program

was run. Action learning has proven to be an effective leadership tool within a variety of

markets, countries, organizations, and groups (Marquardt, et. al., 2009; Leonard &

Marquardt, 2010; Leonard & Lang, 2010) and therefore this confirms previous research.

Finally, program modality, or the fact that some participants interacted with their groups

through teleconference, did not seem to be an important factor. Only Program 2 had

participants who participated virtually, but in reviewing the data on that program, the

mixed modality did not seem to impact the leadership development outcomes. This

confirms previous research by Waddill (2001), Caulat (2011), and Marquardt & Yeo

(2012) that e-learning and mixed-modality action learning programs can be just as

effective as traditional in-person programs.

3. Previous research is challenged in proposing that taking action on the problem is

necessary for achieving leadership development outcomes.
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This study’s findings revealed that taking action between meetings did not seem to

impact leadership development of the participants. Program 3 was short (i.e. one week),

but was still effective, while Program 2 was much longer (i.e. five months), but was

viewed as less effective in developing leadership. This was a surprising result because

one of the tenets of action learning is that action needs to be taken on the problem.

Revans (1982; 1998), Marquardt (2000; 2004; 2011), and the World Institute of Action

Learning (WIAL, 2013) have repeated stated that without significant time between group

sessions, participants do not have time to take significant action to support new learning.

This does not support the empirical findings of Raudenbush, Marquardt, and Walls

(2003), Lee (2005), and Dinkin (2013) who found that taking action was a significant

factor in facilitating learning.

There are three possible explanations for this finding. First, the WIAL-model of

action learning is not necessarily making a distinction between critical learning factors

(i.e. categorical “must have” factors) and supportive learning factors (i.e. “nice to have”

factors), which is an important conceptual distinction as described by Boynlon & Zmud

(1984) and Nunnally & Bernstein (1994). Without knowing which factors are truly

critical and which ones are supportive, it’s difficult to agree on the necessary components

for effective action learning programs.

Second, it is possible that action learning’s inherent “balanced” approach

(Revans, 1984; 1998; Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; Cho & Egan, 2010; WIAL, 2013)

encourages researchers to conflate too many elements and perspectives and this makes is

difficult to identify which factors are important to which outcomes. As previously stated,

many of the empirical studies reviewed investigated program “success” factors, though it
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was unclear is the term “success” meant the achievement of all or only some of action

learning’s intended outcomes. Previous empirical research often conflated both individual

and organizational outcomes, as well as, performance and learning outcomes. With this in

mind, it may be that “taking action” is only a critical component for some definitions of

success and not others. Again, the findings of this study suggest, that when viewed on the

individual participant level, taking significant action between group meetings may not be

a critical factor for leadership development.

Third, there may be inherent behavioral-domain bias within the WIAL-model of

action learning. That is, of the various mental models from which action may be

understood and implemented, there may be in inherent bias towards behavioral models.

Leonard & Marquardt (2010) acknowledge that since action learning theory evolved out

of practice, researchers are now trying to uncover governing variables that account for the

observed practice effect. In addition, Cronbach & Suppes (1969) have suggested that

research oriented in practice tends to be used to make decisions, or what they call

“decision-oriented inquiry,” which tends to focus on measuring the immediate and direct

impact of programs. That is, action learning was born out of practice and action learning

research was born out of decision-oriented inquiry, which could have embedded a bias

towards behavioral models of learning rather than the cognitive or affective domains

(Bloom, 1956; Anderson & Sosniak, 1996). Marquardt & Waddill (2004) described how

action learning has incorporated five different models of adult learning including

behavioral, but also the constructivists and the cognitivist. And from a constructive-

developmental perspective, this study’s finding that participants did not need to take

action between group meetings to achieve learning outcomes, supports Mezirow’s (1991)
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claim that transformational learning is essentially a transformation of perspective through

some form of “disorienting dilemma,” which can be triggered by a life crisis or in less

dramatic predicaments, can be encouraged by a teacher or coach (Torosyan, 2007). When

understood this way, the impact of a short duration action learning program can be better

explained. Even if there is little opportunity for participants to take significant action

between group meetings, disorienting experiences within the group may serve as a

sufficient mechanism to stimulate new insight and awareness. So, while Marquardt &

Waddill (2004) espouse an integrative perspective on learning domains, the theory in use,

as judged by a review of the current literature with the WIAL-model of action learning,

suggests that there may be an inherent behavioral orientation. Again, this wouldn’t be

surprising given that action learning and action learning research both evolved out of

decision-oriented inquiry.

4. Confirmation that program coach, program maturity, problem type, intended

outcome, a supportive and safe group culture, group diversity, and the group

questioning process were important (i.e. positive or negative) program factors for

leadership development.

Using participant experiences to explore the critical factors within action learning for

achieving leadership development outcomes revealed the findings described in Chapter 4.

Ultimately, six factors were identified as having a positive or negative impact of the

leadership development of the participants. Each of these factors is discussed in

comparison to previous action learning research and relevant leadership development and

learning theories.
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The skill of the action learning coach emerged as one of the key findings, since

Programs 1 & 3 were facilitated by experienced coaches while Program 2 was a novice

coach who was serving the program in a variety of conflicting roles. In this sense, there

seemed to be two distinct factors related to the coach; experience running action learning

programs and limiting conflicting roles, which supports findings from O’Neil (1999),

Kim (2002), Kim, S. (2003), Choi (2005), Kim (2007), and Sofo, Yeo, & Villafane

(2010). Participants attributed the coach’s ability to intervene and structure the group as

one of the most important contribution that the coach made to the process. Additionally,

Thach (2002), Ellinger, Ellinger, & Keller (2003), and Feldman & Lankau (2005) have

demonstrated the leadership development benefits from effective group coaching.

Program maturity emerged as another theme in the analysis; however it is unclear

how this factor may be distinct from other factors. It may be that program maturity

represents a more general category that could explain why other program elements were

more or less effective. For example, it seemed that Program 2 was less effective in

developing leadership skills, it was the only new program, and several participants

reflected that the newness of the program was the cause of many issues. When pressed,

participants expressed a general sense that the program was not well aligned with their

organizational culture. This was most clearly expressed with their repeated attempts to

provide an overall assessment of the program as “new” rather than good or bad. Given

this interpretative leap, this finding would support previous research from Park (2004)

who found that the alignment of program and organizational culture were an important

factor for program success. In addition, Kim (2007) found that strategic alignment and

the organizational support structure were critical factors. Program maturity could have
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also indirectly affected several other factors (skill of coach, problem type, intended

outcomes, etc.), but since these factors are discussed independently, for the purposes of

this study, program maturity was interpreted to be most synonymous with program-

organization alignment. Again, the findings suggest that the alignment of Programs 1 & 3

with the organization broader leadership development goals seems to have impacted the

success of those programs.

Next, problem type emerged as a positive contributor to leadership development

outcomes. Participants commented that they were more engaged in the learning process

and the program in general, because the problem was relevant to their jobs. Again

problem type refers to using real and urgent organizational problems for the purposes of

the action learning group (Marquardt, 2000; 2004; 2011; Marquardt & Yeo, 2012; WIAL,

2013). This also confirms previous empirical research by Park (2004), Van Schuyver

(2004), and Kim (2007) that problem selection was a key “success” factor, even though

the definition of success wasn’t exclusively defined by leadership development

outcomes. Additionally, both Leonard & Marquardt (2010) and Leonard & Lang (2010)

used a meta-analytic framework to identify problem selection as a key factor in

successful action learning programs. Heifetz & Laurie (1997) and Fisher (1999) provide a

distinction between technical problems, which require specific content knowledge and

sequential thinking, and adaptive problems, which don’t require content expertise, but

require web-like thinking strategies. Marquardt & Yeo (2012) argue that selecting

adaptive problems have pedagogical significance within an action learning framework,

because the process was designed specifically to deal with adaptive problems.
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One of the most salient factors that emerged from the data was the impact of

program framing and intended program outcome. The three programs differed greatly in

how they were framed for the participants. Effective programs (Program 1 & 3) made

explicit reference to leadership development in their communication to prospective

participants. However, the ineffective program (Program 2) did not make mention of

leadership development and instead framed the group as a work group or innovation

group. This supports findings by Leonard & Lang (2010), who argue that specific

leadership competencies should be identified prior to starting the program and Knox

(2000) who found that setting the context for the program was the most important factor

for success. Kim’s (2007) mixed-methods study found that program orientation was the

most significant success factor. Park (2004) also found that gaining consensus on the

need for leadership development was a critical element in achieving the intended program

outcomes. Finally, Leonard & Marquardt (2010) found that, on the organizational level,

program orientation was also a critical factor for successful action learning programs,

which aligns with the findings of this study.

More generally, this finding can be explained by reference to two bodies of

learning theory. The first and most fundamental is the schema theory of learning. Kissner

(2009) explains that schemas are the most basic building block of learning because they

provide a system of organizing and perceiving new information. Framing action learning

as “work group” or a “leadership development program” provides an orienting concept

through which participants organize what they perceive and experience. The second body

of research that informs this conclusion is from Malcolm Knowles theory of adult

learning motivation (1984). According to Knowles, in order to learn, adult learners need
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to have six things in place, the first of which is, “…the adult learner needs to know the

reason to learn something (p. 18).” If the learner is primed by a schema that the

experience is to solve problems then their experience and learning will be oriented

towards that application. If however, participants are primed to believe that the program

is for their own leadership development, then they will be motivated to achieve that

purpose. One participant summarized this clearly, “…we were trying to solve a problem.

If we were trying to build new leadership skills, then that wasn’t clear to me (P8,

Program 2).” Taken together, schema theory and Knowles adult learning theory provide

some context for understanding the finding. The way in which the programs articulated

and presented their respective program outcomes did impact the leadership development

of the participants.

In addition, it may be that the lack of framing or priming for leadership

development in Program 2 suggests that the operative model of action learning was more

from the “tacit school” rather than the “experiential school.” The tacit school of action

learning considers learning to be informal or incidental to the problem-solving process.

From this perspective, Program 2 could conceivably have strong leadership development

outcomes. However, the findings from this study suggest that having explicit learning

objectives are important for stimulating leadership development outcomes.

The next relevant factor was a group culture that was supportive and safe. This

was another major trend across participants who felt that their action learning experience

stimulated leadership development outcomes. Acker-Hocevar, Pisapia, & Coukos-

Semmel (2002) also found that creating a safe place to learn was the primary mechanism

for learning for participants in six different action learning programs. Almost a decade
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before that, Balog (1994) interviewed 16 executives and found that the confidentiality of

the groups was the primary facilitator in an action learning program. Choi (2005), Lee

(2005), Holmes (2008), Kim (2007), Marquardt, et. al. (2009) and Leonard & Lang

(2010) all mention the action learning groups need to create a culture of safety,

confidence, support, security, and openness to be effective. This further supports McGill

& Beaty (2001; 2004) humanistic assumptions about the group culture.

This is supported by a collection of classic research on group dynamics from

Lewin (1945), Tuckman (1965), and more recent theories by Pinto, Marques, & Abrams

(2000) and Hackman (2002). This learning effect can be explained by the emphasis in

action learning on limiting the group size to 5-8 participants because it ensures that the

groups can create the kind of safe and secure learning environment (Marquardt, 2000;

2004; 2011; Marquardt, et. al., 2009). This is supported by research from Hackman &

Vidmar (1970) whose compelling study revealed an ideal group size of 4.3 participants

for effective for maximizing emotional bonds between members. Whereas, Blenko,

Mankins, & Rogers (2010) found that a maximum group size of 7 still allowed for

sufficient social interaction to build high-trust environments.

A related but distinct finding was that group diversity was also important

facilitator of learning. This supports previous research by Butterfield (1999), Kim (2007),

Marquardt, et. al. (2009), and Leonard & Lang, (2010), and Marquardt & Yeo (2012),

which also identified group diversity as a core factor for successful action learning

programs. After analyzing the data to make broader conclusions, it seems more likely that

diversity served to provide the requisite variety to adequately understand, adapt, and

perform complex problem-solving (Weick, 1995), rather than contribute to a culture of
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safety and security. If anything, previous research and theory suggest that a group of

diverse strangers are likely to be more mistrustful of each other in the beginning (Bion,

1961; Tuckman, 1965; Hackman & Vidmar, 1970), however, it is also possible that

through the engagement of a shared action learning process, that initial mistrust works to

fuel deeper emotional bonds (Yalom & Leszcz, 2005; Joyce, Piper, & Ogrodniczuk,

2007). Regardless of whether the diversity of group members does or does not ultimately

contribute to a supportive environment, it may still stimulate leadership development

outcomes by leveraging the opposite effect. That is, it may stimulate learning by

prompting and challenging participants to manage the inherent conflict of diversity

(Klein & Harrison, 2007; Page, 2007; Thomas, 2008). This intention is articulated by

Marquardt (2000; 2011), Marquardt, et. al. (2009) and Marquardt &Yeo (2012). In

addition, this may also suggest why flexibility and conflict management and some of the

most frequently cited leadership development outcomes of action learning (i.e. Acker-

Hocevar, Pisapia, & Coukos-Semmel, 2002; Marquardt, 2003; Raudenbush, Marquardt,

& Walls, 2003; De haan & de Ridder, 2006; Holmes, 2008). This finding may also

support Van Schuyver’s (2004) exploratory study of 22 action learning participants, in

which he found that group stress, anxiety, and frustration were actually facilitators of

action learning participant development.

Finally, the group questioning process was identified as a critical factor in

stimulating leadership development outcomes. This factor is distinct from the group size

& diversity above in that it emphasizes the group process of questioning and reflecting.

Within the WIAL-framework of action learning, the questioning and reflection process is

most accurately described in one of the ground rules of action learning: “statements can
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only follow questions (Marquardt, et. al., 2009, p. 227).” During the group process, this

rule in enforced by the coach or facilitator. In addition, action learning groups are

encouraged to come up with additional ground rules of their own (Marquardt, 2004;

2011). In comparing the frequency and intensity of responses from participants, the

questioning group process emerged as one of the largest contributors to participant

leadership development outcomes. This finding supports previous research by Butterfield

(1999) who found that the guided questioning process was the primary facilitator of

learning (94% of participants rated it as the primary factor). Lee (2005) also found that

the questioning and reflecting process was the primary stimulant of leadership

development outcomes. Raudenbush, Marquardt, & Walls (2003) and Van Schuyver

(2004) provide additional evidence for the importance of the questioning process. Roh

(2003) described that the questioning process that focused on deeper “why?” questions

was more effective than technical questions. This connects with the previous conclusions

about action learning being more appropriate for adaptive problem-solving than technical

problem-solving (Marquardt & Yeo, 2012). In the West, the use of questions to stimulate

critical thinking and reflection is usually traced back to Socrates and his use of the

“elenchus” method of group dialogue (Vlastos, 1983; Frede, 1992). More recently Paul &

Elder (2000) outline some of the specific cognitive process employed in asking and

answering questions to encourage critical thinking. Questions have also emerged as a

popular theme for framing organizational and leadership learning (Dillon, 1998; Leeds,

2000; Adams, 2004) and particularly for action learning (Marquardt, 2005). For the

purposes of this study, the work by Mezirow (1978; 1991) and Kegan (1994) help explain

how questions lead to greater perspective-taking, which in turn can lead to greater
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transformative learning or increases in cognitive-development. Marquardt, et. al., (2009)

prefer to use the concept of single-loop and double-loop learning from Argyris & Schon

(1978; 1996) and the concept of “meta-learning” from (Maudsley, 1979) to explain this

same learning mechanism. Regardless of which conceptual model used, there is strong

evidence that a structured questioning process encourages participant learning, which

concurs with the findings of this study.

Implications for Theory

The findings of this study have implications for several aspects of action learning

theory. This research was exploratory, so the findings and conclusion should be viewed

within the context of broader scientific investigation.

…researchers using an exploratory design identify the variables that seem to be
structurally related in a phenomenon, but they do not make hypotheses about the
relationships between these variables. Instead, researchers search for patterns through
graphical, statistical, or logical inference to identify hypotheses that can later be
tested through confirmatory research designs (Marquardt, et.al, 2009; pg. 212)

Given the state of action learning literature, this study’s findings provide several

implications for theory. Specifically, it adds to the limited, but growing body of literature

on action learning and leadership development (Leonard & Lang, 2010; Leonard &

Marquardt, 2010; Hale, 2013). In this study, the impact of action learning was explored

by looking at three different program implementations. Drawing from participant’s

answers, the most critical factors for determining which programs were effective in the

development of leadership were the action learning coach, the program framing and

orientation, a safe and supportive group culture, and the group questioning process. For

action learning theory, this study provides further support for a variety of previous
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exploratory research (See Tables 1A, 1B, and 1C), and advances the field toward a

greater understanding of the critical leadership development outcomes and mechanisms.

While Caulat (2011) provides substantive theory for the support of virtual action

learning, there is still limited empirical research on its effectiveness. This study adds to

the literature on virtual action learning, because this study’s findings did not find that the

blended approach to action learning in Program 2 was an important limitation to program

effectiveness. Data from a participant who attended group meetings via teleconference

stated that the blended approach limited her in some ways, but was ultimately not a factor

in the learning and developmental dimensions of the process. This supports Waddill’s

(2001) and Caulat’s (2011) research on virtual action learning that found that the program

achieved its learning goals.

One interesting implication for theory was that this study did not find that taking

action was a critical factor in the development of leadership. The short duration of

Program 3 (one-week) suggests that this program would not have significant leadership

impact; however participant data shows that it did. Both Lee (2005) and Raudenbush,

Marquardt, & Walls (2003) found that taking action on the problem was critical for

program success, so this study challenges that conclusion. As stated in the conclusions,

this could be explained by; (1) a lack of clarity between critical and supportive learning

factors, (2) a lack of clarity between both organizational and individual outcomes, as well

as, learning and performance outcomes, (3) and/or an inherent behavioral-domain bias

within action learning research and theory. The implication for action learning theory is

that, as a proponent of reflection and transformational inquiry, the field may wish to

systemically evaluate its own bias, mental models, and assumptions.
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Another interesting implication for theory is that in the aggregate, programs may

be evaluated as effective or ineffective, but individual participant experiences were

varied. This has some implications for action learning research. In analyzing the

participant data, it was difficult to come up with universal themes within any given

program. Even though Program 2 was generally viewed as ineffective, some participants

found it to be a good experience. Similarly, participants in Programs 1 & 3 did not

universally find those programs to be helpful or helpful to the same degree. In reviewing

participant data to explain this variety, two possible explanations emerged. First, self-

rated participant experiences suffer from some common reliability and validity problems

(Creswell, 2012). In asking participants to rate if the programs “significantly” impacted

their leadership, there is no way of knowing is those degree of significance are

comparable across participants (p. 130). Methodologically, it remained the most

appropriate way to gather the data, but it is still vulnerable to self-report bias. In

reviewing the data, most participants reported gaining some new insights regardless if

they ultimately rated their program as effective, so it may be that some judged those

insights as significant to their leadership whereas others did not. Second, individual

learners interpret their experiences in unique ways. Following Creswell’s (2012) advice

on using an exploratory qualitative approach, the researcher accounted for this

phenomenological variety in the research instrument.  Participants in the same program,

working on the same problems, will all have unique experiences and interpretations of

those experiences, so when viewed on the individual-participant level, it is not surprising

to see some variety within the same program. Having accounting for both the variety of
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the individual interpretations and the similarity of program structure, this study was able

to identify some critical factors for participant leadership development.

Implications for Practice

The purpose of this section is to discuss the practical implications of the study.

Based on the study’s results and the applicable literature, three implications for action

learning practice are proposed. First, action learning coaches and program designers

should prime participants for leadership development through appropriate program

orientation and framing. There were noticeable differences in the reported experiences

from those people who were told that action learning was a leadership development

process versus those participants who were told that it was a working group or

brainstorming process. Adult learners are self-directed and take charge of their learning,

however the way the program is framed and the intended outcomes greatly determine

how those adult learners orient themselves to their experience. It is not enough to assume

that leadership can be learned without explicit encouragement to do so. Following Cho &

Egan’s (2009) research on a balanced approached, action learning programs that are

focused on problem-solving may not inherently have individual learning outcomes unless

an explicit learning schema is presented. It is not enough to rely on the learning intention

process to achieve these learning outcomes. In fact, participants in Program 2 reported

being confused by the learning dimensions of the process because it did not fit into their

original understanding of the program’s purpose.

Second, when it comes to using action learning as a leadership development tool,

it’s more important to focus on what happens within the group meetings rather than the

actions between meetings. Depending on the organizational constraints on the program,
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action learning can be an effective tool for individual learning even within a short

duration. The process of asking insightful questions seems to be the most important factor

in encouraging new insights and perspectives, which are themselves the building blocks

of adult learning (Kegan, 1994; Mezirow, 1994). Even though action learning, by the

World Institute of Action Learning’s definition, is supposed to leverage the integration of

the cognitive and the behavioral dimensions, the cognitive, affective, and social

dimensions seem to have primacy within the group process. Within groups, participants

are guided through a structured learning process informed by the ground rules, the group

diversity, and the coach’s intervention. So, actions taken within the group are observed

immediately and provided with proximal feedback. Actions taken outside of the group, if

they happen at all, must be brought into the group meetings to be metabolized by that

same learning process. This means that in designing action learning programs for

individual learning, the actions that participants may take between group meetings is far

less important than the group process itself.

Third, across all programs participants commented that the learning intention

process wasn’t as effective as it could be. Several participants commented felt that the

process felt “…artificial” or “…tacked on at the end.” There were some exceptions of

course, but even in Programs 1 & 3 which was judged to be effective, participants share

this sentiment. Marquardt & Yeo (2012) state that this is a common problem in action

learning programs in which learning becomes ambiguous when members do not know

what to learn and unlearn, learning becomes a chore for the team, and the learning

becomes mechanical (see Appendix B). In addition, participants felt that there was no

real accountability for achieving demonstrable learning. Given this, one implication for
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practice is for program designers and coaches to be more creative in how they apply the

emphasis on learning through the program. One suggestion might be to have participants

work on pre-identified leadership competencies that closely match organizational needs

as suggested by Leonard & Lang (2010). This might make raise the visibility and

accountability of the learning intention process. Another approach might be to

incorporate the development of particular action-learning oriented competencies into the

program. Skills like “giving and receiving feedback,” “honesty,” “asking good

questions,” are all integral to the action learning process. Making these competencies an

explicit part of the learning agenda may make it easier for participants to understand how

the learning intention works.

Recommendations for Future Research

Based on the study’s results and discussion, the following recommendations are

provided.

1. More research needs to be done on action learning program “success” factors,

but they need to define “success.” As previously mentioned by Leonard &

Marquardt (2010), for theory-building, action learning researchers need to

distinguish between the critical and supportive learning factors. In addition,

they must first distinguish individual-level outcomes from organizational-

level outcomes. Even further, more research needs to explicitly distinguish

learning and performance outcomes. After these distinctions are made, then

researchers can integrate those perspectives to come up with higher order

theories. However, without clearly defining their terms, an integration of

elements becomes a conflation of elements. When this happens substantive
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findings may get buried. With that said, more research is needed to identify

these factors, as defined by these different perspectives, and build toward

greater certainty of action learning’s significant leadership development

outcomes.

2. One of the learning mechanisms identified in this research was group

diversity, yet participants commented that a safe and supportive group culture,

as created through the small group size and questioning process, was also

important. This raises a question for future research; how does the diversity of

the group impact the participants’ feelings of trust and safety? Theory

suggests that strangers will be less likely to feel trusting of each other, so it

may be that the coach serves a moderating function in this regard, balancing

the conflict and the support within the action learning group. However, since

no empirical research has addressed this question directly within action

learning groups, the interrelationship of the supporting and challenging

dynamics of the group culture are still unclear.

3. This study used participant responses to investigate the key factors impacting

individual leadership development across three different programs. More

research needs to be done to find out how action learning programs are

impacted by organizational context. Case studies provided by Marquardt, et.

al. (2009) and Marquardt & Yeo (2012) show a variety of organizational

factors that impact the success of action learning programs. More empirical

research needs to be conducted to determine which of these organizational

factors may impact participant learning. As mentioned previously, Holton &
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Naquin (2002) suggest that the participant’s manager is critical to learning

transfer. What other contextual factors may critically impact participant

leadership development outcomes?

4. The purpose of this study was to compare programs that fit the WIAL-model

of action learning, yet given the convenience sample, not all of the coaches

were certified by WIAL. Future research could use all WIAL-certified

coaches or Master Coaches to strengthen their findings. The use of certified

coaches would more clearly ensure that the programs followed the intended

design and structure of WIAL while investigating the different ways in which

these programs are implemented.

5. While this study used an exploratory qualitative methodology to investigate

participant leadership development outcomes, future research could use

mixed-methods of quantitative designs. Given the identified factors from this

study and previous studies, a quantitative survey could be used to evaluate

outcomes across a large sample of action learning participants. Or,

quantitative methods could be used to investigate specific models of

leadership may be targeted, such as the Transformational Leadership model of

Bass & Avolio (1994), for investigating participant leadership development

outcomes with pre and post testing comparisons.

6. It is still unclear which leadership development interventions, like action

learning, simulation, coaching, etc. work best for a given organizational and

individual learning situation. As it is, there are a variety of case studies that

support that action learning is an effective tool for developing leaders.
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However, comparison studies have not been able to convincingly show the

conditions in which action learning may be particularly well suited. Jennings

(2002) found that simulations were more effective than action learning while

research by the Corporate Executive Board (2009) found that action learning

was more effective than simulations. This inconsistency highlights the need

for further research into matching action learning, as a modality, to leadership

development outcomes that are well-suited to its strengths. McLuhan (1964)

famously said, “The medium is the message,” so what does the medium of

action learning teach its participants as compared to simulations, individual

coaching, and training? How does that message fit with the broader

organizational culture that it’s in? For example, Marquardt, et. al. (2009) and

Leonard & Lang (2010) suggest that action learning uses a “shared

leadership” or “distributed leadership” model in which decision making is

distributed across the team (Gronn, 2002; Uhl-Bein, Marion, & McKelvey,

2007; Avolio, 2011;). So, what is the impact of using an intervention based in

shared leadership in a hierarchical organization? There are several possible

answers, which future research could identify.

Summary

This study explored the perceptions of action learning participants in three

different action learning programs about the impact of that experience on the

development of their leadership. The use of exploratory qualitative interviewing have

proven worthy for providing a conceptual foundation for action learning and leadership

development theory. The conceptual framework utilized in this study, the World Institute
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of Action Learning (WIAL) six-element model of action learning, provided a broad

perspective that helped to focus the research. The results of the study suggest that even

when all six elements are present, the translation of those components into significant

leadership development outcomes varies. It is expected that the information provided in

this study can be used as knowledge base for future research and practice of action

learning and better meet the leadership challenges ahead.
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APPENDIX A
Example Coaching Questions

Problem Analysis Questions What is the group trying to accomplish?
What is preventing you from accomplishing your goal?
What can you do about those barriers?
What have you tried thus far?
What were the consequences of your actions?
Are there any alternatives?
Who knows what you/we are trying to accomplish?
Who can help us?
Who cares about what we are trying to accomplish?

Group Process Questions How helpful was that comment (or question)?
Could we turn that statement into a question?
Why did members ignore that point?
What does that really mean?
Does that fit with our ground rules?

Reflection Questions What questions were the most helpful?
How can we make this group more effective?
How are we doing thus far?
What ideas from this meeting appear to be most
important?
What made it easy or difficult for you to learn?
What actions do you plan to take?
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APPENDIX B
Breakthrough Elements and Common Challenges

Marquardt & Yeo (2012, p. 218)

Breakthrough Element Common Challenges/Mistakes
A problem that is urgent and complex  Problem is urgent but unimportant

 Problem is too narrow and does not provide sufficient scope
for learning

 Problem concerns a select group of people, not the
organization

Questions and reflection  People use questions as weapons to make personal attacks
 People question for the sake of questioning
 People lose interest in the process because they cannot reflect

well
Appropriate mindset, value, and
attitude of action learning members

 Attitudes and values are too diverse and there is no common
meeting point

 People harbor anger because they have been coerced into
action learning

 A negative mindset can breed further negativity
Skilled coaching/facilitation of the
action learning team

 Coaches are appointed without prior training or experience
 Coaching is misconstrued as conflict management
 Coaching is used to manipulate relationships

Integration of learning into the action
learning projects

 Learning becomes ambiguous when members do not know
what to learn and unlearn

 Learning becomes a chore for the team
 Learning becomes mechanical

Establishment and enforcement of
clear norms

 Norms are mistaken for organizational policies
 Norms do not relate to performance or learning
 Norms are either too rigid or not enforced

Formulation of explicit timelines and
expectations for the action learning
team

 Unrealistic timeliness create unnecessary pressure on team
 Expectations and timeliness do not match
 Conflicting expectations surface from top management and

problem sponsor/coach
Power allocated to the action learning
teams

 Roles become ambiguous in team settings
 Power is manipulated for personal gain
 Power is overshadowed by authority from top management

Diversity of action learning teams  Diversity leads to cultural clashes
 Diversity attracts members with difficult personalities
 Diversity reduces team membership

Commitment of top leadership to the
use of action learning

 Top management does not walk the talk
 Top management is involved without clear sense of purpose
 Top management’s commitment is not complemented by

adequate involvement in team meetings
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APPENDIX C
Participant Consent Form - IRB #111213

An Exploration of Significant Leadership Development Factors in Action Learning

You are being invited to participate in this research study because you recently completed an action
learning program to develop your leadership skills. I am interested in understanding   your experiences as a
participant in this program. This research study will attempt to identify the impact of your experience on
your leadership development. Further, this study will investigate what program factors impacted, positively
or negatively, participant leadership development outcomes. The research will take place from Jan. 2013
through July 2013 depending on finding a sufficient number of participants. Data on each participant will
be audio recorded and identified by a unique and random number and all results will be kept confidential.

After the action learning program has been completed, you will be interviewed for approximately 45
minutes about your experiences using a semi-structured interview process. This means that I’ll have
specific question to ask, but may ask additional questions to clarify, refine or explore new dimensions of
your experience. The information you provide will be kept confidential. The interviews will be
electronically recording using audio equipment and then professionally transcribed. After the transcriptions
are received, you will have the additional opportunity to revise and add additional statements. After the
successful completion of the research project, you will receive a copy of the final results.

Please take your time in deciding whether or not to participate in this study, since I really want to know
what your experience in the action learning program was like. Therefore, I do not have any agenda in
anticipated certain answers to my research questions. The justification for this study is that I want to get
back to the basics of your experience, so I need volunteers who are willing to express their honest opinions.
Again, your confidentiality is paramount, so identifying information will be included in the final results.

If you are interested in participating in the study, please email Chris Cowan at: Chrcowan@gmail.com.
You will be compensated by a $10 gift card to Target or Starbucks. Consent will be received verbally over
the phone to reduce documentation and improve confidentiality. If you are willing to participate, please
respond to this email message and I will schedule a brief phone call to affirm consent and to answer any
questions you may have about the study.

If you have questions about the study itself:

Chris A. Cowan, M.Div.
Doctoral Candidate, the George Washington
University
chrcowan@gmail.com
678-428-9093

Dr. Michael Marquardt
Dissertation Chair, the George Washington
University
marquard@gwu.edu
703-726-3764

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant:

The Office of Human Research
The George Washington University
ohrirb@gwu.edu
202-994-2715

____________________ (December 10, 2012)
Signature of Investigator
Chris A. Cowan, M.Div.
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APPENDIX D
Interview Protocol

The purpose of this phenomenological study will be to understand the leadership
development process for action learning participants at a small Federal agency. Following
Moustakas (1994) and Patton’s (2002) data collection recommendations, the long
interview method will be used.

1. Could you please describe for me your position within the organization and talk about
your career path prior to joining this organization and since joining the organization.
2. Could you please describe your daily responsibilities?
3. Do you view yourself as a leader? Why or why not?
4. How would you describe your strengths and weaknesses?

Research Question 1. What are the similarities and differences between these three action
learning programs?
5. Tell me about your experience in this program?
6. What, if anything, did you learn about yourself?
7. What dimensions, incidents, and people intimately connected with the experience stand
out for you?
8. What did you agree with and what did you not agree with? What did you do about
what you learned?
9. What do you consider the most important learnings from this process?
10. What feelings were generated by this experience?

Research Question 2. Do participants think their action learning experience significantly
impacted their own leadership development outcomes? If so, what outcomes were
impacted?
11. How has the experience of the action learning program changed your perspective
about yourself?
12. Have the ideas that you held about yourself and your experience been changed
through this process? Please elaborate.
13. Has this experience resulted in a change or changes in your behavior? Please explain.
14. What feedback did you hear that caused particular changes?
15. What part of the feedback experience was most important?

Research Question 3. What significant program factors contributed to the achievement of
those leadership development outcomes?
16. As a result of this experience are you leading differently? Please explain.
17. What have been changes in your work behaviors/actions since the experience? What
specific steps have you taken to make those changes?
18. What feedback have you received that gave you an indication as to how these changes
have been viewed by others?
19. Have you shared all that is significant with reference to the experience?
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APPENDIX E
Sample First Reduction Analysis of Participant Descriptions of

Leadership Development Outcomes
(Individual, Program, and Collective Levels)

Text Redacted for Publication

Individual Level
# Raw Selections First Reduction Researcher Notes
1 how to stay away from solutions until you’ve done other things but it felt like –

it’s so hard to walk out of that spot while we’re all in training and we’re all
rested and we’re learning and we’re taking the time and then bring it back to
your own office where nobody else has been through the training.
– I wish it were more applicable in everyday work when I’m not with my co-
workers, I’m doing [inaudible]. No, no, please, you can ask as much as you
want. And I have to say I’m pulling from I that to really help her see what the
bigger goal is. What are the overall goals our department, let alone our unit?
And I think that sort of turns into our – the team that I work with so I found
that to be a little bit of a stretch. I did and it was kind of an ah ha moment for
me to realize that sometimes when I have a problem or I feel like I have an
obstacle at work or something, I kind of thought it was external. Somebody
else wasn’t allowing this or whatever and I really learned that a lot of times it’s
the way I’m framing the problem is the obstacle and the most important thing
that I don’t do enough is engage the right people. If I’m trying to solve a
problem myself or this or that, I feel like you have to take a step back and say
who can help me solve this problem? Who can I lean on or trust and just
involve other people into my problems and then all of a sudden my problem is
so light it’s not heavy. And that’s me. I don’t think that was anybody else. I
think that was me bringing, like, self-awareness and confidence about what I
learned. Like, what is the real problem, to that extent. But moving forward, I
am just thinking about the last three or four months. Do I look at problems –
no, I probably got lazy and started going back to my old way of thinking about
it. It’s something – I’m so glad we’re having this conversation because it’s
making me remember how excited I felt when I thought, you know what,
sometimes my problems are not as big as they fell and I don’t need to be stuck
there. I just need to involve people who give energy to my – who can breathe
different life into the kinds of problems that I’m facing. So I should do it more
I guess. I think the potential to see problems but I’m not that day. And so I
could turn doing, like, today I’m gonna focus on deep listening because I don’t
think I’m doing that well or powerful questioning or self-awareness and we did
do that. And it was good. I can’t say I remember the whole session about that
but we always at the end talked about it and we got to and I would try to
remember what I did to do that. So, yes, we focused on that.I’m gonna say it
made an impact and I think had I practiced it more consciously everything, it
would’ve made a more significant impact but it definitely made an impact but I
can’t say it’s been that significant yet just because I’m kind of stuck between
all this stuff I learned and practiced and got my notes or call my [inaudible], I
think I came away with new insights for sure and that was really awesome.
And I know that it seeped into what I'm doing now. I just can’t say wow, it’s so
significant, I use it all the time. No, I wouldn’t go that far. Yeah, I think when –
the best thing I loved about action learning and what I experienced firsthand
[inaudible] with my team was how much I can learn from my team members.
Like, how much wealth there was sitting in the room that I’m – I didn’t tap into
and in different situations I can do that. I think trusting others to help you and
then trusting that you

Realization
Problem
Identification
Vulnerability
Humility
Self-awareness
Collaboration
Questioning
Self-Awareness
Collaboration
Program
knowledge
Gaining
perspective

There is an interesting
recollection of having
an aha moment. Self-
awareness maybe.
Also learned to be
more vulnerable,
humble, and
collaborative. All
social outcomes.
Larger code there?
Program knowledge is
another good one.
Learned more about
the organization than
knew before
Gained
perspective…is that
the same as self-
awareness?

Program Level
Program 1

First Reduction Researcher Notes Preliminary Program 1 Themes
Realization
Problem Identification
Vulnerability
Humility
Self-awareness
Collaboration
Questioning

There is an interesting recollection of
having an aha moment. Self-awareness
maybe.
Also learned to be more vulnerable,
humble, and collaborative. All social
outcomes. Larger code there?
Program knowledge is another good one.

 Wide variety of leadership
development outcomes. Not really any
consistency. Add finding in
mechanisms section that this program
seemed to allow for a good variety of
competencies to be developed.



182

Self-Awareness
Collaboration
Program knowledge
Gaining perspective

Learned more about the organization than
knew before
Gained perspective…is that the same as
self-awareness?

 Small sample size here though. So, I
don’t want to overstep and try to come
up with too many themes based on just
two people. With that said, this does
tell us that for these people, action
learning worked.

 Both mentioned some sense of greater
self-awareness or perspective taking.
Other than that there are several to pick
from.

 Other outcomes include:
Vulnerable,
Humble
Collaborative
Social skills
Program knowledge
Confidence
Patience
Communication
Creativity
Motivation
Better questioning
Coaching

New light
New knowledge
Stretch
New Perspectives
Problem Solving
Awareness
Patience
Communication
Creativity
Engagement
Motivation
Better questions

 New light is an interesting metaphor.
Self-awareness or new perspective?
Something like that

 Stretched and/or pushed self. What kind
of outcome is that? Confidence to try
something?

 Some specific outcomes listed were:
Patience
Communication
Creativity
Motivation
Better questioning (still not content with
this one….not really a skill….or sub
skill of something else. Coaching
maybe?)

Collective Level
Program 1 Program 2 Program 3

Strong Weak Strong Weak Strong Weak
 Self-

awareness or
perspective
taking. Other
than that
there are
several to
pick from,
but nothing
that you
could call a
strong
finding. High
frequency
but low
intensity.

 Other
outcomes
include:

Vulnerable,
Humble
Collaborative
Social skills
Program
knowledge
Confidence
Patience
Communication
Creativity
Motivation
Better
questioning
Coaching

 One of the biggest
themes here is the
confidence piece.
Several participants
called attention to
that. Not sure why.
The program or the
organization? That is,
was the program
THAT different from
their normal work
culture? Maybe so.
Include that in the
program findings.

 Problem solving and
listening were other
common ones. Maybe
because of the
problem solving
focus?

 Meta-learning also
emerged across a few
participants. For these
purposes, meta-
learning was most
closely aligned to
learning the action
learning process itself.
That is, reflected on
how much the group
reflected.

 Networking was
another theme. This
seemed to be valuable
in two ways; new
people and new
information.

 Still a lot of individual
variety. Some people
felt like the action
learning experience
wasn’t helpful at all.
Others found a large list
of outcomes that were
achieved. Maybe it just
comes down to some
individual-level
differences about how
they understand are or
primed for the
experience.

 Other important
outcomes to note
include:
Confidence
Facilitation skills
Team building
Greater
sensitivity to
diversity
Networking
Political savvy
Oral
communication
Patience
Listening Self-
awareness
Networking
Problem solving
Accountability
Conflict
management
Partnering
Collaboration
Networking
Humility
Flexibility
Openness
Stepping back
Continual
learning
Meta-learning
Program
knowledge
Questioning

 Largest single
theme was
problem-
solving then
there were
some other
comments
about learning
coaching
skills and
questioning
skills.

 Networking
and general
self-awareness
shows up
here. These
outcomes
were
presented very
clearly as well
which
suggests to me
that the
participants’
outcomes
were a little
more robust in
this program.

 Additional outcomes
with less
significant/prevalenc
e were:
Leadership skills
Confidence
Learning action
learning
Honesty
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APPENDIX F
Intensity, Frequency, and Clarity Analysis Framework

Following the guidance of Moustakas (1994) and Maxwell (2005) the researcher
employed an external decision aid framework to assist with the qualitative analysis. This
process simply augments the researchers own interpretive judgments. In order to make
the researcher’s own implicit personal judgments explicit, so that they can be reflected
upon and judged (Moustakas, 1994).

 Intensity (depth): Intensity is defined as the amount of emotionality, seriousness,
potency, or power expressed. Extreme reactions, notably excited or emotional
language, etc.

 Frequency (width): Frequency was simply the number of times that the code
appeared or the prevalence of the code/theme across a wider-set of codes/themes.

 Clarity (directness): Clarity was the amount of directness of the participant’s
expression. Distinct from intensity in that specific word choice is more important
than emotionality. Clarity ensures that interpretive leaps do not extend too far
beyond what can be supported by the raw data.

Ratings
Lowest Highest

Intensity 1 2 3

Frequency 1 2 3

Clarity 1 2 3

The rating scale of 1-3 was a simple structure in an attempt to quantify essentially
subjective judgments by the researcher based on the codes and themes. That is, make
explicit the implicit criteria often used in qualitative data analysis. In determining
significance, the code or theme would be rating against each dimension and then simply
added together. If appropriate, that gave each theme a score of 3-9, or 7 different
hierarchical levels of significance, which could then assist the researcher in analyzing and
interpreting the data.

However, following the principles of Moustakas (1994) the framework was ultimately
kept in conversation with the raw participants’ data and the researcher’s own journals and
reflections to ensure that conclusions were not too far removed from the actual
phenomena under investigation. It was employed when significance of the themes were
unclear in order to spark new observations and insights.
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APPENDIX G
Sample of Coding List

Category Code Category Code
Demographic data DD Program intent PD-INT
Leadership position DD-LP Leadership Develop. PD-INT-LD
Current responsibility DD-CR Problem-Solving PD-INT-PS
Former position DD-FP Program Maturity PD-M
Tasks performed DD-TP New Program PD-M-N
Gender DD-G Coach’s skill CS
Ethnicity DD-E Problem Type PT
Location DD-L Real PT-R
Program DD-P Urgent PT-U
Research Question RQ Ground Rules GR

Research Question 1 RQ-1 Ground Rule 1 GR-1
Research Question 2 RQ-2 Ground Rule 2 GR-2
Research Question 3 RQ-3 Leadership LD

Program Description PD Impact on Leader. LD-IMP
Program 1 PD-1 Yes LD-IMP-Y
Program 2 PD-2 No LD-IMP-N
Program 3 PD-3 Unsure LD-IMP-UN

Program Coach PC Internal Coach PC-I
Master Coach PC-MC External Coach PC-E
New Coach PC-NC Participant Learning L

Organization Type ORG Learning Mechanisms LM
Commercial ORG-C Role-modeling LM-RM
Governmental ORG-G Awareness LM-C-A

Program Designer PDSGR Perspective LM-C-P
Program Duration PGD Cognitive L-C
Program Speed PGS Behavioral L-B
WIAL Components WIAL Confusions PC

WIAL Problem WIAL-PM Definition of Leader P-LD
WIAL Group WIAL-G Participant emotion P-EMO
WIAL Process WIAL-PS Negative impact P-LD-X
WIAL Action WIAL-A Structure LM-STR
WIAL Learning WIAL-L Def. of Action Learning AL-DEF
WIAL Coach WIAL-C Feedback LM-F

Group G Learning Intention LM-LI
Group Diversity GD Program Sponsor PD-SP
Group Size GS Solution Presentation PD-SP

Modality M Learning Support LS
Co-located M-CL Appreciation LS-A
Telephone M-T Trust LS-T

Program Introduction PD-ITO Good questions LM-Q
Program Invitation PD-INV Insight LM-C-I
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APPENDIX H
Sample of Researcher Data Analysis Journal

Text Redacted for Publication
Aug 12, 2013
Starting to look at LD outcomes today! Yeah! feeling good about the whole process so far. Definitely starting to see some trends in the
interviews as I go through. Crazy day yesterday. Glad I have some time to sit down and write again. Anyways....yes....the purpose of
this is to free write a bit about the whole data analysis process. Should help me control or withhold making conclusions too
prematurely. OR it could have the opposite effect! Haha! We’ll see. Definitely a good practice though. Still working through the
specifics. I have 12 interview to go through...so today....I’ve got to copy the interview segments and put them in a separate document
to track all of the OUTCOMES mentioned. So there will be a lot of other stuff in there, but looking for outcomes only. How did they
define leadership? and what was impacted by being in AL?

Aug 13, 2013.
Got through a few of them today. Didn’t have much time to start the coding process though. Just tried to move over the physical data.
Had to be careful about identifying information. :( Grr. what a pain. Anyways, used the process from Creswell to just make sure that
I’m doing the right things in order. Although the whole thing seems a lot more iterative than sequential. Have to keep going over
things, finding new things, and going over again. Repetitive, but getting there. On the first few already starting to think that self-
awareness is key. The idea that they are getting perspective on something and that the perspective is the key learning mechanism
makes sense to me from a learning theory perspective. Although I guess you could also make the argument that learning about their
projects is also a leadership outcomes. They have to make decisions, so having more information about a project is good, right? Then
again, these might not be there projects.....I know there are for some of them. Hmm....that’s a really good point actually. I need to
consider that gaining knowledge about projects, about other offices, is an outcome in itself. I was already thinking about the
networking piece because a few people mentioned that. So that is in my head. I think maybe those two things are kinda related.
wow....really love this process! Wouldn’t have probably found these things without having a good journal!
Anyways....ok....knowledge of people, project, etc.THAT could be a leadership outcome. Not sure if I’ll need to find some
justification for that....seems kind of obvious. Not sure if I really even need to specify the particular outcomes now....it’s become a
program comparison, not an individual phenomenological study. So, I’ll need to take a more specific....factor-based approach. Yes,
looking at the “factors” will be helpful....networking is another one that comes out pretty clearly from the ones I’ve done so far. A lot
of people in program 2 had difficulty finding any outcomes. I guess that gets to the yes or no dimension. I’ll need to have something
like that just to tell the story.

Aug. 20, 2003
Not sure what to write today. Atlas isn’t great. May take too much time to relearn and I’ve got to get moving on things. Still trying to
figure out the best process for me. I kinda like the old note pad, but not sure if that will fly. Will I need to actually show all of this?
Hope not. Just part of my process. I’ve found it easier to just use excel and word to keep track of everything since I know those tools
really well. Other dissertations might not though. so check how they demonstrated their process. ok, anyways, need to keep going with
the specific outcomes review. Need to stay focused on that. Its hard though because I see all of the other elements mixed in. The
mechanisms, the program factors, etc. So, need to keep those things in conversation with each I guess. But they don’t need to
dominate it. Need to bracket that off and just look for specific outcomes. That’s why I have this journal. A place to dump all of my
internal commentary!

Aug. 22 2013
The factors approach is really the way to go. Realized yesterday that I could use basically all of the chapter from Marquardt 2009 on
previous research. They have lots and lots of stuff in there and its funny in hindsight because I didn’t realize it the whole time, but it’s
essentially the same thing. However, i do have some new material to add and some new things to say. I don’t think they laid out their
evidence in a convincing way, so I can improve on that. If I do a cross comparison then I’ll have a pretty good idea of what the current
state of things are. That is basically what i did for my wisdom lit review. I just took all of the studies and lined them all out. Same
thing with photovoice article as well. that IS the literature review!! :)

Aug. 22, 2013
Idea crossed my mind today....the main factors....program factors....safe group....questioning process....etc.....maybe they all just lead
to “self-awareness” and then self awareness then leads to all of the other outcomes. That leads to listening, confidence, etc.? That
could be it. So that awareness is like the moderating variable between the program factors and the outcomes. EXCELLENT!!!! :)
Aug. 22, 2013
It is increasingly clear that program 2 was so different because it was pitched as like a innovation or problem solving process. The
learning elements weren’t very explicit and yet they still followed all of the same protocols of the method as WIAL would have them.
So it looks like the participants were a bit confused by that mismatch. I guess I forgot how explicit this was in the interviews. Going
through everything just make it more clear. definitely need to make sure I highlight and strip out all the other crap.

Aug. 23, 2013
Almost done going through all of the initial interview selections, but I keep coming up with supporting documentation, tables, charts,
etc to really make sure that i follow the protocol. Definitely see the value in following the process because I can already make some
grand claims, but I’ll have to back those up and need to make sure that I’ve got whatever Atlas files, or excel files i need to justify
how I coded and analyzed everything. Not sure if I should call it reductive or thematic. doesn't really seem to matter, but I keep using
both. Anyway, it’s taken me a while to get to this point. Now I can start pulling it all together. Starting to feel more confident about
the conclusions...finally. Some felt it was good for brainstorming, some felt that is was very much NOT good for brainstorming.
strange.
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APPENDIX I
Researcher’s Initial Beliefs about Action Learning and Leadership Development

 Action learning isn’t a very stable construct. It means lots of things to lots of
people. Its strength is that it is adaptable to lots of different contexts, but that
threatens our ability to say exactly what action learning really is.

 Action learning does seem to improve some leadership abilities. Not exactly sure
what those are and how much of an impact it really makes. Based on previous
research, there are some suggestions, but none of them are particularly compelling
to me. At this point, I tend to think more in terms of particular learning domains
(i.e. Bloom).

 There does seem to be a trend towards action learning participation having little
effect on creativity. There was a study that found that and it’s interesting to me. I
think part of it is that the first thing participants have to learn are these rigid rules
of action learning. This is a good thing, because the structured process is actually
a liberating structure (i.e. Cooks-Grueter, Tolbert, etc.). That rigidity is one of the
most salient mechanisms for learning. However, it might be possible that the
initial rigidity that is experienced actually sends a message to participants to be
less creative?

 I think having a structured group process is critical. You have to know the rules of
the game to play it. The coach can help with that, but I don’t think you need it
after the group self-regulates. The primary mechanism for learning is the group
process, which is defined by the rules of engagement. How you implement and
regulate those rules is critical.

 I think the experience of action learning is helpful to participants because it
provides them with a way to gain perspective. That perspective, more specifically,
is the movement from subject to object (ala Kegan). You might call that just a
cognitive thing, but I don’t think that should be underestimated in learning.

 Lots of leadership development stuff treats the behavioral outcomes as primary. I
actually think that is short-sighted. Measuring level 3 (Kirkpatrick) outcomes
takes a lot of resources, which therefore necessarily bias people to find good
results. It’s almost like, if you set out to measure it, you’re definitely going to find
something because of the investment you need to do it.

 There is a lot of different evidence that action learning does improve leadership
development outcomes, but I think we’ve moved too quickly to make assumptions
about what is going on. I’d like to go back to the basics. Let’s get back to the
direct experience of the participants and try to understand what is actually
occurring.
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APPENDIX J
Notes on Quotation Protocol

Participant interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. Participants were then given

a copy of their respective transcription interview to make changes or corrections. In

addition, the quotations included in the study were modified from the transcription in the

following ways:

1. Interviewer comments or questions are included in brackets when they are

important for understanding the participant’s comments.

2. Participant comments are joined together by quotation marks, i.e. “…” when

comments were separated by intervening topics that did not significantly changed

the context. This was done to connect thoughts to make the meaning of the

response more clear.

3. Interviewer comments like “Uh huh,” “I see,” “go on,” etc. were removed.

4. In some places the literal translation of participant comments does not capture all

of the necessary words for understanding their meaning. In these cases, the

researcher inserted words in brackets [ ] to ensure that the written form of their

comments is understandable.

5. Participant comments that identify specific individuals or organizations or

programs that would risk their anonymity were removed and replaced with

substitute words in brackets [ ] that would provide context without revealing

identifying information.
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APPENDIX K
Sample from Impact on Participant Leadership Development Outcomes Analysis

Participant Comments Overall Significance
Notes ConclusionEXAMPLE SELECTION OF INDIVIDUAL’S THEME “Yes” “No”

P1 Interviewee: So, yes, we focused on that. I’m gonna say
it made an impact and I think had I practiced it more
consciously everything, it would’ve made a more
significant impact but it definitely made an impact but I
can’t say it’s been that significant yet.

7 3

Spoke a lot about different
things that were learned.
Depth of impact was a
question, but overall it
seemed to help LD

Yes

P2 Interviewer: Do you think this experience impacted your
leadership?
Interviewee: Yes I do…

8 4
Spoke a lot about problem
solving and learning from
the group

Yes

P3 Interviewee: Has that insight or the politeness insight,
has that then translated into changes in your behavior?
Interviewee: Uh-hum.
Interviewer: Can you give me an example?
Interviewee: At our staff meetings.

6 5

Wanted to justify the
experience, but had a hard
time expressing specifics Not sure

P4 Interviewee: What more can you say?  How are you
gonna work on that in the hour and a half, two hours?
Interviewer: It’s kind of a cop-out one.
Interviewee: It’s a cop-out.  Yes, it absolutely is…

4 7

Focused primarily on the
process and program not
learning, but when guided,
seemed unimpressed with
the experience

No

P5 Interviewer: Is there anything in particular that you
learned about yourself?
Interviewee: Yeah, definitely.

7 4
Was critical of the process,
but expressed specific
incidents of learning

Yes

P6 Interviewee: I would say the only thing that I probably
learned through this is I need to be more respectful of
other people talking.

4 7

Provided some comments
about outcomes but they
were forced given the
questions

No

P7 Interviewee: …my goals were about establishing
network.
Interviewer: And for you the networking how is that
received and what kind of feedback you got on that?
Interviewee: I didn’t get any feedback…although I feel
that my participation was well received.

4 4

Hard to pin down and get
the information that I really
needed to figure this out.
Plus there was a language
barrier

Not sure

P8 Interviewer: As a result of the program, do you think of
leadership any differently then you did before?
Interviewee: No, to be honest.  The leadership
component of this program was not explicit throughout
the process.

3 8

Most dramatic no of the
group. Just simply didn’t get
any learning out of it, but
though it was ok for
problem-solving

No

P9 Interviewee: So, it gave an opportunity to learn about
other people’s skills, to hone in all those skills, to use the
different pieces that people bring to the table in a
collaborative fashion, and so I think the learning process
was more powerful, not for individual reflection, at least
for me, as much as it was a reflection on other people’s
skills and values to the team.

5 5

Provided comments about
the learning observed in
others and less about self-
learning. Not clear how
much of an impact it really
made, but provided lots of
positive regard for the
program

Not sure

P10 Interviewer: Do you think you act any differently?
Interviewee: That would be up to other people to judge
that, but I think I do, because my awareness of it is
different than it used to be before the action learning.

7 3

Didn’t really provide any
negative suggestions about
the learning. Seemed to
think that it affected LD
outcomes

Yes

P11 Interviewee: I certainly realized the power of the
questions. But again, having come from a legal
background, our role is always to question.

5 5

Provided comments on
either side of this one. Some
good and some bad. Hard to
say overall.

Not sure

P12 Interviewee: So that’s maybe more what I learned in that
general category. Yeah, I think I was already pretty good
at asking questions and pausing before just introducing
my own opinion into a conversation or discussion; but it
heightened. That’s a very simple behavioral change, but
it’s very real for me.

8 4

Spoke about new awareness
and how that impacted some
new behaviors

Yes
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Figure 1A. Conceptual Framework
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Figure 4G. Similarities and Differences of Action Learning Program Implementations
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Figure 4M. Participant Leadership Development Outcomes

Figure 4N. Impact of Unique Features on Program Effectiveness
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Table 1A. Action Learning’s Leadership Development Outcomes

Name Study Design Sample Findings
Acker-
Hocevar,
Pisapia, &
Coukos-
Semmel
(2002)

Qualitative/Exploratory 6 programs  Action learning reinforces leadership
skills

 Action learning reinforces
transformational leadership skills

 Action learning allows participants to
understand themselves as leaders

Butterfield
(1999)

Qualitative/Exploratory 17 Supervisors  Improvements in questioning skills

Choi (2005) Quantitative/Exploratory 19 Korean
managers

 Improvement in eight coaching skills
 Highest increases were in listening,

creating a supportive environment,
questioning, and relationship building

Davey, et. al.
(2001)

Mixed Methods/
Exploratory

1 Program  Great for developing business contacts

De Haan &
de Ridder
(2006)

Quantitative/Exploratory 126 Managers  Action learning strengthened divergent
and assimilating capabilities more than
converging and accommodating
capabilities

Hii (2000) Quantitative/Confirmatory 36 Malaysian
managers

 Increases in preference for integrative
solutions

Holmes
(2008)

Qualitative/Exploratory 23 Managers  Helped managers apply diversity-
management skills

Kim (2003) Qualitative/Confirmatory 1 program  Increases in 2 of the 4 transformational
leadership abilities (follower-centered
and visionary leadership)

Kim (2007) Qualitative/Exploratory 288
Participants

 Improvements in problem solving,
individual learning, team development,
and organizational change

Kueht (2009) Qualitative/Exploratory 2 Programs  Provided transformational learning to
middle-aged professionals

Lamm (2000) Qualitative/Exploratory 13 participants  Improved self-understanding,
inclusiveness, empathy, humility,
tolerance, and patience

Lee (2005) Mixed-
Methods/Exploratory

16 Korean
managers

 All 10 leadership elements improved
 Most improved were communication,

follower-centered, reward leadership,
confident leadership, and caring
leadership

 Creative leadership not impacted
Marquardt
(2003)

Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Action learning developed global
leadership competencies

McNamara
(1996)

Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Improvements in decision making, team
building, and organizational learning

Raudenbush,
Marquardt, &
Walls (2003)

Qualitative/Confirmatory 1 program  9 out of 10 competencies improved
 Largest increases in conflict management

and continual learning
Van
Schuyver
(2004)

Qualitative/Exploratory 22 Participants  Improvements in meta-learning (learning
how to learn) and problem-solving
process
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Weinstein,
(1997)

Qualitative/Exploratory 69 participants  Improvements on consulting, facilitating,
communications, and networking skills

Table 1B. Action Learning’s Pedagogical Mechanisms

Name Study Design Sample Findings
Acker-
Hocevar,
Pisapia, &
Coukos-
Semmel
(2002)

Qualitative/Exploratory 6 programs  Allows a safe place to learn

Balog (1994) Qualitative/Exploratory 16 Executives  Confidentiality of groups

Butterfield
(1999)

Qualitative/Exploratory 17 Supervisors  Questioning (94% recognized as
primary facilitator of learning)

 Group Diversity (71% recognized as
significant facilitator of learning)

Choi (2005) Quantitative/Exploratory 19 Korean
managers

 Quality of the coach
 Supportive environment

De Haan &
de Ridder
(2006)

Quantitative/Exploratory 126 Managers  Learning through exploring issues in
depth

 Getting personal feedback
Lee (2005) Mixed-

Methods/Exploratory
16 Korean
managers

(Ordered by significance)
1. Questioning/Reflection
2. Taking action
3. Group culture

Holmes
(2008)

Qualitative/Exploratory 23 Managers  Honest Communication
 Openness to experiment

Kim (2002) Quantitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Action learning coach is important

Kim, S.
(2003)

Qualitative/Confirmatory 1 program  Having a skilled coach

Kim (2007) Quantitative/Exploratory 288 Participants  Skilled coaching
 Diversity and behavior of team
 Self-directed team process

Raudenbush,
Marquardt,
& Walls
(2003)

Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  Learning from each other
 Taking action
 Asking questions
 Listening
 Observing

Roh (2003) Qualitative/Exploratory 1 Program  “Why?” questioning process

Van
Schuyver
(2004)

Qualitative/Exploratory 22 Participants  Questioning process
 Unfamiliarity with problem
 Stress, anxiety, and frustration facilitate

learning
Marquardt,
et. al. (2009)

Meta-analysis -  Questioning
 Taking action
 Learning from each other
 Listening
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 Team diversity
 Feelings of confidence and well-being
 Safe environment
 Coach

Table 1C. Significant Action Learning Program “Success” Factors: Empirical Studies

Name Study Design Sample Size Success Factors
Dinkin (2013) Qualitative/

Exploratory
14 Programs  Highlighted key challenges as lack of time for

participants to take action, lack of coaching,
higher value placed on action  than on learning

Kim, U. (2003) Qualitative/
Confirmatory

1 program  Leadership support
 Establishing appropriate goals
 Supportive learning culture

Kim, Y. (2003) Quantitative/
Exploratory

3 Programs  Participant manager is an important success
factor

Kim (2007) Qualitative/
Exploratory

288 Participants (Ordered by significance)
1. Orientation
2. Team meetings
3. Launching the program
4. Problem selection
5. Participant competency
6. Coach role
7. Data collection
8. Strategic alignment
9. Other stakeholder help
10. Presentation
11. Organization’s supporting structure
12. Implementation
13. Evaluation
14. Program preparation
15. Top management involvement
16. Program design

Knox (2000) Qualitative/
Exploratory

1 Program  Setting the context
 Timely sanctioning
 Involvement of key decision-makers
 Follow-up plan
 Enriching team presentations
 Leveraging leadership resources

Leonard & Lang
(2010)

Qualitative/
Exploratory

4 Programs  Identify specific leadership competencies prior
to program

 Create encouraging atmosphere
 The coach is important
 The selection of the problem is critical for

leadership development
Park (2004) Delphi Process 13 Experts  Having support of top management

 Establishing clear objectives
 Gaining consensus on the need for leadership

development
 Getting support from the nominating groups
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 Having skilled coaches
 Carefully selected participants
 Aligning curriculum goals
 Systematic process for selecting problems
 Having an action learning program manual
 Fostering an environment of learning
 Maintaining top management involvement
 Getting support for adopting solutions
 Reviewing activity and work
 Managing team activity
 Presenting solutions to top management
 Recognizing top performance
 Aligning training with personnel needs
 Building evaluation and feedback into future

programs
 Assessing the effects of the program

Van Schuyver
(2004)

Qualitative/
Exploratory

22 Participants  Groups that are unfamiliar with the problem
 Individuals who are suited to action learning
 Stress, anxiety, and frustration can facilitate

learning

Table1D. Significant Action Learning Program “Success” Factors: Meta-Analyses

Leonard &
Lang (2010)

Qualitative/Exploratory 4 Programs  Identify specific leadership
competencies prior to program

 Create encouraging atmosphere
 The coach is important
 The selection of the problem is

critical for leadership development
Leonard &
Marquardt
(2010)

Meta-Analysis 21 Studies Team Level
 Skilled Coaching
 Diversity and behavior of the team
 Self-directed team process
 Effective team presentations
 Review of team process

Organizational Level
 Ensuring implementation of

solutions
 Orientation – communication

alignment and importance of
problem

 Problem selection
 Support of top decision makers
 Leveraging resources –

communication across the
organization

Marquardt &
Yeo (2012)

Meta-analysis 33 programs  Urgent and complex problem
 Questioning and reflection
 Receptive mindset and attitude in the

group
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 Skilled coach
 Integrate learning into projects
 Establish clear norms
 Formulate timelessness and

expectations
 Allocate power and responsibility to

group
 Group diversity
 Commitment and support of top

leadership
Sofo, Yeo, &
Villafane
(2010)

Literature Review 15 studies  The need to ask reflective questions
 The need for learning at multiple

levels
 The need for an action learning

coach

Table 3A. Categories of Inquiry

Program Categories Participant Categories
Organization description
Program description (WIAL-model)
Program description (contextual)
Description of action learning process
Impact on leadership
Leadership development outcomes
Learning mechanisms

Participant demographics
Participant experience descriptions
Definition of leadership
Impact on leadership
Leadership Development outcomes
Learning mechanisms
Program factors
Definition of action learning

Table 4A. Comparative Program Descriptions

Program 1 Program 2 Program 3
Significant
Difference

P
ro

gr
am

 E
le

m
en

ts

Program
Designer

WIAL-certified
Master coach

Internal
Supervisor

WIAL-certified
Master coach

X

Program
Coach

WIAL-certified
master coach

Internal
Supervisor

External
consultant

X

Program
Maturity

Mature New Mature X

Problem Type
Real and urgent

Real and
urgent

Real and
urgent

Organization
Type Government Government Commercial X
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Intended
Outcome

Leadership
Development

Problem
Solving

Leadership
Development

X

Duration of
Program

6 months 2-5 months 1 week X

Modality
In-person Blended In-person X

Group Size &
Diversity

Diverse, 8-10
people

Diverse, 5-8
people

Diverse, 6-9
people

Group Process
Two ground

rules
Two ground

rules

Two ground
rules

Table 4B. Impact of Action Learning on Leadership Development Outcomes

Participant Did Action Learning
Impact Leadership?

Program Did Program Impact
Leadership?

P1 Yes Program 1 Yes
P2 Yes
P3 Not sure Program 2 Not Sure
P4 No
P5 Yes
P6 Not sure
P7 Not sure
P8 No
P9 Yes Program 3 Yes
P10 Yes
P11 Not sure
P12 Yes

Table 4C. Program Elements and Impact Summary

Program 1 Program 2 Program 3
Significant
Difference

Significant
Impact on

LD

Pr
og

ra
m

 E
le

m
en

ts

Program
Designer

WIAL-certified
Master coach

Internal
Supervisor

WIAL-certified
Master coach

X

Program
Coach

WIAL-certified
master coach

Internal
Supervisor

External
consultant

X X

Program
Maturity

Mature New
Mature

X X

Problem Type
Real and urgent

Real and
urgent

Real and urgent X
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Organization
Type

Government Government Commercial X

Intended
Outcome

Leadership
Development

Problem
Solving

Leadership
Development

X X

Duration of
Program

6 months 2-5 months 1 week X

Modality
In-person Blended In-person X

Group Size &
Diversity

Diverse, 8-10
people

Diverse, 5-8
people

Diverse, 6-9
people

X

Group Process
Two ground

rules
Two ground

rules

Two ground
rules X


