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Synopsis 

 
 
 

Action Learning is the brain-child of Professor Reginald (Reg) Revans. Revans 
believed that management was a practical subject carried out by practical people in 
the real world of work, not an academic subject to be taught by University Professors 
who, in the main, had never been inside a real work place.  
 
This book explains the philosophy of Action Learning and describes the various 
models that have been developed and their applications. It provides an objective 
analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of the various options and examines how 
Action Learning can help in today’s world to develop organisations and their people. 
Finally it offers reference information for those who would like to learn more including 
an article published by the author.  
 
We hope that you will find the publication useful and will be happy to help interested 
readers with further information or specific programme design. 
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The Philosophy of Action Learning  

 
Action Learning or Action Reflection Learning as its sometime more accurately 
known, means exactly what it says, learning through doing and reflecting on what 
one has done.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This process is at the heart of all skills training. The learner does something, the 
trainer reviews what has been or is being done and gives corrective guidance as 
appropriate until the learner demonstrates that they can do the job alone. The same 
process is used in coaching. The coach observes the learner and gives advice on 
how they can improve their performance. There is nothing unique about ‘learning 
through action, what was unique was Revans application of this ‘training’ 
methodology to management development. Before Revans managers were 
educated, post Revans we have a practical means of providing them with training 
relevant to their individual needs. Training, actually having to demonstrate that one 
can do something combines the three components of personal and organisational 
learning.   
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Revans took management education out of the classroom and put it back in the work 
place. He changed teachers (Professors in his terms) into trainers (facilitators), 
students into learners rather than participants and used the jobs that participants do 
every day as the primary learning vehicle.  He removed the syllabus and replaced it 
with the real world. He got rid of the examination and replaced it with continuous self, 
peer and manager assessment.  
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Action Learning, as developed by Professor Revans, is based on the premise that to 
‘keep up’ in a continually changing world we must question the past. The things that 
we both individually and corporately believe are based on our past experience and 
we must be prepared to change these in order to embrace the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Programmed knowledge (P) is an amalgam of the knowledge, skill and beliefs of 
individuals and organisations. It is based on ‘past’ experience and determines 
current behaviour. On the one hand P is strength enabling us to get things done. 
However, these things are in the context of the past because (P) reflects past ‘values 
and behaviours’ which may constrain us. On the other hand in conditions of rapid 
change some of our historically acquired knowledge, skills and beliefs will not be 
appropriate for survival. People's behaviour and especially that of managers seeking 
to optimise productivity, must reflect the needs of our changing environment.  Action 
Learning creates a safe environment in which we can test our P by constructively 
questioning ourselves and others, thus allowing us and through us, our organisations 
to adapt to the needs of our constantly changing world.  
 
Action Learning brings people together in a supportive environment with a problem 
to solve or a development need to satisfy and someone (a facilitator) to encourage 
them to ‘question’ their P and each other. These questions lead to ideas which, when 
tested, produce experiences. Reflection on these experiences leads to new learning. 
The child learns that the stove is hot, not by touching it (Test), but through the pain 
that comes from the burn afterwards (Reflection). Learning is demonstrated if he/she 
does not touch the hot stove again.  
 
Action leaning empowers people to develop themselves through: - 
 

�� Working on a 'real life' problem or development need 
�� Using the experience to question what is happening and identify things they 

need to change 
�� Agree actions and trying them out in practice (doing things differently) 
�� Reviewing the experience and taking further actions as necessary to achieve 

the development goals 
�� Using the experience to help others who are also learning by doing 

 
There are two main 'models' of Action Learning. The Revans’ original approach, 
which focuses on improving individual performance through self-development and 
the 'In-plantÔ ' organisational development model which uses teams working on 
common problems thus combining individual development with organisational 
change. Both methods use the same structure:- 

Learning (L), Revans said, is determined by: -  
   

The ability / willingness of individuals and their organisations to 
question (Q) their programmed knowledge (P), using the stimulus 
of real life problems, with the support of like minded people, the 

challenge provided by a facilitator and the will to reflect and learn 
from the action 

 
L = P+Q 
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The Problem. This is the focus for the activity. It can be an individual problem or 
development need as in the Revans’ model or a team problem (project) as in the 
InplantÔ  approach. Problems can range from something as simple as developing 
an individual to launching a new product or re-structuring the organisation. 
 
The Client is the person who owns the problem / opportunity. In Revans’ terms this 
must be someone who knows, who cares, and above all, who can implement a 
solution if they wish to do so.  
 
The Action Learning Set  is where the learning takes place. Members meet to 
share their experiences, to question, confront, challenge, support and provide the 
encouragement and stimulus for individuals/sets to carry on. It is the meeting 
place of 'comrades in adversity' as Revans calls them. 
 
The Facilitator 'facilitates' the learning. This means helping participants to identify 
their learning needs through questioning, mirroring, challenging and supporting; 
and for creating the conditions in which these needs are satisfied. The facilitator is 
the ‘grit’ in the oyster, the person who creates the learning pearl.  
 
The Sponsor is the person, usually a senior manager, responsible for the 
programme. In Revans’ terms this must be someone who knows, who  
cares, and above all, can implement a solution if they wish to do so.  

 
Typical Action Learning programmes normally last for six months and run in five 
main stages: - 
 

1. Introductory workshop. This is used to launch the programme and can vary in 
length from half a day to three weeks. The aim is to get things started and the 
more effective this process; the quicker the set starts to function effectively. 

"#� Investigation and Recommendation stage. This usually lasts three months 
and provides the opportunity for participants to analyse the problems, to 
benchmark them against best practice and to produce recommendations. 
$�
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3. Presentation and Feedback. This is usually a plenary session with participants 
presenting their findings to their clients and clients giving an initial response. A 
detailed implementation programme is normally agreed later, after the client 
has discussed it with their colleagues. 

4. Implementation. This stage also usually lasts about three months and involves 
participants in implementing the recommendations agreed with the client. 
Note. In the first part of the programme participants have a free hand. The 
Implementation phase however is a project in which participants to implement 
recommendations on behalf of the client. This is a different relationship. It is 
like moving from courtship to marriage and is an essential part of the 
development process. 

5. Final Review – one day. This is an opportunity to review what has / has not 
been learnt / achieved and to agree the way ahead.  
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Action Learning in Practice - the Models 

 
This chapter examines the various types of Action Learning programme that have 
been developed over the years and the applications to which they are best suited. 
There are two main groups of programmes, those focusing on personal development 
and those which focus on organisational change.  
 

Personal Development applications of Action Learnin g 

 
The Personal Development model focuses on individual development. There are four 
main ways in which Action Learning has been applied to Personal Development 
these are the: 
 
 

            Familiar job   Un- Familiar Job 
 
 
Own Job Model 
 
 

 
 
GEC Model 
 

 
 
NCB Model 
 
 

 
 
Belgium Exchange Model 

 
 
Own Job Model  
 
The ‘own job’ model is not directly a Revans creation as it was pioneered by Alan 
Lawlor with support from the Institute of Works Management. The aim of this option 
is to develop individuals and to help them improve their performance in their current 
job. With own job programmes: 
 

�� The problem is some aspect of the participant’s current or future work  
�� The client is the participants' direct supervisor and is thus familiar with the 

problem and the participant   
�� Programmes normally run over six months with half day set meetings every 

two to three weeks. Note. Some set meeting may be extended to include 
‘teach ins’ where these are deemed appropriate 

�� The facilitator is normally the person who organises the programme  
 
Programmes can either be internal with participants from the same company 
meeting together or they can be external, with participants from different 
organisations being involved and where set meetings are held at, for example, a 
local management centre, or rotated around the organisations.  
 
Note. External 'own job' action learning programmes are ideal for smaller companies, 
those that don’t have the resources to run their own programmes and for 
organisations wishing to develop managers by exposing them to other managers 
from quite different backgrounds. Experience shows that exposure to people from 
different industries empowers participants to challenge each others views of what is 
'normal and acceptable' thereby helping to generate creative solutions to old 

Familiar 
Environment 

Un-Familiar 
Environment 
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problems. Internal programmes, on the other hand, are very attractive because they 
are cost effective, easy to control and manage. In addition, if each 'set' has a good 
mix of manager’s functional barriers can be broken down.  
 
GEC Model  
 
This option is for people who are in a senior position in a specialism, like finance, 
engineering, marketing etc. and need to broaden their understanding of business to 
the point were they are ready for promotion to senior generalist positions. This 
approach is called the GEC model because GEC hosted the first programme of this 
type in 1974.  
 
As with the Belgium Exchange model participating companies sponsor a participant 
and a project. Participants are then ‘matched’ to projects outside their normal work 
area in one of the other participating companies. For example, an accountant from 
company A takes on a project on behalf of the Marketing Director of company D. 
This means that participating managers have the opportunity to discover first hand 
both what goes on in different functions and how a different company in the GEC 
Group functions. The Client is the manager in charge of the 'host' department.  
The initial programmes were full time and ran over an academic year with 
participants working in the host company attending regular set meetings at 
Dunchurch facilitated by external specialists partnered by senior GEC HR Managers. 
The programme was based at The College of Management, Dunchurch which had 
the advantage of giving participants open access to a wealth of managerial 
resources plus the opportunity for informal meetings as and when desired.  
 
In addition to the personal development aspect of this approach and the real 
problems that were solved it has the added advantage that it allows: 
 

�� Large corporations to develop their people’s knowledge of other businesses 
within the group and through that to engender corporate identity  

�� Senior managers to gain an impression of the quality of the more junior staff 
across the organisation   

�� Participants to get to know some senior managers with whom they would not 
normally come into contact and can begin to build up a network of contacts.  

 
NCB Model  
 
Revans became Director of Education for the newly formed National Coal Board 
(NCB) in 1947. This position provided him with the opportunity to test his, what were 
then very radical, ideas about how best to develop managers and he launched his 
first Action Learning programme in February 1954. It was a practical expression of 
Revans’ belief that practical managers would learn most with and from each other 
while working on the here and now of their own problems. The managers of twenty-
two collieries met regularly over the eighteen months of the programme and, in 
addition to their own development, produced practical suggestions for the re-
organisation of the industry.   
 
The aim of this approach was to enable participating managers to gain fresh 
understanding of their jobs and themselves and through this, to improve their 
performance. The project utilised the individual’s current area of expertise applied in 
a different working environment. For example, in the case of a large corporation a 
production manager from one plant might be asked to work on a production problem 
in a different unit. By carrying out this type of project the manager will get new 
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insights into his own job. $�
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Programmes can be: 
 

�� Full or part time and normally last six months 
�� A group of companies from a single corporation or 
�� An arrangement between a number of independent firms to 'swap' managers 

and problems 
 
Belgium Exchange Model  
 
This is the classical Action Learning Model as designed and run by Professor Reg 
Revans in the late 1960's. Such programmes are aimed at potential general 
managers who need to develop their strategic managing skills.   
 
Both the problems and the environment in which they are solved are unfamiliar to the 
fellow. In the original programme a number of Belgium based firms put forward a 
manager and a problem to be solved. The problems and the participants were then 
exchanged in such a way as to give each person the maximum development 
opportunity. For example, Revans describes in 'Developing Effective Managers’ how 
a banker tackled a problem in a steel works and how an oil industry executive 
advised one of Belgium’s leading Banks. .  
 
The ‘clients’ in this programme were the managers responsible for authorising the 
implementation of any changes suggested by the fellow. The programme ran over an 
academic year. Participants worked in small groups that were facilitated by a 
member of staff from one of the five Belgium Management Centres. The 
Presentation and recommendations phase was run at Harvard in front of a panel of 
international experts.   
 
This option is the most powerful in management development terms and also the 
most expensive.   Such programmes are invariably based on and motivated by 
Management Centres and Business Schools. They are full time with participants 
usually working on their project four days a week and attending set meetings at the 
centre one day a week. The centre staffs normally act as facilitators.  
 
Note. We ran a similar programme at Dunchurch in the late 1970’s involving a group 
of senior Civil Servants from the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), as it was 
then and GEC senior managers. The aim of the programme was to enhance 
understanding between senior people in GEC and the DTI to ensure greater synergy 
between Government policy and industry’s needs. With this in mind it was decided 
that the main project would be a ‘job swap’ with participants working in mixed pairs, 
one GEC manager and once Civil Servant, to understudy each other’s jobs. In 
addition we organised a number of residential tutorials on specific issues featuring    
internationally renowned experts, which resulted in presentation to senior people 
from both sides, including Lord Weinstock, then Managing Director of GEC. 
 
These four models are very different and designed to satisfy different needs. The 
‘own job’ model is by far and away the simplest and most cost effective way of 
applying action learning. It requires a minimum of resources, delivers job related 



Page 7 

performance improvements and does not suffer from re-entry problems or create 
unrealistic expectations in participants.  The other three models are all expensive to 
run, resource hungry, suffer from re-entry problems and create often unrealistic 
expectation in their participants. That being said, such programmes are an excellent 
vehicle for individual development and for allowing sponsors to gain a realistic 
assessment of nominees potential.  They are also a marvellous experience, 
something not to be missed if you are ever offered the opportunity!  
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Organisational Development Applications of Action Learning 

 
Using Action Learning to develop individuals adds value to organisations where the 
culture of the organisation is focused on empowerment and ongoing improvement. 
However, where the culture of the organisation values conformity and direction such 
investments are at best a waste of money.  ALA International developed the In-plant 
Action Learning Model in 1979 to empower cultural change in organisations 
through the involvement of the majority of employees in the process of change. The 
In-plant Model uses the same structure as individual action leaning programmes but 
aims to help senior management to achieve organisational change goals through the 
direct and indirect involvement of all employees. They have the following differences: 
 

�� Programmes start with a Vision and Values workshop through which 
management teams are helped to agree where they would like to see their 
organisation five years hence and to create a strategy to get it there 

�� All employees are involved in the definition of the specific problems to be 
tackled under the general strategy umbrella and their prioritisation 

�� Senior managers are the clients for the projects which impact their areas of 
responsibility 

�� The programme uses teams made up of a representative cross section of the 
employees working a common problem. In this way it is possible to involve the 
large numbers of people necessary achieve organisational change 

�� The problem solving team must be involved with implementing those 
proposals which are accepted by their client. The set does not stop work until 
a ‘fix’ has actually been put in place and can be seen to be working    

�� All problems are worked on to a fixed timetable; on the 'due date’ they are 
closed down and new problems are selected 

 
In-plant Action Learning programmes are a simple way of involving all those who are 
or will be affected by organisational change in finding and implementing ‘best fit’ 
solutions thus ensuring that the chosen solution succeeds. Such programmes also 
provide cost effective development opportunities for large numbers of people and the 
inherent empowerment is great for boosting morale. 
 



Page 7 

Case studies in Organisational Development 
 
Case 1 - The In-plant Method and restructuring 
 
A large Information Systems department of a nation wide retail organisation found 
themselves in the position of having increasingly heavy demands placed on their 
services. In the past increases in demand were met by an increase in the number of 
personnel working in the department. The management of the department, however, 
decided that they wanted to use the existing resources more efficiently to cope with 
the expanding workload. The management team decided that being more efficient 
would mean: 
 

�� Restructuring from an 'application teams' base (in which dedicated teams 
support specific applications) to a 'project teams' base (with 'pools' of 
resources being allocated to various projects and applications on an as 
required basis)  

�� Introducing a more rigorous project control system. 
 
There were, however, a number of barriers to introducing theses developments: 
 

1. The department was structured on a very hierarchical basis, consisting of a 
large number of teams each of which was dedicated to the support of a 
particular application. These dedicated teams had developed considerable 
expertise in their various systems but their knowledge was not always well 
documented. Restructuring to a project focused structure raised concerns 
about the possible loss of expertise in key areas. 

2. The teams were well established and had a strong sense of camaraderie 
associated with them. This, coupled with a fear of redundancy caused by the 
economic climate. may have generated a resistance to change. 

3. The increased demand had not yet affected delivery to 'customers' and 
therefore the pressure to change was, at the time, purely an internal one. 

      
The issue was how to:  
 

(a) Move to a more flexible and efficient structure 
(b) At the same time implement better project control  
(c) Do so with the willing co-operation of the work force.  

 
In applying the In-plant Action Learning Model ALA suggested a three-stage 
programme starting with a two-day workshop for the first two layers of management 
(about thirty people in all).  During the workshop the team agreed their vision for the 
department (what it is trying to achieve and how it should go about achieving it). The 
topics discussed included:  
 

· the guiding philosophy to be used to reach the vision 
· the structures that could be used to achieve the vision 
· the roles that would be necessary 
· the systems and procedures required to manage the function 
· project work that needed to be done to assess the viability of what has 

been discussed. 
 
In the next phase the next two levels of management in the structure were formed 
into action learning sets and they were then asked to carry out project work to 
investigate the feasibility of the vision proposed by the top team.  
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Each of the senior managers became a 'Client' for a specific project. This meant that 
they were responsible for ensuring that the work was carried on in a timely manner 
and that any 'road blocks' or 'political obstacles' were removed from their team’s 
path. The project sets all received one day’s training and then began working part 
time on their problems.   
 
The sets met fortnightly and their meetings were attended by 'Facilitators' whose role 
it was to: 
 

o give general guidance to the teams 
o encourage team working 
o to ensure that individual team members received support for their 

personal development needs.  
 
The facilitators and clients met once a month to review the team’s overall progress. 
After three months the sets presented their findings to the top team. 
 
The third stage involved the top team reviewing the results of the project work and 
deciding the way ahead.  In this case that meant actually changing the organisation 
structure, putting in place a new project management system and using the sets to 
help manage the changes.  
 
As a result of the approach taken there was a high degree of 'buy in' to the changes 
by the work force as a whole. The need to do things differently was accepted and the 
restructuring that was decided upon was generally perceived as both fair and 
appropriate. The changes were implemented successfully using the project teams 
providing management with a department appropriately structured and a workforce 
motivated to meet the challenges ahead. 
 
 
Case 2 - The In-plant Method and Improving Customer Satisfaction 
 
The senior managers of a large service organisation were concerned that a recent 
round of redundancies had damaged the morale of remaining employees and that 
attitudes to customer care had been weakened. There was evidence of employees 
'talking down the company' and being reluctant to take the initiative and respond 
positively to business and customer needs.  
 
As a result the senior managers wanted to launch an initiative that would encourage 
service personnel to identify more closely with the company, create a culture of 
seeking to satisfy customers and empower employees to tackle some of the issues 
facing them.  
  
The ALA programme to meet these aims began with all members of the service 
function attending a half-day workshop. The event started with the Head of Service 
making a keynote speech on the issues facing the function with particular reference 
to customer relationships. The delegates then: 
 

�� Listed the key issues that were affecting customer relationships, as they saw 
them  

�� Designed a questionnaire to measure the impact of these issues 
�� Agreed a plan for carrying out a customer survey 
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The participants were then formed into action learning sets and each set was 
allocated part of the survey. Over the next 4 weeks each set conducted its part the 
survey in the field. One member from each set then attended a one-day workshop 
were the survey results were collated and analysed.  
 
The sets then met again for half a day during which time the results of the survey 
were discussed and the problems prioritised. Each set then agreed to take 
responsibility for solving one of the problems and was given a one-day course in 
problem solving before starting work.  
 
The senior managers became the clients for the sets and the middle manager 
became the set facilitators.   
 
The sets worked on their problem for three months and then formally presented their 
findings to their clients. Most of the suggested actions were accepted immediately 
though top management asked for additional work to be done on a number of points. 
Over the next three months the sets began to implement those recommendations 
which had been accepted. 
 
By the time of the final review a sea change of attitudes had taken place, thanks in 
large part to a strong sponsor in the shape of the Service Director. 
 
At the start of the initiative many employees were hostile. They felt that management 
did not listen to them and that any attempt to involve them in problem solving would 
be a sham; nothing would change. In addition, many middle managers felt that the 
time spent on group problem solving was a complete waste of effort and that 
employees should be 'fixing units' and not be concerned with procedures and work 
practices. They also doubted their employees’ willingness and ability to do anything 
about the problems they had chosen to work on. 
 
As the programme progressed and the momentum behind it was not watered down, 
employees began to have more and more trust in the management of the company. 
As the sets continued with their work the middle managers began to appreciate the 
contribution to resolving problems that the employees were capable of making. By 
the end of the programme customer satisfaction levels had improved markedly as 
key problems were fixed and employees’ confidence and trust in one another grew. 
Due to the cross-functional nature of the teams many internal 'walls' were broken 
down and a number of 'spin off' improvements were made. For example, as a result 
of the survey work, one department reorganised on the basis of 'key customer 
accounts' rather than geographical location.        



Page 7 

What Have We Learned?   
 
On the positive side, after over thirty years working with Action Learning it is clear 
that: 
 

�� Action Learning really does work. Using a facilitator to encourage people to 
reflect on their experiences and to try new behaviours, acquire new 
knowledge and skills is extremely effective 

�� People really do learn best learn best in a peer group environment. In the late 
60’s I attended a three-year part time Diploma in Management Studies.  I 
enjoyed the theory, it provided some useful insights into my real world of work 
but I learnt most from my colleagues - all mature practicing managers like me 
with a wealth of different experiences, which they were happy to share 

�� Pulling learning through providing learning opportunities is far better than 
pushing it through a syllabus. People seeking to satisfy goals they have set 
for themselves are more highly motivated to learn than those who have goals 
set for them  

�� People and more crucially their organisations and their leaders need to learn 
the new paradigms faster than the rate of change. Organisations that do not 
stay ahead of the wave of change are swamped by it. But staying ahead is 
difficult because we have a natural tendency to seek ‘stability’. Unfortunately, 
the moment we stop going ahead, we start to go backwards. Action Learning 
provides the environment for continual challenge and ongoing, incremental 
change 

�� Empowered employees at all levels are our only hope for the future. Action 
Learning delivers empowerment and through this enhanced productivity 

�� In-Plant programmes really do deliver organisational change 
 
The flexibility of Action Learning allows it to satisfy the complete range of learning 
needs for as many or as few participants as required. 
 
These are the ‘good’ points. There are, however, a number of issues with Action 
Learning which anyone contemplating using it needs to be aware of: 
 

�� The lack of structure, no syllabus, no examinations, can make it difficult to 
‘sell’. A ‘normal’ training programme delivered in a normal way is a much 
‘safer’ proposition for organisations that want to avoid risk 

�� Some participants just don’t like action reflection learning. They don’t like 
having to agree targets in the set against which they will later be assessed. 
Others, the more insecure among us don’t like the group aspect as they feel 
exposed when asked to share and to ‘get involved’  

��  Some sponsoring managers don’t like the empowerment aspect. They seem 
to find the empowerment of employees threatening, undermining their 
authority to manage 

�� The process can be seen as time consuming. Having people off the job for 
four hours a month can be seen as a problem by some more controlling 
managers. I always argue that managers and supervisors should be 
responsible for how they spend their time but often without success 

�� Participants who identify organisational issues that they are unable to change, 
like inter-departmental rivalries, empire building, management’s unwillingness 
to change etc., can decide to leave    

�� People can become frustrated if management fail to support the programme. 
This is a particular problem with In-Plant programmes when senior managers 
find the teams’ recommendations threatening to their empires and fail to 
support to proposed changes 
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�� It’s easy to ‘deny’ the value of the experience. To see it as only a programme, 
with a start a middle and an end. When it does end we can go back to doing 
what we did before and those who don’t like it can leave! 

 
All of these issues I believe reflect cultural values. Western cultures value 
individualism the current banking crisis is but one example. Eastern cultures on the 
other hand value ‘corporate’ success. My fifteen years working in Japan has shown 
me that in Japan, and I understand that this is an Asian trait; corporate success is 
synonymous with personal success. In practice these cultural differences mean that 
whilst empowerment models like 5’s, Waste Weeding, Quality Circles, Total 
Productivity Maintenance (TPM), Action Learning (Note. Our associates Chu-San-
Ren in Nagoya ran a number of very successful Own Job Programmes in Toyota 
during the 1990’s) work well in Eastern cultures they are not so easily accepted in 
the West. In my experience empowerment works well in the West, workers like being 
involved in the decision making process but Western managements do not like being 
’advised’ how to optimise productivity by their ‘subordinates’.  
 
In the Action Learning methodology we have a very powerful set of tools for helping 
organisations to optimise the performance of both individuals and their organisations.  
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Applications of Action Learning in the 21 st Century 
 
Action Learning is the most effective development tool available to those 
organisations seeking to optimise the potential of their resources through the 
empowerment of their people. 
 
The four individual development models allow a range of personal development 
goals to be achieved, ranging from improving expertise in the participants current 
post to gaining an understanding of different functions and business units. From a 
purely practical point of view we would suggest that the two most practical options 
are the Own Job and Exchange programmes. 
 
Own Job programmes offer the most cost effective and least risk option. People stay 
in their own jobs; there are no re-entry problems and what the participants learn they 
can use to develop their own staff. The only requirement is to ensure that nominating 
mangers understand the process and their role in supporting their participants 
through the learning experience.  
 
Exchange programmes are mainly appropriate to the development of senior 
specialist manager who the organisation would like to ‘broaden’ with a view to them 
taking up more senior positions in the future. Such programmes will normally be full 
time, focus on ‘strategy’ and be based at a Management Centre where there is a 
wide range of expertise available to participants. Whilst such programmes are 
expensive they do provide very powerful development opportunities for participants 
and an opportunity for sponsors to objectively assess the potential of those attending 
for more senior positions. 
 
In-plant Action Learning programmes are ideally suited for delivering cultural change 
whilst at the same time providing a cost effective development opportunity for large 
numbers of people.  To be successful these programmes need the commitment of 
senior management, which, in practice means that they must be clear what they 
want as an outcome. We worked on a number of Quality Circles programmes in the 
70’s and it was clear that whilst managements wanted quality they didn’t want 
Quality Circles meeting and highlighting management deficiencies which were 
impacting product quality! Empowering employees is not something that can be 
switched on and off without cost. If management would like employees to help 
introduce major changes into an organisation successful outcomes must be 
recognised and ongoing procedures for appropriate empowerment must be built into 
the culture.  Quality Circles, 5’s, TPM etc are not projects they are life style changes 
 
If you would like help to design a programme, or like to know more about Action 
Learning please contact us, we will be happy to help 



Page 7 

Reference information for those who would like to l earn more   
 

Background Material 

 
Revans R.W., Developing Effective Managers, Preager, 1971. 
[The original definitive work on the Belgium Exchange Programme.] 
 
Revans, R.W., Action Learning, New Techniques for Management, Blond & Briggs, 
1980 
[Contains descriptions of many applications of Action Learning] 
 
Boulden G, Lawlor A, Steel D, Company Revival: two firms take a fresh approach - 
Works Management, July 1981. [This article describes two different forms of in-plant 
action learning schemes at Dunlop & Bowater] 
 
Boulden G.P., How Action Learning can teach firms, Management Today, Feb. 1981. 
[Presents the elements of the in-plant action learning approach. ] 
 
Revans R.W., The Origins and Growth of Action Learning, Chartwell Bratt 1982. 
 
Lewis A, Marsh W, Action Learning: The Development of Field Managers in the 
Prudential Assurance Company, Journal of Management Development  
 
Boulden G.P., Lawlor A, The Application of Action Learning: A practical guide, ILO 
MAN DEV/46 1987.   
 
Boulden G., In-plant Action Learning, ALA International Ltd, April 1993 ed 2008 
 
Action Learning in Practice, Third Edition, Ed Mike Pedlar, Gower Press 
 

Useful web sites 

 
Action Learning is a worldwide network. The following are some useful addresses. 
 

�� The International Foundation for Action Learning (IFAL), formally The Action 
Learning Trust  www.ifal.org.uk  

�� International Community of Action Learners (ICAL) is also a useful site. This is 
a loose federation of Action Learning practitioners. Their web site can be 
found on www.tlainc.com  

�� IMC acts as a clearing house for academic institutions offering Action 
Learning programmes. Contact  www.imc.org.uk/imcal-inter For articles 
www.free-press.com/journals/gaja 

�� The Revans Library at Salford University www.salford.ac.uk  
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Annex A – Benefits Where It Counts, The Workplace 
 
 

BENEFIT WHERE IT COUNTS -THE 

WORKPLACE 

Peer Group Learning in Roche 

PD 
Developing our people has always been a high priority 

in Roche Pharma. Since 2000, a major part of this 

commitment has been met by Insights for Pharma, a 

Leadership Skills Development program developed in 

conjunction with the London Business School. Two 

years later PD launched its own leadership development 

program, L2~, by combining Insights with additional 

modules designed to address PD-specific issues. A 

review of the effectiveness of these initiatives in early 

2002 revealed that, while participants found the Insights 

program very stimulating, many reported difficulties in 

applying the learning back at work As one participant 

said, “I went back to work fully motivated to apply what I 

had learnt but by the time I had answered the first fifty 

emails I’d forgotten all about it!” PD management looked 

for a solution and decided to introduce Peer Group 

Learning (PGL) to provide local support for L2t 

participants working on the improvement of their 

leadership competencies. 

 

The process 

 

PGL is a process in which people come together and 

learn with and from each other. Individuals come 

together in sets’ or teams organized by the local HR 

community. Sessions are led by specially-trained 

facilitators, using a mix of questioning, challenging and 

mirroring techniques. Facilitators help keep the team on 

track in discussing needs, agreeing on learning 

contracts, and stimulating mutual support as a means of 

achieving personal goals. This input is vital, especially 

during the early getting-to-know-the-process stages, 

when members are also busy building open 

relationships with one another. 

PGL meetings give individuals the opportunity to reflect 

on, and review, what they have done (or not done), as 

well as what they have learnt Successes and failures 

are analyzed in an atmosphere of learning and support, 

where members of the set encourage one another to 

improve. Proposed actions serve as the agenda for the 

next meeting. 

 

 

 

 

 

How did it all start? 

 

In November 2002, Ed Holdener addressed a 

meeting of former Insights participants to launch 

a six-month pilot project designed to assess the 

value of PGL to PD’s L2< participants. Dr. Holdener 

stressed his conviction that the changes needed in 

our organization can only come about through 

improved leadership — results that PGL will help us to 

achieve. 

This meeting was followed by launch events in 

Welwyn, Nutley and Basel, and as a result 48 people 

decided to participate in a pilot project. Meetings 

began in January, with nine sets, two each in 

Welwyn and Nutley and five in Basel. The pilot 

program had two main objectives: 

 

·  To help participants apply the learning from their 

Insights workshop back in the workplace. 

·  To enable PD management to evaluate the 

effectiveness of PGL as a vehicle for developing 

tomorrows leaders. 

 

And the results? 

 

A review of the process in May revealed that 

participants both enjoyed the experience, and 

also recorded successes in achieving development 

goals. Special mention was made of the discipline 

imposed by the PGL meetings and the opportunity to 

share experiences, learning with and from one other. 

Other strengths of PGL were seen as: 

 

·  Providing a safe environment 

·  The supply of relevant support materials 

·  The facilitation which encouraged participants to 

question themselves and others 

·  Management support 

 

George Boulden agrees: “What motivates me about 

the Roche program is that participants 

really appreciate the opportunity to reflect on the 

management side of their job and are using the 

support provided by the sets to develop 

themselves and their teams.” 

Success in introducing Peer Group Learning into 

Roche PD means we are one more step along 

the road to achieving our long-term performance 

goals. By enabling participants to develop their 

leadership skills we are both 

improving work performance and contributing to the 

growth of a learning culture within Roche. 
continued over 
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PEER GROUP LEARNING FUTURE PLANS 
The results, continued from previous page... 
 
 

The following comments made during the review 

meetings provide a good 

 

indication of how people felt: 

 

‘Drives forward action plans - brings focus and 

relevance” 

“Provides a positive obligation to team” 

“Structured time - scheduled/agenda / notes etc.! 

actions” 

“Gave access to a supportive group 

“Demonstrated that the more you put in, the more 

everyone gets out” 

“Provides resources - internal, Share web, training 

facilities, external ALA adviser + materials” 

“Became a valuable forum for sharing ideas 

confidentially; questioning assumptions” 

‘A focus for networking/sharing - time saving as not 

reinventing the wheel” 

“Created time to talk and reflect about people issues” 

‘A very successful experience” 

 

 

What happens next? 

 

A decision has now been taken to adopt POL formally 

as part of PD L2i Leadership development and link it 

seamlessly with Insights. A proposal currently being 

debated is an extension of the scope of PGL by linking 

it to Performance Management and teamwork. This 

will bring learning support within the reach of all 

employees. We are investigating extending the 

concept of a continuing development program, beyond 

L2i to include all PD managers via ‘lunch and learn’ 

sessions. These will be held monthly, focusing on 

specific managerial topics. In the meantime, other 

Pharma functions, including PR, PT and PG, have 

indicated an interest in implementing PGL as part of 

their own leadership development activities. In the 

meantime, all L2i participants will get a copy of the 

DVD on PGL that was created at the Basel PGL 

launch event. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Peer Group Learning has proved itself to be a powerful 

tool to help managers apply newly-acquired skills 

directly into the workplace. More PGL programs will 

follow in the months to come, further establishing PD 

as a learning organization, capable of recognizing and 

implementing changes necessary for to us to fully play 

our role in Roche’s Pharma operation 
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