
Merlin Navigator™  Merlin Navigator Limited 

 

http://www.merlinnavigator.com  Page 1 of 10 Action Learning 

 
 

ACTION LEARNING: AN INTRODUCTION AND SOME METHODS 
INTRODUCTION TO ACTION LEARNING 

 
Action learning is a development process.  Over several months people working in a small group, 
tackle important organisational issues or problems and learn from their attempts to change things.  
Action learning is not management or skills training or an education based programme. 
 
Each individual is supported, challenged and encouraged to take action on their organisational problems and 
learn from this.  The reflection and review within the group enables learning to happen and effective action 
to be taken. 
Reg Revans who invented action learning wrote “There is no learning without action and no (sober 
and deliberate) action without learning” 
Action Learning helps leaders develop the capabilities of those around them. It is a leadership 
discipline that allows leaders to deliver through others. 
The Action Learning Format 
 
 
 
                             Facilitator 
 
 
 

Problem holder or “client” 
 
 
The Problem 

Each person brings to the group a managerial or consulting problem, which they own.  The problem 
must be current, may have been resistant to other solutions and they must want to act to resolve it.  
Each member of the action learning group is helped by the other members to review a problem, 
situation or opportunity in such a way that new approaches begin to emerge. 

Action learning is most effective in helping to solve problems rather than puzzles.  Puzzles have “best” 
solutions and can be solved by the application of knowledge or with the help of experts.  Problems have no 
right answers and are best tackled in different ways by questioning and insight.  Knowledge can be helpful 
but should only be sought after careful reflection on what knowledge is needed and why. 

The action learning group works on problems which individually and personally engage the group members – 
situations in which “I am part of the problem and the problem is part of me”. 

 

 
The Problem holder or 'Client' 
The client starts by giving: 

 sufficient context and background information 
 the help they need from the group 
 their own view of the problem 
 what they have already done and tried 
 what they are thinking of doing 

 
 
The Group 
The group acts as a team to help the client reflect, learn and, importantly, take action to solve their 
problem.  They help each other to think through the issues, create options, take action and learn from the 
effects of that action.  Learning about how groups work is an added benefit. 

Time and space is given to one person at a time.  Each other group member’s objective is to make the client 
work as hard as possible.  A key question for the process is “Is this helping the client?” 

The process assists the client to check their own and others' perceptions of the problem, to clarify and make 
it more manageable, and to create and explore alternatives for action.  They are then encouraged to take 
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action in the light of new insight.  This insight begins to change the situation.  An account of the 
consequences of the action is brought back to the group at the next meeting for further shared reflection and 
exploration. 

 

The role of each person in the group is (in descending order of importance) to help the client by: 
 Listening – giving their full attention 
 Reflecting back 
 Summarising 
 Letting their intuition work 
 Asking questions 
 Noticing their own and others' feelings 
 Offering a hypothesis 
 Advice 
 
NOT by trying to solve their problem for them 
The group provides a balance of support and challenge, which enables each member to act and 
learn effectively; becoming more aware of group processes and gradually developing effective 
teamwork. 
 

Individuals within an action learning group focus on learning at three levels: 
 about the problem which is being tackled 
 about what is being learned about oneself 
 about the process of learning itself i.e. learning to learn 
 

The 2nd and 3rd levels are essential for the transfer of learning to other situations. 

 

To prepare for an action learning meeting each individual thinks about the other members' problems and 
situations, remembering what they planned to do and the key features of the situation.  Group members do 
not need to prepare for their problem solving session other than to have an idea of which issue they will talk 
about.  

 

 
The Facilitator 
Action learning sets have a facilitator whose problem is to help the set develop, to facilitate the supporting 
and challenging process and to help members to reflect on their learning.  The facilitator must create a place 
where the learning for each individual can be maximised. 
The facilitator also holds members of the group to their agreed task, and models a style of questioning.  They 
may also draw members’ attention to the process of the group, how they are behaving and feeling.  
However, the management of the group is vested in all members. 

 

 
A Typical action learning process 
 
1. Check in 
 Group members talk briefly about what has happened since the last meeting or about any significant 
issues they have on their mind at the start of the meeting. 
 
2. Setting the agenda 
 This involves negotiating the amount of time for each person 

 Ordering the time slots 

 Identifying any other issues for which time needs to be scheduled 
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3. Individual time slots 
 Each time slot is self-managed 

 Individuals decide what they want to discuss and what help they want from the group 

 Time keeping is the responsibility of the whole group 

 

4. Group issues 
 Some time may be needed to review how the group is working as a team and talk through group processes and issues.

 Other key issues for effective action learning: 
 Focus on self managed learning 
 Topics 
 Giving and receiving feedback 
 Disclosure and learning 
 Confidentiality 
 Boundaries 
 Commitment and continuity 
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ACTION LEARNING METHODOLOGY 

1.  THE FIVE-STEP METHOD 
 
STEP 1 INTRODUCTION OF THE ISSUE 

The problem holder introduces and briefly explains his/her issue. 

5 min. 

STEP 2 EXPLORATION OF THE PROBLEM 
Group members explore the problem by asking questions. They mainly use 

open questions and may explore deeper levels of intervention: how the problem 

is approached, collaboration with others, interpersonal, and intrapersonal 

issues.  

15 min. 

Step 3 DEFINITION OF THE PROBLEM 
 Group members formulate one or more problem definitions. 

 The problem holder – having heard these – again formulates his/her 

question. 

15 min. 

Step 4 CONSULTATION 
 Each group member formulates at least one hypothesis for the problem 

holder – preferably hypotheses about what keeps the problem as it is. 

 The problem holder reacts to the hypotheses received: what appeals to 

him/her and what does not? 

15 min 

Step 5 EVALUATION 
 The problem holder evaluates the consultation process: experiences, the 

effects of group members’ contributions, etc. 

10 min. 

 Time needed 60 min. 
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2. THE TEN-STEP METHOD 
 
STEP 1 INTRODUCTION OF THE ISSUE 

The issue holder introduces and briefly explains his/her issue. 

5 min. 

STEP 2 FORMULATION AND INVENTORY 

OF QUESTIONS 
 Each group member formulates up to three questions. 

 All questions are collected on a flip-chart. 

15 min. 

Step 3 ASSESSMENT OF QUESTIONS 
 The issue rates each question as warm (W), neutral (N) or cold (C), 

depending on the degree to which the question approaches the essence 

of his/her problem. 

 The ratings are added to the questions on the flip-chart. 

 5 min. 

Step 4 ANSWERING THE QUESTIONS 
The issue holder gives a concise answer to all questions posed and noted 

down, independent of their associated ratings. 

15 min. 

Step 5 FORMULATION AND ANSWERING 

OF ADDITIONAL QUESTIONS 
Group members may ask additional questions which are answered 

immediately by the issue holder. These questions need not be noted on the 

flip-chart. 

15 min. 

Step 6 DEFINITION OF PROBLEM BY 

GROUP MEMBERS 
 Each group member independently formulates the issue holder’s problem 

for themselves: ‘My problem is …..’ 

 All problem definitions are collected on the flip chart.  

10 min. 
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Step 7 ASSESSMENT OF PROBLEM 

DEFINITIONS 
The issue holder rates each problem definition as warm (W), neutral (N) or 

cold (C). 

 5 min. 

Step 8 DEFINITION OF PROBLEM BY 

PROBLEM HOLDER 
The issue holder now formulates his problem himself, as concisely as 

possible; “My problem is…” (add to flop-chart). 

 5 min. 

Step 9 EXCHANGE OF IMPRESSIONS 

AND EXPERIENCES 
Group members discuss which factors (including those within the issue 

holder himself) are causing the problem to continue. 

15 min. 

Step 10 EVALUATION 
Issue holder and group members look back at the consultation: 

- what did the issue holder gain from it? 

- how did the group members tackle their role? 

10 min. 

 Time needed 100 min. 
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3. THE GOSSIP METHOD 
 
STEP 1 INTRODUCTION OF THE ISSUE 

The problem holder introduces and briefly explains his/her issue. 

5 min. 

Step 2 EXPLORING THE PROBLEM 
Group members explore the problem by asking questions (as many open 

questions as possible). 

15 min. 

Step 3 GOSSIPING 
 The problem holder takes a seat outside the circle, preferably with his/her 

face turned away from the rest of the group, and does not interfere in the 

ensuing conversation in any way. He/she listens attentively and takes 

notes about aspects that stand out or touch a chord in him/her. 

 Group members gossip about the problem of the problem holder and 

about possible background, causes and solutions. 

 Group members may arrive at a joint conclusion, although this is by no 

means necessary. 

15 min. 

Step 4 RESPONSE OF THE PROBLEM 

HOLDER 
The problem holder returns to the group and tells the others about his/her 

experiences while observing the gossip phase. What touched a chord in 

him/her? What aspects stood out? Does he/she accept or reject the advice 

rendered? 

15 min. 

Step 5 EVALUATION 
The problem holder and group members together evaluate the consultation: 

 What did the problem holder gain from it? 

 How have the group members tackled the issue? 

10 min. 

 Time needed 60 min. 

 

PM After step 4, the problem holder can reformulate his/her problem after which 

steps 2-4 can be repeated. 
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4. THE DOMINANT-IDEAS METHOD 
 
STEP 1 Introduction of the issue 

The problem holder introduces his/her issue and explains extensively, 

possibly helped along by questions from the group members.  

The group members listen attentively to the story of the problem holder. 

While listening, they focus on some of the following aspects: 

 What are the basic assumptions behind the story? 
 What is the role/position the storyteller takes in his/her account? 
 What metaphors does the problem holder use?  
 What choices does the problem holder make? For instance: 

- what generalisations can be found? 
- what is designated specific or unique? 
- is there order and structure in the situation described? 
- or is there fragmentation and chaos? 
- does the problem holder look at similarities, or differences? 
- what appears to belong together? 
- what appears to be mutually exclusive? 
- what does the problem holder regards as connected? 
- and what does he/she regard as relatively (in)dependent? 
- what does he/she see as good? And what as bad? 
- is the account static, or dynamic? Etc. 

20 min. 

Step 2 Exchange of findings and experiences 

The other group members bring forward their findings and experiences. What 

struck them in the problem holder’s way of thinking and looking at the issue? 

15 min. 

Step 3 Reactions of the problem holder 

The problem holder reacts to the findings and experiences brought forward. 

 What appear to be my dominant ideas? 

 What other perspectives could be adopted with regard to the situation? 

Group members offer assistance upon request of the problem holder. 

15 min. 

Step 4 Evaluation 
The problem holder and the group members evaluate the consultation 

process: how did it go, what have we achieved, what have we learned, what 

have we overlooked? 

10 min. 

 
TIME NEEDED 

60 min. 
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5. THE CLINIC METHOD 
 
Step 1 Introduction 

The problem holder briefly explains the situation he/she wants to practise with 

and indicates what the main problem areas are. 

5 min. 

Step 2 Demonstration 

By using two or more chairs, the problem holder demonstrates the way the 

conversation (anticipated or actually held) evolves. On one chair the problem 

holder plays him/herself, on the other chair(s) he/she demonstrates the 

reactions of the conversation partners. By changing chairs and by acting out the 

various roles as naturally as possible, the other group members will gain a clear 

picture of the way the conversation evolves. 

10 min. 

Step 3 Trying out alternatives 

Once the situation and the problem areas are sufficiently clear, the problem 

holder takes the chairs of the other conversation partner(s) for the remaining 

period. He/she ‘puts him/herself in the other person’s shoes’ and acts out the 

reactions this person would have. The other group members now get the 

opportunity to play the role of the problem holder and to show what alternative 

approaches they see. Various group members are given the opportunity to 

demonstrate their alternative, creating as large a variety of approaches as 

possible. 

20 min. 

Step 4 Assessment of alternatives 

The problem holder indicates which alternatives do/do not appeal to him/her. 

5 min. 

Step 5 Trying out the chosen alternative 

The problem holder tries out the alternative that most appeals to him/her, with 

another group member playing the counterpart. The counterpart’s response 

may be stepped up, if that is helpful. 

10 min. 

Step 6 Evaluation 

The problem holder evaluates the exercise. The group members provide 

feedback on behaviour and reactions observed. 

10 min. 

 
TIME NEEDED 

60 min. 
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6. THE 10 MINUTE METHOD 
 
STEP 1 INTRODUCTION OF THE ISSUE 

The problem holder introduces and briefly explains his/her issue. 

 

STEP 2 QUESTIONS FOR CLARITY 
Group members ask questions for clarity only. It is vital that in this step the 

facilitator does not allow any questions that suggest possible action/solution or 

are feedback based.  

The group are allowed a maximum of 5 questions for clarity and no single 

member is allowed more than 2 questions. The facilitator does not ask 

questions.  

 

Step 3 QUESTIONS THAT SUGGEST HELP 
Group members ask questions that suggest action/help/solution/next 

steps/feedback. 

Group is allowed maximum of 10 questions and any single group member is 

allowed a maximum of 2 questions. 

After any group member asks a question they must write it down on a piece of 

paper with their own name at the top. 

THE CLIENT ANSWERS NONE OF THESE QUESTIONS 

At the end of 10mins the facilitator calls time. 

 

Step 4 COLLECTION 
Client collects written questions from group and decides to follow up/act/reject 
as they deem appropriate. 
 
 

 

Step 5 EVALUATION 
Client evaluates the consultation process: experiences, the effects of group 

members’ contributions, etc. 

 

 Time needed 10 min 

 
 

 
  
 
 


