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Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to share some observations from the author’s experience in attempting to facilitate the acquisition of reflective habits by individuals undergoing leadership development in business-related project environments. These are current beliefs, accumulated during the author’s ongoing learning journey, and as such form part of a particular evolving mindset; they are offered here to prompt and contribute to the reader’s own exploration of a complex topic.        

First, the context for the author’s leadership development practice will be sketched out, and the relevance of reflection and action learning to this practice will be clarified. Then the action learning methodology itself will be defined and characterized as a sound setting for reflective inquiry. Next, informal means to embed action learning principles in the project-related tasks of those undergoing leadership development are explained. This is followed by a description of a reflective learning framework including some tools that are used by participants to frame and facilitate the action learning processes; the framework and tools promote reflection without the need to explicitly introduce complex self-searching cognitive procedures. The relevance of this action learning approach to building a learning organization and the development of leaders for such an organization is also discussed. Finally, a brief case study is provided to confirm that these various elements can be woven together in a real-life leadership development effort.

Contextual Discussion

The author’s practice typically focuses on executive and management leadership development, including progressing high-potentials. Clients are in the main hard-headed business people who already have more on their agendas than they can hope to accomplish. Adding capability development requirements to the workplace demands that they already face presents them with a very stiff challenge. Although high-potentials are predisposed to more readily handle such challenges (Peters and Smith, 1996) they need first to be convinced that the developmental effort will facilitate their progress. It has been the author’s experience that to attract and retain the attention of these various constituents, one must talk in very practical terms, making strong links between the leadership development approaches advocated, performance improvement, the bottom line, careers, and succession.

The author attempts to forge such links by pointing out to these managers, executives and high-potentials that as individuals, and in clusters and organizations, they are awash in assumptions; indeed, that they presume validity at their peril in contexts which are increasingly complex, ambiguous, pluralistic, and egalitarian. It is emphasized that if they are to learn to successfully address their multitude of diverse leadership aspirations, it is critical in their development- and work-related activities, that they continually explore and question their suppositions by surfacing their insights, and evolving fresh questions leading from their ignorance. It is further explained to them that this ability to think things through and de-brief experiences at non-trivial personal and contextual levels is called reflection.

The close relationship between reflection and learning has been explored and popularized by Kolb (1984), and by Honey & Mumford (1989), as part of their work on “Learning Cycles”. Reflection is defined by Webster’s Dictionary as: to cast back, think, cogitate, ruminate, consider, deliberate, muse, think carefully, hold up a mirror. One of the most influential theorists regarding reflective thinking was Donald Schon who is quoted by Kirby and Paradise (1992) as feeling that  reflection entails "Diagnosis, testing and belief in personal causation. Diagnosis is the ability to frame or make sense of a problem through use of professional knowledge, past experience, the uniqueness of the setting and people involved, and expectations held by others. Once framed, the reflective practitioner engages in on-the-spot experimentation and reflection to test alternative solutions. Finally, the courage to act in situations of uncertainty...requires that the practitioner accept responsibility for action." Schon also emphasized the need for a Reflective Practicum - a safe environment in which Reflective Conversation could be held.

Mezirow (1985) also explored reflection in some depth, observing that it must involve the bringing of one’s assumptions, premises, criteria, and schemata into consciousness & vigorously critiquing them, rather than assuming the dictionary definition whereby people simply think back over what worked and did not work. 

Hammer and Stanton in a Fortune article on “The Power of Reflection” state that  “ ... successful organizations fail in many different ways, but they share one underlying cause: a failure to reflect” (Hammer and Stanton, 1997). Some specific reasons why today’s managers and executives might want to reflect are shown in Table 1 and it is not hard to find influential sources now promoting reflection as essential to leadership. For example, Kouzes and Posner treat reflection as indispensable in the 2nd edition of their well known book on leadership development (1995), although it is not mentioned in their 1st edition (1987). Sherman in a article on leadership concludes that in the fast moving new economy, one needs a new skill: reflection (Sherman, 1994). Warren Bennis is quoted by Wolfe (1993) as saying that “Leaders must model and take the time for development of self-awareness”; also: “‘Know thyself’ was an inscription over the Oracle of Delphi; unless leaders know their own strengths and weaknesses, know what they want to do, and why they want to do it, they cannot succeed in any but the most superficial sense of the word. Acquiring this self-knowledge demands reflection”.

Table 1

REASONS WHY WE REFLECT

o
Natural element of learning

o
Gain insight & understanding

o
Foresee consequences

o
Solve problem(s)

o
Justify action

o
Achieve control

o
Improve decisions

o
Increase options

o
Clarification

o
Detect errors

o
Forced to do it

o
Seek “truth”

o
Explore mindsets

o
Identify “right” problem

o
Challenge norms

o
Gain new perspectives

o
Self-insight

o
Self-development

o
Personal mastery

o
Overcome resistance

o
Apportion blame

o
Explore responsibility

o
Increase self-confidence

o
Get new ideas

o
Part of thinking

o
Conflict resolution

o
Negotiation

o
Cultural expectations

o
Be more successful

o
Enhance performance

o
Gain multiple viewpoints

o
Intuitive element in adaption

o
Gain an edge

o
Uncover discrepant 
reasoning

o
Shift blame (distancing)

o
Make tacit explicit

Unfortunately, reflection does not come naturally or even easily to most managers and executives that the author deals with. Indeed, in most case, explicit attempts to encourage adoption of learning and reflective practices through either logical explanations or development sessions have been largely unsuccessful. To address these concerns, and to provide an alternative to such formal approaches, the author utilizes action learning together with some aids to framing and facilitating the action learning process. Action learning is a sound process for the development of habits of reflective inquiry; however, in addition, these reflective habits can be developed as action learning participants practice the kinds of straightforward practical processes and tools described in this paper, rather than through involvement in the complex self-searching cognitive procedures of formal reflection. 

Table 2

Some Notable Organizations Who Have Used Action Learning 



Hewlett-Packard
GE


IKEA



Ameritech

MCI International 
Sears



Corning


Whirlpool

Northern Telecom



Motorola

Coca Cola

TD Bank



Digital Equipment
Cigna IPC

CN Rail



Gulf


GTE


CIBC



Exxon


AT&T


Alberta WCB




GM


Dow


CCMD



Prudential

Foster Wheeler

Volvo

As David Garvin has said so perceptively: “Beyond high philosophy and grand themes lie the gritty details of practice” (Garvin, 1993). In attempting to develop reflective learning habits in managers and executives undergoing leadership development using the approach described in this paper, the author was faced with a number of challenging questions:

1.
Was action learning really capable of providing a sound setting for reflective inquiry in leadership development contexts?

2.
How could the quality of individual and collaborative reflection be enhanced in an action learning based project?

3.
How could reflection become a continual “habit” outside of action learning based projects, embedded in individual and pluralistic community processes?

Based on experience over some fifteen years, the author contends that these challenges can be successfully addressed by familiarizing clients with an:

o
Action Learning Process that includes a Personal and Group Learning Strategy

o
Action Framework and Subset of Reflective Tools

As this paper will attempt to demonstrate, these two bullets are consistent with both facilitating reflection, and with learning as set out in current learning theories. For example, Vygotskian theory relies on learning through interpersonal contact and subsequent internalization based on a “zone of proximal development”, plus scaffolding and modeling (Vygotsky, 1987). Constructivism posits learning by interaction with the environment in a problem anchored, and student centered sense (Perkins, 1991). In distributed cognition theory, learning is said to take place through interaction with individuals, the environment and cultural artifacts, facilitated by tools (Dede, 1996). Cognitive flexibility theorists believe that learning takes place by constructing multiple interpretations in ill-structured domains much like “hypermedia” linking (Spiro et al, 1988). Cognitive apprenticeship/coaching relies on the learning of cognitive strategies as the learners take action in teacher-supported groups (Wilson and Cole, 1994). Situated cognition theory assumes one can’t separate cognitive tasks from social tasks, and that learning is facilitated through communities of practice (Perret-Clermont, 1993). Metacognition theory emphasizes learning about learning (Flavell, 1976).

It is proposed that the action learning approach described in this paper is consistent with the overall thrust of these learning theories, and it has indeed proven effective in developing habits of dialogic as well as analytic reflection. This conclusion is based on the author’s own case studies; for example, behavioral changes in Set participants involving  development of reflective approaches to business problems (Smith and Day, 2000). Some authors claim that reflection can be measured directly (Hunt et al, 1973; Van Mannen, 1977; Sparks-Langer et al, 1990; Costa and Garnston, 1994); the author does not currently routinely use such methods with Sets, although it is hoped to have this as the focus of future research.

Action Learning as a Sound Setting for Leadership Development and Reflective Inquiry

As noted above, the chief focus of the author’s practice is management and leadership development. Success as a manager or as an executive depends on far more than acquiring technical knowledge and management concepts. It comes from an understanding of, and a feel for such factors as organizational politics and culture, the art of influencing others, the ability to delegate, the skills of timing, presentation and selling ideas, not just having them. These are the qualities we expect from organizational leaders, and without a developmental strategy for gaining them the emergence of effective managers and executives is a hit-and-miss affair.

Action learning was originated by Professor Reg Revans in the 1940’s (Revans, 1945) and is used by many notable organizations as indicated in Table 2. Action learning according to Revans (1945) embodies an approach based on comrades in adversity learning from and with each other through discriminating questioning, fresh experience and reflective insight. Although not explicitly mentioned by Revans in any of his action learning treatises, his approach implicitly offers the opportunity to integrate “rule based knowledge (P)” with “experiential knowledge (Q)” through reflection. Indeed, this seemingly very simple methodology has demonstrated in innumerable cases that its practitioners can affect the complex and often inscrutable processes of natural learning through personal and collaborative reflection.

Action learning is a win/win individual and company approach to learning and development, that at the same time is capable of resolving significant business, organizational and social problems. It is a form of learning through experience, “by doing”, where the job environment is the classroom. It is based on the premise that we can only learn about work at work, just as we can only learn how to ride a bicycle by riding a bicycle. It permits risk taking within a psychologically safe environment, much like the safe practice area we choose when learning to ride a bike. Again like riding a bike it emphasizes personal responsibility for learning, although supportive but challenging learning partnerships are made available.

Nothing else feels how action learning feels. No traditional training program can prepare a person for the first time they fire someone, or are blocked by a politically motivated colleague, or are confronted with an angry customer. In the end, we can only learn about it by doing it, and then thinking over carefully what happened, making sense of the lessons, and working through how the learning can be built on and used next time around. 

It is well known that experience itself is a very slippery teacher; most of the time we have experiences from which we never learn.  But even so, experience, albeit combined with a deep understanding or requisite theory, is the only valid teacher. Action learning is such an experience-based group learning process that provides this mix of practice-field experience using real issues, combined with a drawing-down of theory where appropriate. In this way it accelerates learning and personal development whilst providing on the job leverage of participants’ competencies.

Action learning has a framework designed to capture and build on what is, rather than operate in a pure, detached, analytical and rational world of what should be.  It maps over existing structures and development plans, and supports the aspirations of non-traditional managers. By promoting cogitation and insightful inquiry with perceptive partners in situations where solutions are not always obvious, and by leaving responsibility for implementation of the solution in the participant’s hands, it is particularly suited to enhancing leadership capabilities.

Action learning programs are built around the points shown in Table 3 and generic benefits drawn from the author’s experience are presented in Table 4. A program starts with syllabus determination, rather than a given syllabus. The syllabus can only be the key issues facing an 

organization and an individual within it. From there, people are encouraged to draw from the 

body of knowledge: books, journals, other people, company literature, other firms - appropriate, targeted and contextualised information. This approach is elicitive, in that it elicits relevant information, rather than disseminates what a trainer or designer thinks is good for the participants.

Table 3

Typical Attributes Of An Action Learning Program


o
Tackle real problems in real time in a tight learning community


o
Executives and/or managers sponsored to a small stable group called a “Set”:



- each Set may be facilitated by a “Set Adviser”



- each Set holds intermittent meetings over a fixed program cycle


o
Set members who:



- are challenged to resolve a “sponsored” individual or a group problem



- target the realities at their own field level  



- must take action to resolve the problem



- are exposed to appropriate risk and “stretch”



- work in the Set in a supportive social process



- proceed via questioning, conjecture and refutation



- can take advantage of training and other interventions as the need arises



- report final results to the sponsor(s)


o
Defined and accidental learning

Table 4

Benefits of Action Learning Programs



-
Programs designed to suit the organization



-
Brightest people challenged to solve critical problems   



-
Contributions are visible, practical, and active



-
Emphasizes getting things done in the organization 



-
Leadership is naturally developed



-
New hires and seasoned individuals develop together



-
Mentoring and nurturing skills develop instinctively  



-
Network of current and future leaders is matured



-
Diversity is addressed naturally



-
Capability/career assessment is based on real results



-
Development is rapid 



-
Whole person development

By these means, action learning seeks to throw a net around slippery experiences, and capture them as learning, i.e. as replicable behavior in similar and indeed differing contexts. An action learning program of development forces consideration of both explicit and tacit information. The individual makes sense of an experience by conceptualizing it and generalizing the replicable points; and plans for future actions based on the learning gathered. The Set provides the forge in which an individual’s actions are shaped through their own personal  contemplation and the questioning insight of fellow Set members. 

A key point is that actions and outcomes still remain the responsibility of the individual participant. Action learning provides the safe environment or “practice field” for reflection and learning to occur, whilst recognizing that real responsibility lies outside any classroom environment: it lies with the participants who must own the business outcomes. What is more, in using the organization itself as a learning laboratory, it does not require any special set of 

conditions to be in place before it can be effective. It does so because its whole ethos is learning about the surrounding context, and learning to be effective within it, thus leveraging the prevailing culture to its own advantage.

As a result, the development needs of the organization’s managers, executives and high-potentials are satisfied through activities that are focused on the articulated significant current and future needs of the organization. This leads to the justifiable charge of action learning as a narrow (but deep) learning agenda, rather than a broad but superficial one. This is development addressed as a business service provision; geared to provide in a precisely targeted way what is required, when it is required, where it is required, in the form in which it is required.

The distinction between an emergent, elicitive syllabus and a trainer-directed one is a profound one, going deeper than a change of tone. In designing action learning interventions we admit that we do not hold all the answers. In this sense we become one with the business climate of today. The job of the skilled action learning architect will be to create the conditions for learning to take place which delivers the expectations of both individual learner and organizational client. However, in the end, learners themselves must adopt, own and ultimately live with the consequences of their program. Irrelevance does not exist within the well-designed action learning intervention, albeit learners can (in some circumstances) create irrelevant outcomes for themselves, of their own choosing.

Action learning recognizes that future managers and executives must develop self-direction and self-reliance. At the same time, action learning programs always work with groups in which participants are encouraged to discuss, share, pool their ambitions and experiences, and therefore create something else, a gestalt, where the group yields a better result than individuals could.

It is probably fair to say that the majority of practitioners today conduct more complicated process variants on the original action learning method if for no other reason than to address praxiological concerns (Smith, 1998). Indeed, in the spirit of action learning, it may be healthy for action learning itself be the object of such questioning and revision (Botham, 1995). However, care must be taken that the power and simplicity of Revans’ original method are maintained (Smith, 1997a).

The author believes that this proviso is satisfied when, for practical reasons highlighted in the introductory sections, rather than introduce action learning in the formal fashion discussed above, it is introduced to program participants as an easily grasped personal learning and reflection strategy for performance improvement; this practical strategy is illustrated in Figure 1. Managers and executives readily comprehend the similarity to Deming’s quality approach (Shirkenbach, 1986), and accept that the quality of their role performance in achieving a given project outcome can be improved through iterative continuous cycles. At each stage of the cycle, to better focus their thinking and help them reach conclusions of practical significance, participants may apply the Action Framework and Subset of Reflective Tools explored in a later section. It is a short step then to Figure 2 where participants accept that the thinking (reflective) components of the cycle will be improved through intermittent collaborative inquiry in action learning Sets. The author’s experience (Smith and Day, 2000) is that action learning becomes embedded in the business processes in this way, and becomes a matter of habit.

Action Framework and Subset of Reflective Tools

The Action Framework that is introduced to program participants is a readily grasped, tried and true, three-element performance model (Smith, 1993a; Smith & Saint-Onge, 1996). This outcomes-driven approach provides a practical framework for introduction of a variety of up-to-date methods that facilitate reflection. It should be noted that this approach remains consistent 

with the original aims of Professor Revans which were to set up conditions in which comrades in adversity can learn from and with each other through discriminating questioning, fresh experience, and reflective insight (Revans, 1991).

Figure 1

Personal Learning & Reflection Strategy





Figure 2

Collaborative Learning & Reflection Strategy




Figure 3

Action Framework




Figure 4

Same Framework At All Levels




The action framework is typically preceded by formal or informal strategic systems analysis to ensure that any project undertaken is consistent with the organizational business plans. This 

outcomes-driven framing is either carried out by each individual participant in an action learning Set, or by the Set itself, depending on whether assignments are individualized, or there is one shared assignment. The method may be as simple as conducting a session to define outcomes within the Set, or with appropriate stakeholders. Or it may involve more structured methods, such as those for building meaning (Dixon, 1997). This analysis is detailed elsewhere (Smith, 1997b).

The Action Framework is based on the outcomes-driven performance model presented in Figure 3.  The model draws inspiration from the earlier work of Johnson and Johnson (1987) and Honey and Mumford (1989) and has been introduced successfully since the mid-80’s into organizations as diverse as Exxon (Smith, 1993a), Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce (Smith and Saint-Onge, 1996), and IKEA (Drew and Smith, 1995 ). The first application in a true action learning setting is believed to have been made by participants in an International Management Centres offering (Peters, 1995). 

According to this model, performance is envisaged as dependent on three elements - Focus, Will and Capability. These three elements form a dynamic system. The performance level achieved by the system depends on the interactions and interdependencies of these elements. Focus represents a clear definition and understanding of the performance proposed; Focus is associated with questions such as What ..?; How ..?; Who ..?; Where ..?; When ..?; Why ..? The element Will represents strength of intent to action the performance defined in Focus; Will is associated with attitudes, emotions, beliefs and mindsets. Capability represents the wherewithal to transform into reality the performance defined in Focus; Capability is associated with such diverse areas as skills, infrastructure, budgets, tools, physical assets etc. A change in any one of these elements may effect a change in the state of one or both of the other elements.    

The most favorable set of conditions for optimal performance occurs when Focus, Will and Capability form a self-reinforcing system, with all elements in balance and harmony. As Figure 3 shows, current performance potential is represented by the degree of overlap of the circles; optimal performance being represented by complete congruence of all three circles. Imbalance and lack of congruence will typically lead to misdirected and wasted efforts as well as loss of performance. For example, organizations often concentrate on the skills required to carry out a particular activity without regard for employees’ understanding of what they are to do, or of their motivation to do it. This is doubly wasteful, since performance will not only be poor, but the time and resources concentrated on the training will be wasted. 

Areas shown in the Figure, where only two model elements overlap, are typical of real-life situations. For example, it is not unusual for an action learning Set to founder because participants have a relatively clear understanding of the problem(s) they are charged to action (strong Focus), adequate interpersonal skills and resources to carry out the actions (moderate Capability), but no belief in the method or incentive to follow the method through (low Will). The key to performance optimization is the continual dynamic tuning of the degree of overlap of the elements based on learning initiatives. In the example cited, exploration of Will is a routine explicit step in the Set’s process, and learning initiatives would be undertaken to ensure that this exploration pinpointed the problem. Remedial activities could then be initiated.

As Figure 4 illustrates, the performance model is consistent across all levels of the organization; however, the meaning of Focus, Will and Capability will change to reflect the changing context. For example, for an action learning Set  participant working at the organizational level, Focus might represent the firm’s strategic plans to enter a new market; Will would reflect the organization cultural potential to support the new initiative; and Capability could relate to the firm’s asset position on entering that market. For a Set participant working on a related but more local problem, Focus might represent dividing up a sales territory; Will would be associated with how the participants and members of the sales organization at large would feel about the proposed new segmentation; and Capability would address the skill requirements and infrastructure required for the newly segmented sales force to function adequately.

The performance system receives feedback as Set participants compare measured performance versus the outcomes defined in the framing stage. Dynamic tuning is undertaken by a Set participant to attempt to maintain harmony and balance based on this feedback; in other words through learning and reflection. This tuning, learning and reflection is fostered and greatly facilitated through the kind of collaborative learning associated with the action learning approach. It is then a logical step, to adopt tools that are performance related, promote reflection, and are highly relevant to the performance element being explored. Some of these aids are described here.

Some of the tools introduced to participants are specific to the Action Framework element being explored. For example, Focus may be tuned via methods for rational analysis as described by Senge (1990), Dixon (1997), Rosenhead (1989), and many others; Will may be tuned using methods described by Argyris (1993), and Schein (1993); and Capability could be tuned via audit methods described by Drew and Smith (1995). Although all of these initiatives are in effect aids to reflection, because the context is that of business performance, there is a strong chance that the reflective practice will not be seen as such (which will form a barrier) but will become habit, naturally embedded in the participants’ routine business-related processes.

Participants are also introduced to a more familiar array of tools that promote reflection. These aids fall into a number of broad categories associated with varying degrees of sophistication, including dialogue, problem exploration, defensive thinking, and systems thinking. By ensuring just-in-time availability of these kinds of up-to-date tools in modular,  self-directed learning formats, with support from facilitators if required, program participants have a ready means available to them to fully address performance opportunities. Freedom to use, or not use, a particular method of analysis is emphasized. However, where the author has utilized a business simulation to enhance experiential reflection, it has typically been predesigned to facilitate learning in a particular situation (Smith and Levenson, 1996). In this case the simulation has been a mandatory part of the program.    

By familiarizing participants with the difference between discussion and dialogue, and the appropriate balance between advocacy and inquiry, one tries to establish an appropriate tone for participant communication with others and indeed with themselves. In particular the author exposes them when possible to work by Schein (1993) and by Isaacs (1993). Smyth’s Seven Questions of Dialogic Interaction (Smyth, 1991) are also very helpful and are readily understood and applied by participants. Smyth’s questions are as follows: 


A.
What do my practices say about my assumptions, values and beliefs?


B.
Where did these ideas come from? 


C.
What social practices are expressed in these ideas? 


D.
What is it that causes me to maintain my theories? 


E.
What views of power do they embody? 


F.
Whose interests seem to be served by my practices? 


G.
 What is it that acts to constrain my views of what is possible?

The Problem Exploration Tools I introduce to participants include the tried and true methods for reframing and analyzing problems, such as:


-
Double-Q Diagram (Cause & Effect)



-
Behaviour vs. Time Graph


-
Pareto Chart


-
Is/Is Not Analysis









-
Force Field Analysis


-
Challenging Assumptions



-
Reversing The Problem


-
Mind Mapping

To assist participants in Overcoming Defensive Thinking I rely on the simpler work of Argyris (1990) and of Schon (1987), typically:


-
Ladder Of Inference (Argyris, 1990)


-
Ladder of Reflection (Schon, 1987)


-
Left-Hand/Right-Hand Column Analysis (Argyris, 1990)

Participants have little trouble in understanding the principles of systems, and of Systems Thinking which is readily introduced through Causal Loop Diagrams and a few of the standard eight Systems Archetypes (Senge, 1990). This has typically provided participants with an excellent means of “telling their stories”, sharing their mental models, making the tacit explicit, and of discovering points of leverage both inside and outside their Sets. 

Relevance To Projects Involved In The Development Of A Learning Organization

The most influential impetus for the concept and development of the learning organization has been provided by Senge (1990) where he articulated the concept of “metanoia”, meaning a shift of mind which facilitates members of an organization re-perceiving the world and their relationship to it. Senge described five disciplines which could bring this “humanization” about: Personal Mastery (the discipline of continually clarifying and deepening our personal vision, of focusing our energies, of developing patience, and of seeing reality objectively; Mental Models (deeply ingrained assumptions or even pictures or images that influence how we understand the world and how we take action); Building Shared Vision (the capacity to hold a shared picture of the future we seek to create); Team Learning (starts with “dialogue”, the capacity of team members to suspend assumptions and enter into a genuine “thinking together”; and Systems Thinking (the discipline that integrates the other disciplines - a conceptual framework, a body of knowledge and tools that has been developed over the past fifty years to make full patterns of events clearer, and to help us see how to change them effectively).

Others have adopted a somewhat different point of view, considering the learning organization as a metaphor. For example Pedler et al (1991) wrote: “A Learning Company is an organization that facilitates the learning of all its members and continually transforms itself”. Smith (1993b) provides the following definition: “A Learning Organization is a social system whose members have learned conscious communal processes for continually:

o
generating, retaining and leveraging individual and collective learning to improve performance of the organizational systems in ways important to all stakeholders, and

o
monitoring and improving performance

With regard to operationalizing the learning organization, Senge and Sterman (1991) note: “The challenge is how to move from generalizations about accelerating learning and systems thinking to tools and processes that help managers re-conceptualize complex issues, design better operating policies and guide organization-wide learning”; and Senge (1989) writes “There is much to be learned regarding the design of learning processes whereby large numbers of managers can develop their own insights. The essence of such learning processes is that it enables people to develop their own insights rather than leading (no matter how cleverly) people to a predetermined set of answers”. 

Based on the discussion in the previous sections, the action learning based approach described here seems consistent with these various definitions and points of view, embodying both the reflective processes and tools recommended by these various authorities for development of a learning organization and leaders appropriate to such an organization. 

A Case Study

The case study highlighted here concerns an unlikely candidate for Learning Organization development, namely the Canadian Imperial Bank of Commerce (CIBC); details of the case have been  provided elsewhere (for example, Smith and Saint-Onge, 1996). In 1990 when the author’s work began with CIBC, it was a large (over 30,000 employees), traditional, diversified bank with hierarchical structures, controls and a rules-driven culture. This organization, despite its size and history, has since successfully reinvented its future by pursuing a Learning Organization heading based on the learning and reflection concepts presented in this paper. 

CIBC successfully traveled from its traditional hierarchical environment to the “inverted pyramid” in less than 4 years and has maintained its momentum through the decade.

CIBC had always been “the bank that service built”, but the new vision it articulated in the early ‘90s of becoming a customer-obsessed company, driven by the customer, close to the customer, and with ever-strengthening relationships with the customers, went far beyond tradition.

A concept which captured the spirit of CIBC’s vision was “individuals going the extra mile”. CIBC believed that when such discretionary effort became so ingrained that it was commonplace, CIBC would truly be a customer-obsessed company. To assist in realizing this vision the bank adopted a new approach to their business based on the well known “inverted pyramid”. This in turn demanded a new approach for operationalizing the strategy. 

The critical impact that executive and management mindsets would have on the successful introduction of CIBC’s new strategy, and the development of a Learning Organization, was realized from the beginning. It was also understood that having highly skilled managers in periods when new beliefs and strategies were being introduced could not be overvalued (Donaldson and Lorsch, 1983). To this end CIBC replaced its training-oriented Staff College with a central Leadership Centre (CIBC the News, 1992) and a distributed national network of Employee Development Centres (CIBC the News, 1992). The Leadership Centre’s goal was to enhance the leadership qualities of the bank’s managers; a key requirement for a successful Learning Organization. The Centre offers programs and workshops designed to reinforce CIBC’s business strategies and contribute to their renewal through management involvement. The Development Centres help employees across Canada develop new skills for wining customer loyalty in current and future jobs. These Centres utilize self-directed learning products as well as workshops, self-assessment tools and individual consultations in support of career planning and development.  

From the beginning Leadership Centre executives, and the author as consultant, felt that an explicit strong emphasis initially on learning and reflection would be counter-productive in an organization struggling to redesign its rule-based environment, and where highest priority was being placed on becoming “customer obsessed”. This did not mean that learning and reflection must not be encouraged through the Centre’s strategies and programs, but rather these initiatives should foster the culture the bank needed to become an organization that  was “ ....about people learning to adapt and change as a result of intense competition” (Flood, 1993a). In addressing the Canadian Payments Association, Al Flood (CIBC’s Chairman) said “The point here is not to have the organization force employees to learn, but to create a context in which they will want to learn” (Flood, 1993b). In this spirit, action learning based on the simple learning strategy shown in Figures 1 and 2, and the systemic three-element performance model reproduced in Figure 3 were introduced. The way in which the model’s three elements of performance (Focus, Will and Capability) drove CIBC’s learning efforts has been detailed on a number of occasions by H. Saint-Onge, the Vice-President heading up the Centre (Saint-Onge, 1993a; Saint-Onge 1993b).

The simplicity and power of the learning strategy and the performance model ensured that they would become familiar across the bank, and would be rapidly adopted at all levels. It paved the way for the introduction of a reflective Learning Organization approach by emphasizing the fundamentals of excellent performance in pursuit of business outcomes e.g. activities and tools related to customer service. Although it identified the  necessary concurrent learning and reflection, it also helped de-emphasize it by making it more transparent at a practical level; that is learning content and processes were designed, but learning was “by doing”.

Once the Learning Organization effort had matured, the accent was more specifically placed on learning and reflection. For example, Al Flood eventually talked openly about CIBC as a Learning Organization (Flood, 1993c); and reflection and more traditional action learning approaches were introduced into the curriculum and openly explored.

In Reflection

In reflecting on the experiences and notions set out in this paper, the author is struck by how consistent resistance has been over some fifteen years at all levels of organizations with respect to formal explicit exploration of reflection. Since as this article attempts to demonstrate, reflective learning habits can be developed by substitute processes based on action learning, it would appear that the issue is one of mindset - not an unusual circumstance in organizations (Smith and Saint-Onge, 1996). Certainly there are other possible explanations; for example, were the formal offerings on reflection properly designed? However, the author considers it telling that outside of educational contexts, little is published with regard to reflection.

The experiential learning process and strategy, the action framework, and the various reflective tools, have all been well tested in practice. In retrospect, the approach described here has been successful in bringing these various themes together in one methodology, leveraging the synergy thus produced. Of course, new methods and tools with potential for inclusion in this action learning approach emerge regularly, providing fresh targets for research. New insights from practice also continue to appear. In this way the approach offers natural challenges as an object of continuous improvement. Yet to be realized is a specific planned enhancement of the author’s own capability to reflect and learn about introducing reflection in project-related leadership development - namely the direct measurement of reflective activity.
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