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large communications company 

wants to find an effective way to enter new international markets. In the 

past, this problem probably would have been given to subject matter experts 

to solve. Instead, the company has several of its high-level executives form 

action-reflection learning teams to find a solution. • A business unit of 

another large communications company is shifting its culture toward that of a 

quality-focused, team-based, matrix-managed organization. The move 

requires a total culture change. Action-reflection learning is introduced as the 

basis for effecting the change. • A large ferry company in Europe wants to 

become an entertainment and transportation enterprise. A rigid hierarchical 

culture and union influence are hampering this goal. The company institutes 

three action-reflection learning programs that involve top managers across all 

operating functions. As a result, the culture begins to evolve, which paves 
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the way for new strategies to 

help the company achieve its 

goal. • In many organizations 

today, demands for continuous 

improvement require that employ-

ees learn from their daily experi-

ences in the workplace and apply 

that learning to anticipate problems 

before they happen. Just-in-time 

training, teleconferencing, and 

training line managers to be train-

ers are acceptable solutions, but 

they don't always go far enough. 
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Action-reflection learning or ARL 
is a learning-by-doing alternative to 
expert-based training. ARL aims to 
solve real business problems, under 
actual work conditions. 

ARL defined 
At times, participants in an ARL pro-
gram look as if they're just doing 
their jobs. At other times, it looks as 
if they're being trained in a conven-
tional way. But in an ARL program, 
the "training" becomes a project in 
which learning takes place while 
part ic ipants try to solve a work-
related problem. The ARL process is 
always conducted in teams. 

The basic characteristics of an ARL 
program are 
» working in small groups to solve 
problems 
» learning how to learn and think 
critically 
» building skills to meet the training 
needs that emerge during a project 
I developing a participant 's own 
theory of management, leadership, or 
employee empowerment—a theory 
that is tested against real-world expe-
riences as well as established tenets. 

ARL isn't a packaged program of 
predetermined methods and ideas. 
ARL activities revolve around actual 

problems that have strategic impor-
tance for an organization. Throughout 
an ARL program, participants use the 
"laboratory" of the project to gain 
insight into similar problems on their 
jobs. They get feedback and try out 
new behaviors. When participants 
work on workplace problems, they 
not only learn by doing, but they also 
come face-to-face with the messy, 
ambiguous reality that often exists 
outside the classroom. 

British physicist Reg Revans is 
credited with creating ARL, but the 
basis for ARL is implicit in the work 
of many people who have observed 
that people can learn from their own 
experiences. Some of the assump-
tions that have emerged from that 

work include the following: 
» We increase our learning when we 
reflect on what we did in training. 
» By relying on experts , we may 
become immobilized and not seek 
our own solutions. 
> We are most challenged when we 
work on unfamil iar p roblems in 
unfamiliar settings. 
I Nonhierarchical teams from across 
organizational departments and func-
tions enhance learning through new 
perspectives. 
» Facilitators can accelerate learning 
by helping people think critically. 
» Learning should accommodate 
and chal lenge different learning-
style preferences. 
I Whether in individual and group 
learning, we should examine the 
organizational system as a whole. 

There are many variations in ARL 
programs. A program can involve the 
entire organization or only part of it. 
In the latter case, the results may fil-
ter through the organizat ion and 
become catalysts for organization-
wide change and development. An 
ARL program also can be a partner-
ship of several organizations, with 
participants from each one. 

Public and private organizations 
have conduc ted ARL programs— 

Exxon, MCI, Motorola, Hewlett-
Packard, General Electric, General 
Motors, AT&T, and the United States 
Army, to name just a few. Many 
European companies use ARL in 
management development—includ-
ing Volvo Truck, IKEA (the Swedish 
furniture maker), and British Airways. 

ARL design and facilitation 
An ARL program requires three to six 
months of planning. When facilita-
tors first need to be trained in ARL, 
the planning stage may take longer. 
The design of an ARL program dif-
fers from the design of an expert-
based training program. 

ARL programs focus on actual 
problems within the organization. 

People outs ide the program may 
play roles as "owners" of a problem 
or resources for its resolution. And 
because the problems studied in the 
projects tend to come f rom or to 
affect their jobs, line managers take 
on roles as decision makers. 
Step 1. The first step in planning is 
to ensure that line managers under-
stand how ARL works, that they're 
involved in decision making, and 
that they create a list of potential 
project problems that are meaningful 
to participants and their jobs and 
that are important to the organization 
as a whole. 

The problems should be ones for 
which employees conceivably could 
offer several viable solutions, rather 
than ones that could be better solved 
by an exper t . A typical problem 
might be finding ways to help senior 
managers reduce employee work 
loads in order to improve customer 
service. 

Line managers should determine 
who "owns" the problem—in other 
words, who in the organization is 
most af fec ted by it. Once that is 
determined, the line managers help 
select the participants from among 
the employees w h o are affected. 
Participants and their managers may 
want to draw up contracts so they 
can plan their schedules to accom-
modate project work. Then the par-
ticipants form ARL project teams to 
work on the problem or problems 
selected. 

Each team is made up of four to 
six employees who have been cho-
sen with regard to diverse personal 
characteristics, educat ional back-
grounds, and functional expertise. 
This diversity enables project teams 
to examine problems from new and 
different perspectives. To that end, 
team members tend not to be 
experts in the problems being stud-
ied. But as teams work on projects, 
they must identify and access experts 
and stakeholders in the organization 
whose involvement is necessary for 
success. 

At first, it may be best not to call 
the new "training" program "action-
reflection learning." When you do, 
you may spend a lot of time justify-
ing ARL to skeptics. 

You might want to fol low the 
example of an HR manager w h o 
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described what she wanted to do in 
terms of business and management 
development needs and never used 
the term, "ARL." Once the program 
was launched , she prov ided some 
reading material about ARL to help 
par t ic ipants u n d e r s t a n d h o w a n d 
why it was different from other train-
ing programs. 
Step 2. The second planning step is 
to develop learning activities around 
each project. This approach is differ-
ent from the design of expert-based 
training. You should still do needs 
assessment in advance to p r epa re 
skill-based training segments. But the 
r e fe rence po in t is a lways pro jec t 
work and the project problem. 

A typical ARL does include one or 
more icebreakers and some prepared 
input f rom special is ts on the pro-
gram's topic. But formal training seg-
ments are provided just in time and 
in a relatively unstructured way. 

For example, a project team might 
hold a meeting in which facilitators 
observe and give real-time feedback 
on team interaction. The facilitators 
then d i scuss f e e d b a c k w i th t e a m 
members to check out the facilita-
tors' obse rva t i ons . After that , the 
facilitators hold brief training seg-
ments to a l low t e a m m e m b e r s to 
practice giving and receiving feed-
back, to address meet ing manage-
ment, or to meet training needs that 
have emerged during the project. 
Step 3. This step involves planning 
informal team meet ings and struc-
tured sessions that involve all partici-
pants. Part of the time in a typical 
ARL program—which can last for a 
month or up to six months—is spent 
in teamwork on the project and in 
related discussion that takes place in 
the informal team meetings. Part of 
the time is spen t in the s t ructured 
sessions, in which the part icipants 
address topics that are relevant to 
the ent i re g roup ' s d e v e l o p m e n t — 
leadership roles, for example. 

The m a k e u p of t e a m m e e t i n g s 
and structured sessions depends on 
specific organizational needs. 
Step 4. In the final step, each team is 
ass igned a f ac i l i t a to r—pre fe rab ly 
someone whom team members don't 
already know, so that he or she can 
act independent ly of the organiza-
tion's culture. 

After the project is completed, the 

facilitator helps participants reflect 
o n the i r w o r k , so they can learn 
m o r e a b o u t h o w they ident i fy , 
assess , a n d so lve p r o b l e m s . The 
facilitator also helps team members 
assess how they think and learn as 
individuals and as a group. The facili-
tator's role is to help project partici-
pants see how they listen, give feed-
back, plan and run meetings, work 
wi th o t h e r p e o p l e , a n d ident i fy 
assumptions that shape their beliefs 
and actions. 

The facilitator is supposed to ask 
questions that team members might 
avoid asking. He or she ensures that 
the primary focus is on learning—not 

ARL Case Studies 
Individualized model. Lex Dilworth 
has deve loped an individualized 
ARL model at the Florida Depart-
men t of Labor and Employment 
Security to provide career develop-
ment for minori t ies and w o m e n 
w h o have b e e n e x c l u d e d f rom 
advancement. Several positions are 
be ing set aside through a "Gate-
ways to Excellence" program. Upon 
selection, each employee will be 
given a six-month, action-reflection 
learning opportunity in the field of 
his or her choice. 

Tailored to individuals, the pro-
gram's core will be real-world pro-
jects. There will be some formal 
i n s t ruc t ion a n d m e n t o r i n g , but 
most learning will occur through 
interact ion with peers . The pro-
g ram will br ing d iverse p e o p l e 
together from different areas in the 
organiza t ion to learn f rom each 
other while solving problems. 
Academic model. George Washing-
ton University's doctoral program 
for HRD execu t ives is us ing a n 
academic p rogram that incorpo-
rates ARL. The p rogram aims to 
help participants learn how to inte-
grate work and learning, develop a 
community of learners, and estab-
l ish a cu l tu re in w h i c h cu r r en t 
assumptions can be questioned. 

Before being accepted into the 
program, doctoral candidates iden-
tify individual sponso r s in their 
organizations who are one or two 
levels above them and w h o can 
d e t e r m i n e a n d s u p p o r t an ARL 

just completing the task. Facilitators 
record their observations. Periodic 
discussions between them and team 
members provide oppor tuni t ies to 
reflect on the project , to genera te 
and exchange insight, to give and 
receive feedback, and to think. The 
"reflection" in action-reflection learn-
ing means thinking about the con-
tent of the project and the process 
by wh ich ind iv idua l s a n d t e ams 
develop and learn. 

The facilitator helps team mem-
bers continually redefine the stated 
problem—with input from key orga-
nizat ional players—unti l it's clear 
that the team members are asking 

project around which to build aca-
demic work. In addition to taking 
courses, candidates regularly meet 
in small groups to discuss the diffi-
culties they face in their projects 
and to seek other perspectives. 

Typical projects include redesign-
ing a budget process, addressing 
diversity issues, and developing a 
way to d e t e r m i n e the e f fec t s of 
organizational deve lopment in a 
multinational organization. 
Stretch assignments. Consultants 
Cal Wick a n d Gay le R o b i n s o n 
s h o w execu t ives h o w to use an 
ARL a p p r o a c h to h e l p them get 
the most from a "stretch" assign-
ment, which is a term for a three-
day pe r iod that execu t ives may 
spend together at the beginning, 
middle, and end of a development 
cycle. 

Using an ARL approach, execu-
t ives s p e n d the f i rs t d a y of a 
stretch p lanning to convert their 
projects into learning experiences 
for themselves and their organiza-
tions. On the second day, they criti-
cally reflect on their actions, chal-
l enge pas t a s sumpt ions , receive 
feedback, and create new develop-
ment plans. On the third day, they 
aga in r e f l ec t on the i r ac t ions , 
examine the ways in which they 
have changed through their experi-
ences, and plan for stretching oth-
ers ba sed on those exper iences . 
During all three days, peer support 
and individual fol low-up supple-
ment their development. 
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themselves the right quest ions to 
reach a solution. 

For example , a manufac tur ing 
company wanted to retain its com-
petitive edge, due to perceived com-
petition from other firms. An ARL 
team took on the project and deter-
mined that the problem had less to 
do with competing companies than 
with internal issues. 

Another example involves a com-
pany that wanted to build a new 
central logistics plant for warehous-
ing and shipping its product. As ARL 
team members worked together , 
they refocused the problem on mak-
ing the best use of existing ware-
housing and shipping facilities, and 
then on developing more efficient 
product transportation from those 
existing facilities. 

Clearly, it's not enough for a team 
to analyze a problem from an arm-
chair perspective and then to pro-
duce a thick report. Team members 
must try to uncover the real causes 
of the p rob lem in order to find 
acceptable solutions. 

For example, managers at a big 
chain's headquarters asked retailers 
at its various stores to assume greater 
responsibility for decision making. 

Initially, managers def ined the 
problem as a skill deficiency on the 
part of the retailers. The ARL team 
that was assigned to the project 
experimented with new behaviors— 
such as having the retailers reduce 
the number of reports sent to head-
quarters and having diem stock some 
popular products of competi tors . 
When top managers reacted nega-
tively to these decisions, headquarters 
had to examine its own role in creat-
ing obstacles to decentralization. 

HRD/ARL collaboration 
Trainers and human resource devel-
opers can work with ARL designers 
in several capacities. They can coor-
dinate with managers, whose work 
problems will be addressed in a par-
ticular project , to he lp negot ia te 
adjustments to the increased respon-
sibilities and work loads. They can 
also expla in ARL to supervisors 
whose staff will be participating in a 
project. 

When trainers are involved in an 
ARL program, some of them may feel 
a shift from a "training" focus to a 

"learning" focus. Sometimes, that 
poses a dilemma. Several trainers at 
Esso Resources who made that shift 
felt they had to define new roles for 
themselves. To set the stage, they 
changed their titles from "trainers" to 
"learning consultants." In a similar 
vein, Johnsonville Foods renamed its 
training department the "membership 
development department." 

Trainers may act as facilitators for 
project teams, but their traditional 
roles may make it difficult for them 
to ask the hard questions that ARL 
facilitators often must ask. Also, ARL 
facilitators allow participants to man-
age their own learning experiences; 
that could entail a shift in thinking 
for some trainers. 

ARL facilitators tend not to use 
conventional teaching skills, so train-
ers may have to acquire new skills— 
for t iming in tervent ions , asking 
appropriate questions, communicat-
ing in ways participants can under-
stand, and using models to help par-
ticipants understand certain issues. 

There may be times when training 
needs grow out of project work . 
These may call for exper t -based 
training courses or a variation of just-
in-time training. These needs tend to 
be organization-oriented and to fill 
immediate requirements. By pointing 
them out, ARL programs can help 
the training depar tment build an 
agenda that is based on business 
needs. Training needs that arise from 
project work tend to get strong inter-
nal support. In such cases, the trans-
fer of training may be enhanced and 
employees may more clearly see the 
reasons for training. 

When and why to use ARL 
ARL is appropriate in the following 
circumstances: 
I when problems are complex, with 
no obvious solutions in sight 
t when managers need to develop a 
cross-functional overview 
I when learning is closely tied to 
cultural change 
l w h e n the par t ic ipants need to 
deve lop judgment and to think 
strategically 
t when participants prefer to learn 
by doing, while getting work done. 

ARL is often used in management 
and execut ive deve lopment with 
many types of employees in various 

private, public, and nonprofit set-
tings. Although ARL programs can be 
more expensive than shorter activi-
ties, they may save more money than 
they cost, because they can solve 
bottom-line problems. Also, partici-
pants tend to be highly committed to 
solut ions that they themselves 
develop during projects. In fact, they 
often begin implementation while 
still working on a project. 

Although ARL focuses on problem 
solving and has bottom-line benefits, 
the primary goal is development— 
personal, organizational, and profes-
sional. Interestingly, when develop-
ment is emphasized over problem 
solving, the solut ions tend to be 
qualitatively better—perhaps because 
people feel freer to experiment with 
new attitudes and behaviors. 

ARL resistance 
One argument against ARL is that 
participants initially may feel that it 
takes too much time. But they tend 
to change their minds once the pro-
gram is underway. They start to gain 
satisfaction from resolving real busi-
ness issues. They also f ind that 
they ' re learning to de lega te and 
work smarter. 

Perhaps the greatest resistance, 
which people don't always articulate, 
is a fear of having project team 
members ask p rob ing quest ions 
about the internal functioning of the 
organization. Because the problems 
are actual and because people may 
disagree about them, conflicts can 
occur. But then, conflict is a natural 
part of organizational life and can 
even be used for learning. 

Clearly, action-reflection learning 
is an effective training approach with 
dual benefits. It not only helps par-
ticipants learn problem solving skills: 
it also solves real problems. • 
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