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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines an under resedrehnea in the field of action learning: how
learning set participants experience action legrand the effectiveness of action
learning sets. Through the adoption of a qualieatesearch approach, which utilised
unstructured interviews with learning set memberd employed a grounded theory
approach to analysis, the thesis thus providesiguaninsight into action learning

practices and group processes, the latter significadding to knowledge in the field

of organisational behavior. The research presentduich traces the connections
between the research process, methodology anchtfe@ng development of analysis,

also adds to existing knowledge in organisatioaséarch methods.

Within the thesis, a number of significant issuesaerning group processes within
action learning sets are discussed. Through asalysithe data it is shown that
differing hierarchies exist amongst set membersthatithese affect the contribution
that individual members make to the operationtienget. Furthermore, trust is shown
to be vital to the effective working of the set,tlwimembers needing to feel
psychologically and politically safe before theylvgelf disclose. Finally, member’s
self disclosure is revealed to be located on aimonm ranging from comfort to
discomfort, with a possibility that some set memsbenay actively engage in

dissimulation as a way of reducing cognitive digsare in self disclosure.

Analysis within the thesis also provides a uniqueght into action learning practices.
A discussion of the findings reveals several sigaift issues in relation to both set
members and facilitators. These include the efféthe location of the set, member’s
expectations of the facilitator’s role and the ext® which these expectations accord
with the facilitator’s style of facilitation. Angsis of this latter point directly adds to

the body of literature concerning the skills ofilig@tors in action learning sets.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter One — Introduction
Introduction to the live issue
Current literature in this field
Research methodology and method
Methodology
Method
Contribution to the body of knowledge
Thesis structure

Chapter Two —Personal and professional biography
Introduction

Early years

Entering teaching

Personality type

Action learning practice

Clarification of a reflexive approach

Chapter summary

Chapter Three — What is Action Learning?
Introduction to action learning
Origins of action learning
How &ction learning sets operate
How the set works
The language of action learning
How action learning sets are different from groups?
Evaluating actiondarning

Chapter ammary

Chapter Four —Deconstructing the action learning cotext
Introduction

The learning in action learning

11
15

17
18
19
19

24
24
25
26
29
32
35

36
37
39
39
43
45
45
48

49
49

17



The learning pocess 50

Learning theories 51
Transformationaldarning 52
Experiential learning 53
Reflective pactice 60
Learning in action learning 62
Group processes in action learning 63
Group formation 64
Group structure and processes 68
Group control 70
The a&tion learning context 77
The nature of the environment (differing contextthe sets) 78
The nature of theet (culture, norms and goals) 83
The nature of the individual (knowledge and expemts 85
Chapter summary 86

Chapter Five —Research Methodology

Introduction 87
Research philosophy 88
Interpretivism -Background 90
Interpretivism — Qualitative research 90
Research approaches 91
Research strategies 92
Grounded theory 92
Autobiography and auto-ethnography 94
Limitations of autobiography and auto-ethnography 6
Ethical considerations 88
Data collection methods 101
Sampling 101
How data is captured 103
Interviews 103
Interviews questions 106
How the data is analysed 107



Thematic analysis
Theoretical aturation
Coding — Generabsues
Coding-Specific techniques

Chapter summary

Chapter Six — Pilot Interviews
Introduction
Background to the plot interviews
Pilot sample
Interviewing skills
Pilot interviews 4ntroduction

First interview

Second Interview
Analysis of the pilot interviews
Reflecting back on pilot interviews
Reflecting forward to the next phase of interviews

Chapter ammary

Chapter Seven — Analysis of first interviews

Introduction

Analysis of the interview questions
What about the expectations of set meralpgior knowledge?
What about the expectations of the performanceeshbrers in
an action learning set?
What about th disclosure of personal issues?
What about the facilitator?
What about personal confidence?

Reflecting back on the first round of interviews

Reflecting forward to the next round of interviews

Chapter ammary

107
109
110
112
161

117
117
119
120
120
121
122
122
126
128
129

131
132
133
137

147
154
161
163
165
165



Chapter Eight — Analysis of second interviews
Introduction
Status, equality and hierarchy within actioméag sts
Trust in actiorlearning sets
Disclosure of personahformation
Facilitation
Impact on the individual’s job performance
Conclusions to analysis: Reflecting back on datection and analysis

Chapter summary

Chapter Nine - Findings and Conclusions

Introduction

Current thinking on evaluation of action learnimggrammes
Summary of research findings

Contribution to the field of organisational behawio
Contribution to action learning practice

Contribution to research approaches concerningratarning
Limitations of the research

Chapter Summary

Chapter Ten - Learning and Reflections
Introduction

Learning

About context

About self

About learning to learn

Reflecting back on the journey
Reflecting forward

ChapterSummary

Bibliography

Word Count 84,623

168
169
185
197
208
230
237
240

242
242
243
252
253

256
256
258

259
259
259
263
266
268
269
270

271



TABLE OF FIGURES

Figure 1 - Venn diagram of thesis contextual issues
Figure 2 - Kolb (1984) Learning Cycle

Figure 3 - Honey and Mumford (1982) Learning Cycle
Figure 4 - Single Loop Learning: Cognitive Desigrusions
Figure 5 - Double Loop Learning: Cognitive Desigmusions
Figure 6 - Saunders et al (2003) Research Onion

Figure 7 — Prasad’s (1993) Concept Card

16

54

56

58

59

87

113



APPENDICES

Appendix 1 - Interview questions 295
Appendix 2 - Myers Briggs Typology Indicator Prefeces 297
Appendix 3 — Prasad’s (1993) Revised Concept Card 300

10



Chapter One — Introduction

Introduction to the live issue

It has taken some time to come to a point whem@uldcbegin to articulate what it is
that | wanted to research. | started my acadenrieecaas a college lecturer. One of
the duties within that particular role was to faate part time student’s learning,
either by tutorials or seminars. In these settiegsh student took his or her turn to
describe what their work related problem was. Tést of the group supported the
individual by listening, encouraging and questignim an effort to help them to find a
solution to their own problem. What | did not knasvthat we were engaging in a
rudimentary form of action learning and that | wWasilitating an action learning set.
At the time | was unaware that this process hadmento it, coupled with a distinct
philosophy. | simply engaged in what | saw as @alitation of learning groups, in
which we all listened to the presenter’'s ideahientencouraged the group to work
together to help the individual find their own wiyward with their issues. This is

the basis of action learning.

| left that particular college and went to teachTae University of Huddersfield
Business School; in the Department of Leadership Management. Here | had the
good fortune of attracting the attention of onegh# Principal Lecturers there at the
time; Richard Graham. Richard was a devotee of Re¢ans, the founder of action
learning. He was totally immersed in action leagngnogrammes and the facilitation
of action learning sets. At that time and to somé&em now, facilitating action
learning was almost seen as ‘dabbling in the desk & he idea of facilitation seemed
to be at odds with the general work of the depantna¢ that time, with most of our
colleagues having only a basic understanding oftwha did. Anne Brockbank

(2006:5) describes a similar situation, she said:
“The term facilitation was rather unusual in higlestucation

and | found that | had to justify what | was doitg many

colleagues who challenged the whole idea of fatitih. The
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term was seen as floppy and ill-defined and unblatdor

higher education”.

However, it was something that | enjoyed and cdstavanted to have a greater

involvement in.

At that time Richard had created an Institute foctidgn Learning within the

University and had just started a Masters (MSc)Management by Action learning
for a client in Hong Kong. He asked me if | wouikiel to be involved with some of
this work, offering to mentor me, which in realityeant throwing me in at the deep
end, with him saying ‘watch what | do and then havgo'. Action learning over the
next couple of years seemed to come into its ovwre department won two very
lucrative contracts with a local authority. The BbdAuthority in question had

commissioned a Diploma and Certificate in Managdnaen wanted action learning
as an embedded philosophy with in both programiness asked to be the director
for both programmes; | gladly accepted this inwtatas | saw it as another
opportunity to engage in the action learning precé&dy academic life at that time
was very rich as | was also playing an active oléhe delivery of the departments
Master of Business Administration (MBA) which fatated interesting contrasts in
terms of teaching and learning and the opportuftityme to bring in my ideas on
action learning which were supported by the themgmmme director. So | was

surrounded by the things and people | cared about.

However, the situation changed with Richards’smety death in 2006. Here | found
myself in a position of having to carry on with owork, which by now involved

managing and delivering an MSc in Professional eestip by Action Learning and

Inquiry for the Health Service for another school the University; an MSc in

Management by Action learning within the Busineshidl and the two contracts
with the local authority, coupled with the taskwafapping up the contract in Hong
Kong. It was difficult to carry on without Richartle was a very dear friend and |
missed him both personally and professionally, twede was certainly still so much |
had to learn from him. My way forward was to deyel deeper understanding of
action learning, partly as a way of dealing witls kieath and partly, as a way of

developing the confidence to ‘go it alone’.
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| read copious amounts of literature; books analrjal articles, but generally | found
myself dissatisfied. There was something in ttexditure that | wanted to know and |
wasn't entirely sure what it was, but | knew it waghere. It troubled me that there
were so many assumptions about the nature oftitailg groups, in particular action
learning sets. Literature would make reference toran of tacit knowledge that the
facilitator should have; that as a facilitator ldhi@ create trust (Harvey and Drolet,
1994; Hoy and Tshannen-Moran, 1999) in the settftor be effective, that | should
ensure that there was a positive psychologicalateniKoys and Decotis, 1991; Jones
and James, 1979) where everyone felt able to tané; that the set members should
feel comfortable in disclosing both personal anditipal information to other set
members, and having achieved all this, the setIdhthen be an effective one
(Dindia, 2002:169). | was troubled about how | Yebknow how to do this, and how
would | know when the set was effective; was itewhhey all successfully passed

the programme, if they all contributed to the sstdssions, all attended or what?

| decided that rather than take the word of writerd academics that may or may not
have been a member of an action learning set and wbuld have ‘inside
information’ that | could use, | should ask peopleo had been members of an action
learning set. Was this the something | wanted twkbut just couldn’t pin point? |
decided to look for literature that captured thécgs of set members, their thoughts
and feelings about their experiences of being arssnhber and how successful or
otherwise their action learning sets had been. &heas a distinct silence in this
specific area of the literature, other than theasmmal article here and there
acknowledging participants’ views (Bourner and [Ero996; Mumford, 1996;
Robinson, 2001; Hoban, 2004; Lee, 2006), but ngthiapecifically dedicated to
hearing their voices and opinions on what they ¢t@ukidered had made an effective
action learning set. This perspective just hade#rbconsidered in this specific way.
Former set members who had a unique insight in®ekperience were essentially
voiceless. Lee (2000:96) who wrote from a set meimbgerspective on action

learning said:

“If action learning is to develop further we needight into
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the factors that can help and hinder, withoutistifcreativity.
It is only through sharing our perspectives thaioadearning

can be fully explored.”

This was good advice from Lee that | was aboutalet There is a plethora of
academic and practitioner’s perspectives on thgstjbwith differing stances taken,
but | felt there was an opportunity to add to thexly of literature that offers a
differing perspective in understanding of the grolypamics. Sanders et al (1997:86)

states:

“We think that it is of practical benefit to unde&nsd the taken
for granted assumptions that we have about thetheyorld
works. Only if we have such an understanding can we
examine these assumptions, challenge them if wek thi
appropriate, and behave in a different way.”

My perceived view, that there was an absence dfcjgzant’s voices on the issue of
perspective, then became my ‘live issue’. The nask became one of establishing
exactly how | could turn my thoughts on this liesue into something that would
eventually become a worthwhile thesis. | remembgmng with various titles, trying

to tease out a sentence that would capture the@ssé what it was | was trying to

find out. Titles included: How do facilitators und&and what is happening in an
action learning set? How do facilitators underdtére dynamics of the groups they
facilitate? How does trust develop in a group leagrset? What do participants view
as being the most important psychological constyost that contribute to the

development of an effective action learning set® Was then translated into: What is
essential for the experience to be described bgtident as being an effective action

learning set?

At this stage it became apparent to me that whadnited to find out was what was an
effective action learning set, what factors contida to it, how would | recognise it,

but the views would be from the actual set membsemselves. It all became very
clear, almost too simplistic. The question haddoFrom a set member’s perspective,

what creates an effective action learning set? withesis title of: Effective Action
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Learning Sets: An analysis of participant expergnthereby capturing the essence,
exactly, of what | wanted to find out in what seente be a deceptively easy way.
The next stage was to consider the literature thhought would be useful in this
field.

Current Literature in this field

Within the field of action learning,diiature has historically been dominated by the
contribution of academics, researchers or praogtie, with learning set participants’
views remaining largely an under researched ame@hSnd O’Neil (2003:66), in an

article entitled “A review of Action Learning litature 1994- 2000” said that:

“By far the most active publication category is tido
Learning Practice. Case reviews and research defa¢ees top
the category, with preparation, design and impleatem well

covered”.

Where participant’'s views have been acknowledgedhas focused on their
experiences of the whole process as demonstrat&blner and Frost (1996), in an
article entitled “Experiencing Action Learning”. &lthesis addresses action learning
from the experiences of the learning set membemmskelves, and primarily
considered reflections, feelings and outcomes psreanced by the set members. The
article is largely a review of the process as opdds a specific consideration of the
participants’ views of effectiveness of the leagniset. Bourner and Frost (1996)
further developed this theme in an article entitkedtheir own words: the experience
of action learning in higher education”. Howevethey than adding a contextual
dimension, i.e. that of the University, the outcemeere largely the same; a holistic
view of the whole experience as lived by the setmivers but not a view of the
effectiveness of the set from the participant’swighis thesis addresses what is seen
as a shortfall in this body of literature, with paipants’ views being at the forefront
of the dissertation, mirroring the underpinninglpsophy of personalisation within
learning, in that the learner and his/her views ra@elds are of primary concern.
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At the start of this thesis | find it useful to ¢age the breadth of this field by
diagrammatically representing it by means of a Veimgram (Venn, 1880). The
three overlapping circles represent what is corestto be the background elements

of the issue and are the focus of a literatureer@which comprises of the following
elements:

Part One — The Learning in Action Learning
Part Two - Group processes in Action Learning

Part Three - The Action Learning context

Links between
learning and groups

Effective action
learning set

Links between context

Links between groups
and learning

and context

Figure 1 Venn diagram of the thesis’s central issue
The core then is a distillation of all the precedaiements that have an influence on

the central issue of effectiveness of action lesynsets from the set member’s
perspective and becomes the contribution to knayded

16



Research Methodology and Methods

Methodology

As a person with limited experience of carrying mgearch, | decided to read around
this subject in the role of researcher as opposeethdt of a teacher. | wanted to
determine what would work for me as opposed to waild help others understand
what they were doing. | found it useful to consi@aunder’s (2003) Research Onion
(in Chapter Five), which represents the spectrumeséarch possibilities using the
metaphor of an onion. It was helpful to consideratvhwanted to research and my
own particular style and preferences for both netwag and learning. | decided to
use grounded theory as the primary methodologicactiple. The rationale lay firstly
in the notion that, in this particular aspect ofi@t learning literature, very little
knowledge of participant’s views on what makes Hactive action learning set are

known.

Pauleen et al (2007:228) define grounded theary as

“An inductive process, in which concepts, insightsd
understanding are developed from patterns in the dtais this
inductive process that allows for the developmemid a
articulation of theories or models in situations en little

previous experience or knowledge exists.”

Yoong (1996:35) also states:

“The choice of grounded theory for the analysis artctulation
of raw experience is supported in situations whieeee is little
previous research in an area, when the focus ifwonan
experience and interaction, when there is a highrese of
applicability to practice, and when there is a nigctontextual

interpretation.”
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In the context of this thesis | am researchingaugrof individuals who have largely
been voiceless. | see this as the primary aim eftliesis to give a voice to their
experiences of being an action learning set menthmrever, | do appreciate that the
iIssue of giving a voice to the participants in dagm of research can be viewed as
being problematic. Fine (2002:18), for example, terthat giving voice “involves
carving out unacknowledged pieces of narrative envig that we select, edit, and
deploy to border our arguments.” As a researchamnderstood that | was likely to
have biases so needed to be mindful of that inwtag | carried out the research,
ensuring that what | reported was representativketet member’s views and not an

edited version that suited my understanding optioeess.

Method

Data collection tools consist of unstructured, @pth interviews with former action
learning set members. The interviews were loose$yghed in order to illicit rich and
detailed accounts of participant’s experiences &mivs about being an action
learning set member. Given that little is known atlection learning from the view of
participants, the interviews were not based onedgfined list of questions. Rather, a
conversational style was adopted that allowed egletopical areas for discussion to
emerge. As appropriate to grounded theory, themahalysis and theoretical

sampling were continuously used across all of tta dollection stages.

Theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967:45)madefined as:

“The process of data collection for generating thieshereby
the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analysss(¢ic) data
and decides what data to collect next and whefadothem, in
order to develop his (sic) theory as it emerge® plocess of

data collection is controlled by the emerging tlygor

A thematic analysis approach is adopted in ordecdde data relating to group
processes and the effectiveness of action leathiagare common in all interviews
and, in order to draw conclusions about the haligiews set members hold. A more

detailed discussion of both methodology and mettasdbe found in Chapter Five.
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Contribution to the body of knowledge

The results of this thesis make a contribution adhbthe fields of organisational
behaviour, action learning and research approagd@serning action learning. This is

fully discussed in Chapter Eight.

Thesis structure

| found it difficult to conceptualise what the stture of this thesis would be like.
Over the years | have become accustomed to thetwteuof the traditional Master of
Business Administration dissertation; latterly baalso become accustomed to the
Masters dissertation in Professional Leadershipclwig delivered using an action
learning approach and is reflected in the stylthefconstruction of the dissertation. |
therefore am in a position of choosing between opposites in terms of style and

approach. The traditional MBA structure is:

Introduction;

Literature Review;
Methodology;

Findings and Analysis; and

Personal Learning.

When | started to plan and write the thesis | wasck by the possibility that at first
glance the work may feel a little disjointed, bathme the author and to the respective
readers in that elements of the thesis e.g. teatiire presented in this field may feel
staccato; somewhat remote from the story of myneyr | therefore felt that | wanted
to meld all the elements together in a way thaeHaasth flow and meaning whilst still
capturing the work as a journey with two imperadivirst, to deal with the focus of
the thesis which is to determine what the viewkaher action learning set members
are on the issue of what makes an effective legra@t and second, to demonstrate
my emerging skills and knowledge as a researcleere3olve this | used Cresswells’
(1989:57) ‘zig-zag’ method to not only capture tiega | needed but also to act as the
structure to the thesis and to allow myself to bd pf the process. Cresswell (1989)
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discusses the zig-zag approach as a process ohgbackwards and forwards into
the field to collect data, whilst simultaneouslywe®ping and writing up the findings

from the previous forays into the field in termsd#veloping a literature review and
refining the data collection methods. In some retgehis adds to the richness of the

journey but the structure also has a purpose:

to demonstrate new knowledge; and

to demonstrate the learning process.

| could have chosen to collect all the data from ¥hrious themes in such a fashion,
however, | made a conscious decision not to dolibahuse | wanted to demonstrate
transparency throughout the research and allow l#sning process to be

demonstrated.

The periods in between data collection intervieweseninfluenced by the work of
Pauleen et al (2007:232) who wrote that:

“The extended period between each block of fieldwor
provided time for transcription and analysis of therview
data. The in-between periods were also used fdectedn,
interpretation and strategy building. These reileciperiods,
which are built into the action research cycle adl\as the
grounded theory method.”

As a new researcher, it is important to reflectrupdat has occurred in the previous
field trips, consider what has been learned and ti@at learning impacts upon the

subsequent approach to data collection.

| appreciate what I've said above seems very gitligvard when read as an
introduction. However, as the reader moves intathlesis (and certainly | am finding
when writing) this is actually quite a complicatpdocess in which it is easy to
become lost. So it may be helpful to provide a roep, which helps navigate the

journey; written in the form of chapters, intendedring clarity and demonstrate the
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interconnectivity of the various stages in reseaftte structure of the thesis will look
like this:

Chapter One - Introduction

This chapter is concerned with the overall aimghef thesis and is an introductory
chapter. The nature of the live issue is introdumed then supported with a rationale
for the choice of this live issue and discussiorihef research approach that will be

used.

Chapter Two - Personal and Professional Biography

The chapter discusses my personal and professimogiaphy that starts with the
absence of any real success in my early years, mnaree into teaching and
subsequent introduction to action learning. Theptdraalso considers my action
learning practice and uses both my Myers Briggsology Indicator (1987) and
Belbin (1981) preferred team roles to inform thedgoaphy and underpin how |

practice action learning.

Chapter Three - What is Action Learning?

This chapter discusses what action learning is taedchapter provides differing
definitions. The chapter then moves on to desdhbeorigins of action learning, how

it works, the language that set members use whgagamg in action learning and
differing approaches to action learning. A discosghen takes place that explores the
differences of action learning to that of otherug®, to ensure that the reader has a
clear understanding that an action learning sefery different from a group. The

chapter then discusses differing views on the @ffecess of action learning sets.
Chapter Four - Deconstructing the Action Learnirgntéxt
This chapter reviews the literature in a generakse The literature considers three

specific elements and is of a contextual nature:

1. Learning in action learning — considers the refetlop of action learning and

learning in general, with specific reference tolabharning.
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2. Group processes in action learning — considergémeral nature of groups and is

divided into four broad domains:

Group Formation
Group Structures and Processes
Group Control

Group Effectiveness

3. The action learning context — considers the enwramnt that action learning takes
place in. Within this section both the individuahda physical domains are

discussed.

Chapter Five - Research Methodology

This chapter is concerned with both the methodokgy method that have been used
to carry out the research. The chapter introdubesrdtionale behind the choice of

research methodology used in the research procdsis whis thesis. The ‘Research

Onion’ (Saunders et al, 2003:83) was influentiahiorming both the approach to the

research methodology and method in this thesisandturing of the chapter.

Chapter Six - Analysis of the Pilot Interviews

This chapter is concerned with the pilot intervietsth the background to the use of
pilot interviews and the subsequent analysis. Thta dollected focused on the
guestion “What is it like being a member of an @ctlearning set?” and is in two

parts. Firstly, thematic analysis which was carraut in order to determine the
themes that emerged from the pilot interviews. Weés accompanied by a literature
review that unpacked those themes. Secondly, thealranalysis was used in order
to determine the questions for the next round tdrinews. The chapter concludes
with six questions that were used in the next rowfdinterviews where four

interviews were carried out.

Chapter Seven - Analysis of the First Round ofrineavs
This chapter is concerned with the analysis of fibs interviews and uses both
thematic and theoretical analytical approaches.mEtie analysis identifies new

themes or concepts; appropriate literature is oheduthat unpacks these themes.
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Theoretical analysis then informs the questions wWwuld be used in the subsequent

five interviews.

Chapter Eight - Analysis of the Second Round aéviews

The focus of this chapter is the analysis of seciomerviews and considers five
specific themes and areas of interest | believégamportant in determining the
views of the effectiveness of action learning sé$:status and hierarchy in action
learning sets; (b) trust in action learning set$;disclosure of personal information;

(d) facilitation; and finally (e) the impact on timividual's job performance.

In relation to each theme, conclusions are dravehcurestions of the data are asked at
various stages. Each section is concluded withnangary that draws the important

points together. The chapter then considers mgetdins on the research process.

Chapter Nine: Findings and Conclusions

The focus of this chapter is to draw together thga djathered from ten interviews on
the subject of former set member’s experiencexofcgin an action learning set. The
chapter discusses the salient points of the alirttezviews, focussing on addressing
the aim of the thesis which is to examine the issueffective action learning set

from an analysis of participant experiences.

The chapter progresses with a section that explaoms | view the contribution this
thesis makes to the existing body of knowledge naigg the fields of organisational
behaviour, action learning and research approacbeserning action learning. The
chapter also considers the perceived limitationthefthesis and what further research

can be carried out as a result of completing #ggarch.

Chapter Ten — Learning and Reflections

The final chapter acknowledges my role as a leamgris process. It discusses what
| have learned about the research process, abaéliand the process of learning to
learn. The chapter concludes with my reflectiormghtbackwards and forwards on the

research journey.
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Chapter Two — Personal and Professional Biography

Introduction

In this chapter | introduce myself in terms of mgckground as a second chance
student. | think it's useful to say a little morgoait me, my background, how | entered
the teaching profession and how | view my own pecaodf action learning. To enrich
this | have overlaid this biography with my preéatrgroup roles (Belbin, 1981) and
my Myers Briggs Typology Indicator (1987). | havésaa considered the role
reflexivity plays in this thesis.

Early years

| didn’'t do very well at school, in spite of thectahat | enjoyed it tremendously and
look back with fondness. | actually left my Cour@gcondary Modern school with

very little to show after duly turning up everyday all those years. The objective for
me was to be with my friends. | managed to scrhpmugh with a couple of CSEs and
an O Level grade D in Art and left to work in thecl factory on my Careers

Teacher’s advice. Quickly becoming bored with thetdry (in spite of making lots of

friends and experiencing my first strike actionwihich we, the workers stood outside
the factory until the management agreed to reiasthe five minutes they had

attempted to take off our afternoon tea break) dame got the better of me and |
decided to leave the factory.

| applied to become a Police Cadet with the Wesk3tire Police Force and because
of an absence of the desired entry qualificatioriepk and passed the entrance test.
My service in the Police only lasted one and a hie#rs. Training was good, lots of
sports and fun, but the reality of an inner cityig@station in Leeds wasn’'t me. | had
become very disillusioned at an alarming rate, nigritions were to both serve and
work with the public, but | couldn’t fit in with aulture that was supposedly doing
that, | was at odds with the espoused theory aadhbory in action (Arygris and
Schon, 1974) in the Police Force at that time &sthned a few months before | was

due to become a ‘real’ police officer.
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A period of clerical work, internal auditing andlfsemployment followed with a
combination of night school and day release, | tbunyself with a BTEC National
Certificate in Business. | passed, to my surprigth an overall Distinction. This was
followed by a Bachelors Degree in Management anthiAgstration. At this point |

began to realise that something was either missiradpout to begin.

A large part of the internal auditor’s role had mdgining people on financial and
administrative systems and the use of equipmenh @< tills and accountancy
machines. | found that | really got a buzz out ohtehing people become
accomplished at the things | had taught them. A $stage | had begun to realise |
was in the wrong job, | should be teaching peopld that | wanted to be in an
environment that was dedicated to doing that. Teeistbn to leave a well paid,

secure job, where | was both liked and respectedjot into a world of relative

poverty and insecurity as a full time student madifficult one, but | knew it was

right for me. | left the commercial world and seattas full time student on a Post
Graduate Certificate in Education.

Entering teaching

My early years in teaching consisted of teachingtang that established members of
staff didn’t want to teach, this ranged from; thierkents of Banking to Equestrian
Finance (I had two horses and had been an audddhe section leader thought | was
the appropriate person). As time went by | was dblelevelop both my style of

teaching into a more participative one with lespkasis on a didactic approach as |
had been asked to become more involved in semingk and tutorials. This was a

real turning point for me as | felt that | needbdttlevel of involvement with students

to be at my best.
At this point | had left the College and was teaghait the University of Huddersfield

and, as | said in Chapter One, meeting Richard &natook my professional life to

an all time high with my introduction to facilitag action learning sets.
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Personality type

Given the above backdrop, | feel it would be appaip to introduce some indication
as to how I see the practice of action learning@nrdbine my biography with a view
of my action learning practice. To add extra laytershe critique of my work and to
gain a better understanding of my history and pradthave included both my Myers
Briggs Typology Indicator (1980) and Belbin (198dyentory Score, the background
to which is discussed in detail in Chapter FougdPay.

Belbin (1981) Inventory Score

The Belbin (1981) Inventory Score considers whatryweferred roles are in a group.

My preferred roles are the Resource Investigatdrthe Team worker.

The Resource Investigator (RI) is characteriseblestsg an enthusiastic extrovert who
Is good at communicating with people both in and a@uthe organisation. They are
natural negotiators and are adept at exploring o@wortunities and developing
contacts. Although they are not a great sourceriginal ideas, they are effective
when it comes to picking up the ideas of others @exkeloping them. They usually
receive a warm welcome from others because of tgirgoing nature. Resource
Investigators have relaxed personalities with argfrinquisitive sense and a readiness
to see the possibilities in anything new. Howewgtess they remain stimulated by

others their enthusiasm rapidly fades.

The Team worker (TW) is characterised as beingafiiee most supportive members
of a team. They tend to be mild, sociable and cowzkabout others. They have a
great capacity of flexibility and can adapt to dient situations and people. They are
perceptive and diplomatic. They are good listerags generally popular members of
a group. They operate with a sensitivity at workwbver, they can be a little

indecisive in difficult situations.

Myvers Briggs Typology Indicator (Briggs Myers, 1987

The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) assessmerd psychometric questionnaire
designed to measure psychological preferencesvingemple perceive the world and

make decisions. These preferences are derived filoen typological theories

26



originated by Carl Gustav Jung, as published inl8®i21 book Psychological Types
(English edition, 1923). The original developerstioé personality inventory were
Katharine Cook Briggs and her daughter, Isabel @drillyers. They began creating
the indicator during World War Il, believing thatndwledge of personality
preferences would help women who were enteringiridastrial workforce for the
first time to identify the sort of war-time jobs tehich they would be suited. The
initial questionnaire grew into the Myers-Briggs pBy Indicator, which was first
published in 1962. The MBTI focuses on normal papahs and emphasises the
value of naturally occurring differences. Briggs édy (1987:2) wrote that the

premise in psychological type is that:

“Predictable differences in individuals are caubgdlifferences

in the way people prefer to use their minds.”

The premise is that when an individual uses histhied they are involved in one of
two actions: Perceiving and Judging.

Perceiving involved taking in information and withthis Jung observed that there are

two opposite ways of perceiving; sensing and irdnit

Judging involved organising information and comingconclusions and within this

Jung observed that there are two opposite waysdgiing; thinking and feeling.

An individual uses these four processes daily it bloeir internal and external world.
The external world was known as ‘extraversion’ eleterised by people and
experiences, the internal world as ‘introversionakacterised by inner processes and

reflection.

The four basic processes of sensing, intuitiomkihig and feeling, used within both
an individual's internal and external world woult/g eight possible ways of using
their minds. Jung (1923) believed that the indiaiduas a natural preference for using
one kind of perceiving and judging and that they either drawn to an internal or
external world. As Briggs Myers (1987:3) concluddde MBTI indicates the

differences in people that result from:
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where they prefer to focus their attention - Exéraion or Introversion;

the way they prefer to take in information — Segn Intuition;

the way they prefer to make decisions - Thinkingreeling; and;

how they orientate themselves to the external woslchether they primarily

use a Judging or Perceiving process.

The MBTI then uses letters to represent the pretag (See Appendix 2). In my
case, | am an ENFP (Briggs Myers, 1987:6) whicHilgsome as:

E — Extraversion preferred to Introversion:
ENFPs often feel motivated by their interactionhmgeople. They tend to enjoy a

wide circle of acquaintances, and tlggyn energy in social situations.

N — iNtuition preferred to Sensing:
ENFPs tend to be more abstract than concrete. Tiduess their attention on the big
picture rather than the details, and on future ipddges rather than immediate

realities.

F — Feeling preferred to Thinking:
ENFPs tend to value personal considerations abbjextive criteria. When making

decisions, they often give more weight to socigllications than to logic.

P — Perception preferred to Judgment:
ENFPs tend to withhold judgment and delay importetisions, preferring to ‘keep

their options open’ should circumstances change.

Briggs Myers (1987:7) created a thumbnail sketchroENFP which characterised an
ENFP as being:

“Warmly enthusiastic, high spirited, ingenious anthginative.
Able to do almost anything that interests them.dQuwith a
solution for any difficulty and ready to help angomith a

problem. Often rely on their ability to improvisesiead of
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preparing in advance. Can usually find compelliegsons for

whatever they want.”

Action learning practice

The choice to use both the MBTI (1987) profile &@wlbin (1981) Inventory Score is
an interesting point, prompting the question, why laincluding differing forms of
psychometric testing in the biography, whilst réjgg a quantitative approach in the
way | have approached the research process? | thatkthe answer lays in the
instruments themselves, in that both profiles of dee in my opinion, actually
represent how | would like to see myself and holhetbtow | am seen by others, |
suppose | am somewhat seduced by the notion, snirtkiance, as they appeal to my
qualitative nature because of their richness otriletson, which in general, allows a
real sense of the person to come through. | ameathat instruments of this nature do
not have universal appeal for a variety of diffgrreasons, but in this instance | feel

they are an improvement on what could be a rathebidgraphy.

As both an Rl and TW | am a sociable individual wiadues time with people and
particularly enjoy working as a member of a team snparticular an action learning
set. This compliments my MBTI profile of an ENFP agle primary mode of living is

focused externally. | absorb things primarily vig mtuition which | feel that | use

when working in action learning sets. | would shgttthis is almost a form of tacit
knowledge (which is discussed in greater detadrlat Chapter Eight, Page 219) that
affords me some understanding of what is happemiritpe set and what emotional

states the majority of the set members are in.

Linked to intuition, feelings are a big part of dgcision making processes. | moved
from industry into education twenty years ago bsealintuitively felt that it would
be a more beneficial environment for me. It allowed to grow in the way that |
wanted, having left both the private sector anflex@lployment because the emphasis

was too narrow for me; profit at all cost.
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Intuition plays a big part when interviewing prosfree students for either of the
University’s Masters programmes by action learnihgm aware that some of the
decision making process, in that particular contexbased on intuition, feeling that
the prospective candidate will or will not both @npnd benefit from action learning.
As an ENFP | feel that | occupy a world that id fafl possibility, the Rl in me wants
to explore opportunities and | often become vergsmgmate and excited about the
possibilities in my life, both personal and profesal. | was excited when Richard
first approached me to work with him. He describetlon learning in such a way as |
felt both intrigued and inspired by its possibégj both for myself and for the people |
would meet and work with, the Rl in me good at reking both inside and outside
my organisation. As | said in Chapter One, actieawriing was not entirely new to
me, | just hadn’t recognised it as being actiomrlemwy. | therefore understood the type
of commitment | would be undertaking and met thithwhe typical enthusiasm of
both a TW and ENFP. This enthusiasm has alwaysigive the ability to inspire and
motivate others, however this must be worked ah@final stages as RlIs do have a
tendency to lose interest after fascination hasg®his is a challenge that | accepted
at the start of my relationship with action leamiand | constantly look for ways to
re-invigorate my interest in it. Historically it fiabeen through developing and
managing programmes that have adopted an actioningaphilosophy. Latterly,
whilst maintaining a strong bias to both teaching aourse leadership, research in
this area has entered the equation, giving whaeel is a more rounded and

complimentary feel to my scholarly endeavours.

ENFPs generally have a love of life, seeing it g#taboth true in my case, but | also
view it as a journey in which experience is thenaiy goal. This was a major factor
in my choice of research approach, seeing grouriledry as starting from the
ground upwards, the primary aim was to give a veacerhat | felt were a neglected
group of people, offering them the opportunity élect upon their experiences and
for me to learn from them. However, because of imgeace of research ability and
the desire to complete a doctoral qualificatioepulld view this as an experience in
my personal journey and not feel constrained bydimgeto prove or disprove a
particular hypothesis. | could also look to deveitop writing skills and develop an

authorial voice which, in smaller pieces of worklswas the dissertation, | wrote for a
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Masters in Change Management, | didn’t have eitieiscope or the confidence to do

SO.

My secondary mode is internal, where | deal withdbk according to how | feel about
them, or how they fit in with my personal valuetgys, | have started this. | feel that
my personal value system revolves around the mpilegiof honesty and fairness. In
terms of how this manifests in my action learnimggtice | would characterise it as
being a ‘humanistic approach’. | see respect fa& thdividual set members as
paramount with honesty and fairness as underpinpiirgiples, which I am willing
to both demonstrate and endorse by my own actmgs listening skills. As a TW |
feel that | have good listening skills and make wéh effort to listen without
prejudice, always maintaining a respect for diffee | also listen to hear what is not
being said, intuitively feeling that the presenteay have more to say or may be
avoiding saying what they want to actually say.E®arning set starts with a couple
of minutes devoted to each set member reflectingnugmeir time in between set
meetings. In this time they briefly discuss botheithpositive and negative
experiences, as a way of demonstrating their memadlemotional state, almost like
an emotional barometer. This then indicates tadleof the set how they are feeling,
which is useful to know in terms of their impendipgrformance in the set. It is
accepted that | take part in this and on the firstance demonstrate this to the set.
This | feel has a positive effect on the set anigpshereate a climate of both respect
and trust as | feel that a psychological climdtéwst in the set is both essential and
desirable (see Chapter Four, Page 88) in whichmesbbers feel respected and can

trust one another.

In terms of a facilitation approach, typical of ERS; | do not believe in controlling
others, therefore | prefer to use what Heron (13#3cribes as a co-operative mode
of facilitation (see Chapter Seven, Page 154) twgs in general, but particularly
action learning sets. Particularly when RevansB@)Qreferred learning set was not
controlled by the facilitator. Here, as the seilitator, | am co-operative and want to
share power regarding the learning process withsétel bring the skills of a TW
which include tact and diplomacy, which are paftady useful when trying to
maintain harmony in the set without suppressingniieiral energy within the set. |

encourage the set to become more self-directirtanvarious forms of learning and
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do this by conferring with them. | prompt and h#ip set members to decide on the
programme in terms of starting the day by colled{ideciding on the agenda for that
set meeting, in which any member is at libertylace something on the agenda. With
regards to the role of advice giver, | will sharg awn opinion but stress that is only
one among the set and is based on knowledge opribeess and not contextual
knowledge, reminding set members that they areréxpe their own context so their

opinion is likely to be more informed than my own.

However, | do feel that my practice is constraibgdhe academic imperatives that |
must adhere to in my role as leader of an actiamlag programme, and, additionally
as a module leader within that programme, with sssent being the most
problematic. It is problematic to be part of theé when ultimately | have to make

assessments on each of the set member’s writtehn wor

Clarification of a reflexive approach

This next section clarifies my understanding oferaf/ity and describes why | think it
Is important for the reader to understand the tioé¢ my autobiography plays in this
thesis. The primary rationale for this sectionasensure that both | and the reader
have an understanding of who | am and my positioreliation to the research carried

out.

Thompson and McHugh (2002:16) said that:

“A reflexive approach allows anthropologidio reflect
upon themselves as researchers in and out of éltk S0
they may have a better understanding of how their
experiences shape the way they view the research or

situation.”
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Why it is important to the thesis?

The question | asked very early on was how couildclude the story of my own
growth and development as a novice researcher agdwould that be important? To
some extent an understanding of me and who | wasdaeelp the reader understand
the perspective | was taking and both my understgndnd practice of action
learning. This chapter reflects my learning, thdagand feelings as | experienced
them throughout the life of the research projest.sAch a reflexive research approach
has engendered a conscious effort to both understath acknowledge preconceived
ideas, prejudices and bias the researcher may haeeefore the role of reflexivity is
important in the context of this thesis as | hakiesen to locate myself in the story of
giving voice to others, it is important that thader has an appreciation of whom and

what | am and that | have a voice in the story too.

Developing an understanding of myself

In writing my autobiography, | acknowledge the irdrg problems with this, one
being my attempt to bracket a Business School pooé acculturation that may
potentially limit possibilities and thus engenddéh® emergence of a positivistic
paradigm. Acknowledging this dominant paradigm o$ipvism in business schools
and business generally, there is generally a diffimarriage with the philosophical
stance of interpretism. As | have chosen to use @atarpretist approach in the form
of grounded theory it would be natural for me asmsone who is interested in
reflective practice and self development to see hdewvelop into what could be seen
as a challenging paradigm of interpretism

Developing openness to other ways of seeing
In this research journey, | would be immag&gly challenged by the issue of becoming
open to other ways of seeing or viewing things,ohs a fundamental necessity for

the development of a reflexive approach to carrgingresearch.

Transformative moment
As the thesis unfolded | was able to dematestnow | was developing, both in terms
of skills and knowledge as a researcher. This wadest each time | returned to the

field and my confidence and interviewing abilitiggew (see Chapter Ten for
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elaboration on this). | would reflect on what wemtll and what did not and the
respective learning from that, creating what Dayi®©99:10) described as a
‘transformative’ moment that occurred in my journeyay (2002:4) describes a

similar perspective:

“Like many researchers, | originally described mesearch
project as a journey. However, as my sociologicalcfce
developed, | broadened the metaphor to encompasmedut
two constructed journeys. While my research intsretearly
focused on the outcome of finding out more abowpjes' use
of technology as an element of organisational comaation, |
also wanted to critically explore the research pssdtself as a
complementary journey of discovery. In chartingstsecond
journey, | have documented significant moments bé t
transformation process as | progressed beyond lzenuyice
Researcher.”

Davis (1999:11), in discussing the transformativenmant, locates it in the act of
writing and the writer's subsequent insight intdf.see quotes Lukinsky (1990) as

saying:

“This notion works on the idea that our lives haweaning for
us that may not be readily evident to us but thatrgy accounts
written, we succeed in speaking to ourselves, amdaa

conseqguence, are being transformed.”

Citing Brookfield (1994:204) David (1999:11) adds:

“There is an explicit claim that the act of writimgelf will be
transformative; and on the other, that through I&reéiexive
orientation, the auto-biographer will be attemptitognotice,
and account for transformation, while acknowledgihgt the
process can be experiencad a contradictory reality, at once

troubling and enticing:
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In the context of the thesis, there is a continymasess of reflection and reflexivity
that works well in giving voice to former participta, whilst giving a voice to myself

through a process of reflexivity.

Chapter summary

The chapter has discussed a personal and professimgraphy that starts with the
absence of any real success in my early careerenisance into teaching and
subsequent introduction to action learning. Thept#raalso explored my action
learning practice and used both my Myers Briggs olggy Indicator (1987) and
Belbin (1981) preferred team roles to inform thedgoaphy and underpin how |
practice action learning. The chapter discusseddlgethat my autobiography plays

in the thesis, in terms of the reflexive approdeit tvas used and why.

The next chapter considers what | see as beingrtpertant contextual elements that
are central to this thesis. The chapter includdseussion on learning and how that
relates to the principles of action learning, wigabup processes are involved in

action learning and the contexts in which acti@meng takes place.
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Chapter Three — What is Action Learning?

Introduction to action learning

This chapter discusses what action learning ispaodides differing definitions. The
chapter then moves on to describe the origins tbradearning, how it works, the
language that set members use when engaging ionatgarning and differing
approaches to action learning. A discussion theéwstaplace that explores the
differences between action learning sets and thather groups, to ensure that the
reader has a clear understanding that an actionihggset is a very different form of

group. The chapter then concludes with an evalnati@ction learning.

Reg Revans is credited with being the founder dgioaclearning, paradoxically,
however, he never characterised what he underdigatie term ‘action learning’,
preferring to suggest it was about “teaching &ldind learning a lot” (Revans, 1984).
As Weinstein (1995:32) said, “it means differenings to different people”
suggesting that there is an absence of universalersus, therefore leaving it open to
differing interpretations.

Notable definitions include that of Pedler and Etlu¢1991:7) who defined action

learning as being:

“A method of management and organsational developme
Over several months, people working in small grotgskle
important organisational issues or problems andnldeom

their attempts to change things.”
They continued to say:
“Action learning works by bringing people togetheract on

the problems and issues facing them and to leam fthat

process.”
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Rimanoczy (2007:247) described the process obradtiarning as:

“A form of learning through experience, by askogestions of
each other, the task being the vehicle for learhing

Brockbank and McGill (2004:185) offer an all embracdefinition which | believe
captures the absolute essence of action learnimg.hB&s been very influential in the
way | both practice and understand action learniigy state:

“Action learning is a continuous process of leagniand
reflection that happens with the support of a groupset’ of
colleagues, working on real issues, with the intgnof getting
things done. The voluntary participants in the grar ‘set’
learn with and from each other and take forwardnaportant
issue with support of the other members of the 3Séie
collaborative process, which recognises set mermlisesal
context, helps people to take an active stancertisnde, helps
overcome the tendency to be passive towards thesymes of
life and work, and aims to benefit both the organe and the

individual”

Origins of action learning

As said earlier, action learning can be traced lladke 1920’s and the work of Reg
Revans. Revans was born in 1907, the son of a enaumveyor. He has been
described as an ‘academic, administrator and mamagfeconsultant’. He studied
astrophysics at Cambridge University and worked Catvendish Laboratories,
Cambridge, alongside Nobel Prize winners, who shanézzles and questions with

him about their work.

At this stage, Revans began developing his thinkinghe role of the non expert in
problem solving and distinguishing between knowkedand wisdom. He began

working in the field of education and from thereldexame the Director of Education
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for the National Coal Board (1945-50). It was theesbegan his work in developing

action learning.

Notable influences on Revans at that time inclu@igdt and Bamforth (1951) who
were working in the area of socio-technical systemstably the Longwall
Coalmining study for the Tavistock Institute of Ham Relations. Trist was very
influenced by the work of Kurt Lewin (1946), wrignn the USA, who is noted for
the development of ‘T’ groups (Sensitivity or Laatary Training Groups) in which
group members use feedback, problem solving, aled play to gain insights into
themselves, others and groups. The goal of thisbapp was to change the standards,
attitudes and behaviour of individuals. Marrow (4%%) wrote that ‘T’ groups are “a
special environment in which they (participantgrfenew things about themselves...
it is a kind of emotional re-education.” As suchere are similarities between the
work of Lewins’ ‘T’ groups and Revans’ action learg sets in that both held a
common view of self understanding, re-education @mahge. However there is little
crossover between the work carried out in the U8A the UK so the focus of this

thesis is the work carried out in the UK.

Revans strongly held the view that the key to imprg performance lay with the
practitioner, as opposed to the expert. He develolpe concept of action learning as
a process when the individual, known as a ‘set nemlanalyses his or her own
actions with the assistance of a small group opfeasually five or six, known as an
‘action learning set’. Revans described this sebasg “Comrades in Adversity”
engaging in support and challenge through what becribed as “Insightful
questioning” (Revans, 1982). He saw questionintpadkey process in action learning
and when considering their problem or issue, eadividual should think about the

following questions:

* What am | trying to do?

* What is stopping me from doing it?

* What can | do about it?

* Who knows what | am trying to do?

* Who cares about what | am trying to do?

* Who else can do anything to help?
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Revans (1982:720) states:

“A manager faced with trouble... ought from timetbme to
assemble a few comrades in adversity for all tonlegth and
from each other how better to define what everyisrieying to
do, what are the separate obstructions to gettirtpnme, and

what particular courses of action may be helpfudomg it.”

This next section covers what is generally acceptelieing the important aspects of
an action learning set, in terms of what is acjualvolved in running an action

learning set.

How action learning sets operate

| have been facilitating action learning for sonmeargs now and | have often been
asked the questions: What is it like in an actearting set? How do they operate? Is
there a formula or a process that you follow? gpmse one possible response is: It
depends on the day, the group, and the locatiow, they are feeling and how I'm
feeling. It therefore becomes quite a challengbdable to give a straight forward
answer to these questions. It can be quite diffimudescribe what actually happens,
certainly in a way that captures the power of actigarning and the impact it can
have on some individuals. Accepting this, there eedain features of an action
learning set that seem to be fairly consistentschmth the practice and literature in
this area.

How the set works

Smith and O’Neil (2003:64) provide what | think iseful as a framework for
considering how an action learning set actuallyksoiThey include the following

elements:

Roles in the set
There are three distinct roles that are playedniraetion learning set when it's in

operation. These include the presenter, the enahkéthe facilitator. Usually there is
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one person presenting, one facilitating and therstlare enabling (sometimes called
supporting). The role of the facilitator is to hel@ group learn through focussing on
the action learning process. Berry (1993:23) giaesseful definition of the term

facilitation, he said:

“The essence of facilitation is a willingness tokda
responsibility for the whole, seeking to enablehesxdividual

to contribute as appropriate. Subject-matter eigeerdon the
part of the facilitator is less useful than an iapito identify

where the expertise lies, and to create spacd fordome into
the group's awareness. At their most basic leved, grime
skills of facilitation are listening, questioninglarifying and
summarising, in a style which fosters the involvaemand

commitment of all.”

The facilitator is not a teacher or an advisor lo@ problem or issue, but encourages
self- learning by individuals and the group. Thalder’s role is to help the presenter
with his or her problem by encouraging the pregetdetalk about their issue and
challenging the presenter in order that both uritdedsthe issue. Lee (2006:93) in an
article describing her experiences of having beenaetion learning set member

recalls the importance of challenge in action leaysets she attended, she said:

“Challenging as a concept can have aggressive mpebtive
connotations. Within the set however it was a lhgaknd
necessary activity that prevented the action legrrsiet from
becoming an insular discussion group or quasi fert there
was

consensus in the set there would have been nothilegirn and
develop from each other. We had to learn how tamkthi

critically and evaluate without being critical et person.”

Participants bring a problem to the set
Each student would have a problem or ‘issue’, da Bachard and | preferred to call

it. The word ‘problem’ can have a somewhat pejogtsense to it, in that it is
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something that is viewed as being a negative. $oeler the term ‘issue’, which
suggests something that is organic, that growsdawvelops.If the issue is a puzzle
that has a limited number of ‘correct solutiongmitar to that of a jigsaw, then action
learning is not the most appropriate forum for .tAike kind of issue which lends
itself to an action learning set is problem based] has no one ‘right answer and
there are many ways in which it could be considelgslies may be complex, multi-
faceted and messy. In the past | have found theduse of the complexity involved
when the set member starts the process of actwnifgy the issue isn’t clear and may
evolve into something entirely different from wiveds originally considered. So part

of the issue is not being quite clear what thedassuhowever, it should be;

Both work related, and something which affectsititgvidual personally;
Something for which the individual has some levialesponsibility;
Something that they are able to influence; and

Something that is realistic to get movement on withe time scale of the set

programme.

Participants meet in small groups called sets

Membership of the set is voluntary. The set meetsaaregular basis, weekly or
monthly. The set consists of individuals, who Rewvdh982) described as being
“fellows in adversity”, who have the objective efarning about their issue though the
challenge and support from the other set membedleP (1996) suggests that the
focus on learning occurs at three different levels:

1. Learning and reviewing their particular problem.

2. Learning about themselves as learners.

3. Learning about the process of learning itself lohkelosely to
Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle.

Participants meet regularly usually over a fixedipd of time

Learning sets usually meet on a regular basis d@pgron the arrangements of each

set. The sets that | facilitate at the Universitgainonce per month for a full day. In
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my opinion, this allows sufficient time to actiomyapoints that have been agreed,

whilst allowing a time for reflection, and any maowent on the live issue.

Problems are relevant to each person

Each person is given a certain amount of airtinag igtotally devoted to them. In my
experience this has been around 30 — 45 minutdbatntime the whole learning set
devotes its energies to that particular person la@sdor her live issue. Weinstein
(1999:110) argues:

“The value of action learning is that the airspgoes you the

opportunity to focus on:

Your story, and not just a history of a series\args;

Your experiences, and not just facts and figures;

Your anecdotes, not just a progression of events;

What you felt like and not just what was happening;
Your metaphors (to help you understand) and ndt thes

facts.”

I have always felt that because the live issuentsrely relevant to that individual,
then a degree of time is needed for them to desthib issue, what action they may or
may not have taken, how they understand the issdgearhaps, how they feel about
it, because ultimately, it is their issue. Weinst¢1999:110) offers examples of
feedback she had had from set members on how #regiped the value of airtime.

One set member is quoted as saying:

“If you only consider ‘internally’, in your own thmhts, your
mind can lead you down all sorts of pathways. Bumashow as
you speak, your voice can give you away. And othames
listening, and can spot the flaws, where the gapsand will
pursue you down the alleys you are following. Ewveliy, the
trick is to learn to this your self, having othésten will add an

extra dimension.”
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A supportive environment

The philosophy that underpins action learning isnprily a humanistic one, where

such values as support, trust and safety are pawmatimés such this approach focuses
on the human element of learning, concerned with ghbjective nature of each
individual and their unique view of the world. Makek (1998:447) describes the
central aim of a humanist approach is the creatiba ‘cultural island’ where set

members feel able to experiment with different béhas, share experiences and
receive feedback from others in a setting thatutside everyday life and thereby
allows greater freedom. Smith (2001:35) said tkiba learning:

“Permits risk taking within a psychologically safe
environment, much like the safe practice area washd when

learning to ride a bike.”

Bourners et al (1996:13) described the action legreet as “a safe place to explore
self and project” with respondents in Bournersegesh saying that:

“... the set provided a safe place to check thing$ ou

“... provided an opportunity to learn in a safe eamment and

a safe place to examine ones own weaknesses”

“... a feeling of ease and comfort when | knew adl reople of
the action learning set could be trusted”

“... offered a safe place to check out ideas, thepselutions

etc., because of the confidentiality and trust.”

The language of action learning

Action learning encourages set members to use #acylar type of language,
particularly in relation to the use of questionattBupporters pose to the presenter.

These are questions that encourage the presergatdninto dialogue and reflection
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with the set, rather than argument and recommemddtom other set members.
Enablers must remember not to offer advice in respdo the presenters’ issue, nor to
judge what is being said. This is sometimes a diiffi concept to remember,
particularly when a set is just getting startedefOthe years | have seen a tendency of
set members who are managers to move into a rqieoblem solver, forgetting that
that is not the point of the learning set. The ainthe questioning is to help clarify
and deepen the presenters’ understanding of the,isisus enabling the presenter to
challenge their own previously held assumptions perdpectives on their live issue.
McGill and Brockbank (2004:228) cite typical quest for the enablers which
include:

What did you know....?

How do you feel...?

What were you aware of ...?
What would make a difference...?
What helped you....?

What got in your way....?

Lee (2006:93) similarly describes the type of quest and the language that was

used in an learning set she was a member of:

“We would ask, ‘Why did you do that?’, ‘How do ydunow
that?’, ‘Why did you think that?’ One example ofatlenging
relates to our debate about evidence and truthearels
credibility and rigour in relation to research apibfessional
practice. This was a dominant theme in our set rafidcted
contemporary health service interest in evidencesetha

practice.”
The general understanding of the facilitator’s ngléo help the set learn as a whole,

he or she is not an expert in the subject matteisbusually familiar with the group

processes so helps the set to help itself.
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How are action learning sets different from otherugps?

In both organisations and society as a whole werammbers of a variety of differing
groups. At work, they include formal meetings; usuehaired by an individual and
governed by an agenda. A seminar with a specifissaige to get across by means of
pre-prepared material, pre-prepared questions ssuk$ to explore by the group.
Outside work, for example in sport, they can inelteam, led by a captain with
specific roles in the team and a set objectivahencase of sports; to win. Another
example could be a support group will have annind@ to support as opposed to

challenge.

Fox (1986); Jessup and Valacich (1993) and Nunamakel (1991) describe a
number of challenges that typical groups addrebesé@ issues include: group size
citing examples of the difficulties of getting l@rgroups together and coordinating
their input, in contrast the action learning setissially restricted to a maximum of
eight members. Air time at traditional meetings dsnfragmented, with the more
vocal members claiming the most airtime, therefooe distributed equally amongst

all members of the group.

How is action learning different from a ‘chat’ withends?

Action learning sets formalise the process of otibe. They become deliberate acts
of reflection that are supported by allocated titimag in which the presenter has the
full attention of the set members, whose role tbi®oth support and challenge where
appropriate. They do that by listening without jundgand therefore will not advise,

instruct or tell the presenter what to do.

Evaluating action learning

This next section gives an insight into the issdeewaluating action learning

programmes. In seeking to evaluate the success a€tton learning programme, the
focus here is the evaluation of the effectivendgb@actual programmes themselves.
This particular issue has attracted a range okuwliff) views and approaches. It is
quite acceptable that most organisations or spengould want to evaluate the extent

to which the objectives of a planned programmesafiing have been successful.
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In terms of immediate benefit to the organisatidayans (1984) cited in O’Hara et al
(1996:16) said that the colliery managers of higgioal project worked
collaboratively, meeting regularly to discuss thaedividual progress. At the end of
three years, it was found that annual output pesgrein the mines of these managers
had increased by over 30 per cent compared witlatemal average too small to
detect. With this, action learning had proved ftbel both an invaluable and effective
process. However, the extent to which the increasggut is directly attributable to

action learning is an interesting question in isaight.

Success or effectiveness has been historicallyuated from differing perspectives.
These have included the achievement of intendeaemided outcomes (Weiss,
1996). In some respects the University sees andett outcome of the programmes
that | run. Firstly, students complete the programamd secondly, the successful
passing of the award by as many students as ighpmsBhere is usually a benchmark
figure for programme leaders to measure the relasuccess of the programme
against. In contrast to Owen & Rogers (1999) whee sachievement of
intended/unintended consequences as a measurecoéssu In the case of my
students, the intended consequences will vary fradividual to individual and may
include a change in a person’s behaviour (BuchananHuczynski, 1997) or how the
individual views the world (Ramsden, 1988) or ulibely benefits both individuals
and communities (Owen & Rogers, 1999; Guba and dlincl1989 and Kushner,
2000). In evaluating the success of action legrnprogrammes, McGill &
Brockbank (2006:238) argue that all the perspestneeffectiveness from differing
stakeholders, which would include participants \wean the effectiveness of their

action learning set is not explored. They argue:

“Evaluation methods have inherited a tendency &itpsm in
the search for objective truth, which means they fa
appreciate the range of perspectives as well agahge of
implicit and explicit stakeholder values that aduer approach
is likely to capture.”
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Patton (1990) goes beyond evaluation methods stitbsts, grades and examination
and suggests interviews and observations as sortie qgfossible ways of evaluating

learning.

Garvin (1993) proposes that learning in the orgdima can be measured using
learning and experiences curves and their effecham measures such as costs,
productivity and pricing forecasts. Garvin alsocdissed the time delay in the
realisation of learning, suggesting the followihgete stages are applicable:

1° Stage Cognitive: new ideas, expanded knowledgenandways of thinking
2" Stage Behavioural: new beliefs and new actions
3 Stage Longer term outcomes and results.

Suchman (1967) provides some good examples of whaisk in a programme
evaluation. These are points of concern for akedtalders in the evaluation process
and are likely to include the programme designéasjlitators as well as the

participants themselves. Suchman'’s ideas included:

1. Evaluation of effort assesses input regardlessutdud and asks the questions:
“What did you do?” and “How well did you do it?”

2. Evaluation of performance focuses on the resulthefprogramme and asks

the question: “Did any change occur?” and “Weredbjectives achieved?”

3. Evaluation of the adequacy of the programme. Rpaints may experience
considerable changes as individuals, but this naa ltittle change in a wider

organisational context.

4. Evaluation of efficiency is concerned with altematways of achieving the
same outcomes, i.e. are there better ways of delyéhis programme that are

more efficient.

5. Evaluation of the process focuses on the operatiderms of “What works

and how?” and “What doesn’t work and why?”
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In summary, there are differing perspectives on llmsvprocess of action learning is
evaluated. However the actual effectiveness ofléhening sets themselves remains
under researched.

Chapter summary

In this chapter | discussed the concept of actamning and have provided differing
definitions as a starting point. | included whatdnsider to be definitions that give
readers a good understanding of action learningnathat | am particularly drawn to
the definition written by Brockbank and McGill (200

| then briefly traced the origins of action leamiplacing Revans as the founder in an
historical context. | then considered what | seethas ‘nuts and bolts’ of action
learning; how it works and the language that sanhbers use when working together
in the learning set so the reader understands iivieatis like to be in the set .

| then engaged the reader in a discussion thatoelthe differences of action
learning to that of other groups, endeavouring tsuee that there is a clear
understanding of what an action learning set isy ltas very different from a group.
This is an important point to understand and tesa$isat, the next chapter discusses
the concept of group processes as a way into uadeliag the general nature of

groups, with the unique nature of an action leayset still being bourn in mind.

The issue of the effectiveness of action learnirgs veonsidered, accepting and
acknowledging that action learning can be both stlg@nd time consuming process
in the short term. Therefore, both organisations iadividuals will naturally seek a

return on their investment.
The following chapter considers differing contextuariables that underpin action

learning, which includes; the learning in actiomrlgng, group processes and the
context in which action learning takes place in.
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Chapter Four - Deconstructing the Action Learning G@ntext

Introduction

This chapter gives a general overview of what | asethe important contextual
elements that are central to the thesis. The chdggins with a discussion that
describes the nature and practicalities of acéamring and then moves on to discuss

three central elements of action learning, whieh ar

Part One — The Learning in Action Learning
Part Two - Group processes in Action Learning

Part Three - The Action Learning Context

The Learning in Action Learning

| am aware that there is a wealth of literaturéhis field and it is tempting to simply
critique learning theory in a general sense, prilpnas a way of navigating through
the literature. | was at pains to steer away frbat eind include only literature that |
found to be useful in explaining my understandiicaction learning as a learning
process and what | thought had been influentihénlearning process. Unpacking the
differing definitions of action learning, as shown Page 38, offers a way into the
literature that | see as underpinning action lesynwhilst simultaneously retaining it

as the focus. The main issues included from thmitiefs, as | see them are:

The learning process.

Learning as opposed to teaching.

Individual development; learning within the indiuial.
Social learning; connected and separate knowing.

Learning from experience; reflection in and on@ati
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The learning process

Prior to discussing differing approaches to leagnih is useful to consider the term
‘learning’ in its own right. A dictionary definitio of learning cited in Brockbank and
McGill (1998:19) defines learning as:

“To get knowledge of (a subject) or a skill in (art etc.) by
study, experience or teaching.”

Knowledge is defined in a variety of differing waygluding the work of Davenport
and Prusak (1998:5) who write:

“Knowledge is a flux mix of framed experiences, uesd,
contextual information, and expert insight that yides a
framework for evaluating and incorporating new eigrees
and information. It originates and is applied ire tminds of
knowers. In organisations, it often becomes embeaddée only
in documents or repositories but also in orgarosati routines,

processes, practices, and norms.”

Other definitions put learning into a broader canhtefor example Ramsden
(1988:271) defines learning as about individuaingjea stating that:

“Learning should be seen as a qualitative change person’s
way of seeing, experiencing, understanding, conedising
something in the real world.”

This was later refined by Barnett (1992:4) whoesdahat:

“Learning is a human process which has an effecthose

undertaking it”.

Learning is defined by Buchanan and Huczynski (1P@7) as meaning:
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“The process of acquiring knowledge through expere

which leads to enduring change in behaviour”

Brockbank and McGill (2004:19) discuss learninghaee levels based upon the work
of Bloom (1964). These include:

“Cognitive learning that results in knowledge; cowvelearning
that results in action and changes in the worldective
learning alters appreciation of the self in relatio self and

others”.

Learning theories

It is important to say that in my opinion this adastudy is complicated and | think
that one possible reason could be due to the miffeapproaches taken towards the
subject. In order to deal with that complicatiorietl that it is useful to consider
learning in the context of three main groups. Thare thebehaviouristtheories,
mostly of the stimulus-response variety of diffgrilegrees of complexity. There are
the cognitive theories, based on a different view of the natufekmowledge.
Additionally there are those theories that havenbesled humanist;these rely on

various analyses of personality and of environment.

The behaviourist theories, which are often seenomdormist, range from a simple
reinforcement of the desired responses through &xgaloration of the many different
possible responses. The cognitive theories caratadke extreme of the discipline of
the subject and at the other end of the continufimapen discovery learning. The
humanist theories, which are often seen as libmarat, can describe the importance
of role imitation in attitudinal development, oretbne hand, and the freedom of the
learning group on the other. In my opinion the hoistatheories are the ones that

provide the platform for the learning in actionrigag.
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Transformational learning

Transformational learning is learning that an imdlial engages in as a way of
making sense of their life situations. Cranton @29) describes transformational
learning as evolving "into a comprehensive and dempescription of how learners

construe, validate, and reformulate the meaningeaif experience."”

One of the reasons it is important in action laagns because, as adults, we try to
make sense of our worlds, how we look at ourseleeswork situations, family and
friends and the world in general. When the indiaideritically examines their views,
or meaning schemes (specific beliefs, attitudeseamdtional reactions) that are based
upon both cultural and contextual experiences, thagt engage in critical reflection
and expose themselves to alternatives, and, asisegoence, review how they see
things. The individual, then, has transformed s@teeent of how they make sense

of the world or reframed it in an action learnirgse.

Mezirow (1995:50) is credited with the developmehtthis school of thought and
devised a useful framework that considers eachestddgransformation that clearly
resonates with the philosophy of action learning@ d#scribed the first stage as
‘experiencing a disorientating dilemma’ and is dgu#&iggered by a problem or
challenge. The next stage he described as oneetifelsamination’ in which the
individual identifies their problem or challengeyssibly work-based or indeed may
be life based. This is typically a problem that haser been experienced before. The
individual will usually enter a phase in which thesflect critically on this problem
(McGill and Brockbank, 2006; Mezirow, 1990). Crélcreflection often transforms
perspectives drawn from an individual's life expekge, which may be flawed
because they have been *“filtered through unexaminegs, which may distort a
person’s understanding of the situation” (McGilldaBrockbank, 2006:47). As said
above, that can have a disorientating effect oninldéevidual. The next stage is a
‘critical assessment of assumptions’. Anderson anhdrpe (2004) quoted in Pedler
(2005:5) distinguish critical reflection from oth&rms of reflection in that it “is
concerned with questioning assumptions”. Meziro@9@:167) wrote that:
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“Perspective transformation is the process of bwag
critically aware of how and why assumptions haveneao
constrain the way we perceive, understand anddieelt our
world; changing these structures of habitual exgiewt to
make possible a more inclusive, discriminating, artelgrating
perspective; and finally, making choices or otheewacting

upon these understandings.”

The focus is social rather than individual and imes working with others in either a
formal or informal setting which includes the adtiearning set. At this stage the
individual will receive support and empathy thuscamaging the individual to

recognise that others have gone through a similacess. In the case of action
learning, the individual is encouraged to ‘exploions’ as part of a learning set

process and eventually ‘formulate a plan of acteomd then finally to ‘reintegrate’.

Experiential learning

Experiential learning is learning through refleation doing, which is often contrasted
with rote or didactic learning as briefly descriksabve. Experiential learning focuses
on the individual actually carrying out a task aexiperiencing what is actually
involved in doing the task; things that may notadpparent when the task is simply
theorised about, as opposed to simply reading albowt the task should be
completed. The result is firsthand knowledge, agospd to simply of reading or
hearing about others' experiences. However, thaghgaining of knowledge is an
inherent process that occurs naturally, for a gendearning experience to occur,
there must exist certain elements. Kolb (1984) shad knowledge is continuously
gained through both personal and environmental rexpees, stating that in order to

obtain knowledge from an experience, certain comustmust be met:

1. the learner must be willing to be actively involMadhe experience;
2. the learner must be able to reflect on the expeeien
3. the learner must possess and use analytical skallsonceptualise the

experience; and
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4. the learner must possess decision making and pnobtdving skills in order

to use the new ideas gained from the experience.

Experiential learning engages the learner at a mpersonal level by addressing the
needs and wants of the individual and requiresitigmlsuch as self-initiative and
self-evaluation. For experiential learning to belytreffective, it should employ the
whole learning process, from goal setting, to expenting and observing, to
reviewing, and finally action planning. The procésslitates the development of new
skills, attitudes or in some instances, entirely meays of thinking. At this stage it is

useful to consider Kolb’s (1984) learning cycledvel

Figure 2 Kolb (1984) Experiential learning as aorgse of learning and

development

As can be seen from the diagram depicting Kolb38&) learning theory, it shows
four distinct learning styles sometimes known &sarhing preferences’, which are
based on a four stage learning cycle. Kolb (198dludes learning, in this cycle, as a
central principle in his experiential learning thgaypically expressed in four stages
in which ‘immediate or concrete experiences’ preval basis for ‘observations and
reflections’. These ‘observations and reflectioase assimilated and distilled into
‘abstract concepts’, producing new implications &mtion which can be actively
tested in turn creating new experiences. Kolb (}19%&d that ideally this process
represents a learning cycle or spiral where thenégamoves through all stages, i.e. a
cycle of experiencing, reflecting, thinking and iagt These reflections are then

assimilated (absorbed and translated) into abstrantepts with implications for
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action, which the individual can actively experimevith. Kolb’s model therefore

works in the following way:

Concrete Experience (CE)
Reflective Observation (RO)
Abstract Conceptualisation (AC)

A

Active Experimentation (AE)

Learning Styles

Honey and Mumford (1982) built a typology aroune tthove sequence, identifying
individual learning preferences for each stage.s€&h&arning preferences were
referred to as: Activist, Reflector, Theorist andadtnatist respectively and are

demonstrated in Figure 3, overleaf, and describepeater detail below:

Activitists (Do)

Immerse themselves fully in new experiences.
Enjoy the here and now.

Are open minded, enthusiastic, flexible.

Act first, consider consequences later.

Seek to centre activity around themselves.
Reflectors (Review)

Stand back and observe.

Cautious, take a back seat.

Collect and analyse data about experience and €\&at to reach
conclusions.

Use information from past, present and immediatepkations to maintain a

big picture perspective.

Theorists (Conclude)

Think through problems in a logical manner, valatonality and objectivity.
Assimilate disparate facts into coherent theories.
Disciplined, aiming to fit things into rational ed

Keen on basic assumptions, principles, theoriesletsaand systems thinking.
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Pragmatists (Plan)

Keen to put ideas, theories and techniques intctipea
Search new ideas and experiment.
Act quickly and confidently on ideas, gets straighthe point

Are impatient with endless discussion.

Figure 3 Honey and Mumford (2000) The Learning €ycl

In terms of the relationship to action learninge tmost important element is the
relationship between action and change. Learnikgstgplace by reflecting on past
experiences and the ability to reflect forward amhstruct actions for the future.

Ingram et al (2002:127) support this by saying:

“The real world managers inhabit is messy, full of
conflicting messages, politics, conflict and chadjes with
no ‘right’ answer. It is a world where the actiaaining
approach, starting from the ‘question’ or challeag®&ork,
fits well. Thereafter, the manager draws in thosecepts
and theories that may help with the action takemd a
assesses this ‘programmed knowledge’ for what dsad

rather than a thing of beauty in its own right.ultively,
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we all know that our most powerful learning is from

experience.”

Subsequently, in the context of an action learrseg each individual will leave the
set meeting with an action plan for change as detnated by both Kolb (1984) and
Honey and Mumford (1982). A set member goes throtiggse stages with the
assistance of members in the learning set. Wheseptieg, he or she reflects upon
past action, what went well and why and conversslyat did not go so well. From
this information actions for the future are fornsed then tested in the context stated,
with a view to reflecting upon the actions takem tiis stage the individual is able to
learn from those actions and the cycle continué# tine presenter feels a satisfactory
outcome has been achieved.

Both Kolb’s (1984) and Honey and Mumford’s (1982inpiples align with the idea

of both single and double loop learning. McGill aBdbckbank (2004) wrote that

single and double loop learning were originally dzth®n the concept of feedback
loops in control engineering, and then adapteddaming through improvement by
Argyis and Schon (1974).

Single-loop learning

Single-loop learning is primarily concerned with aimchanges that are made to
specific practices or behaviours. This is basegpmvious experience, what McGill

and Brockbank (2004:107) call “day-to-day maintasglearning” and is mirrored in

Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle, as previously disadsFrom an action learning
perspective, the set presenter will work with tle¢ en improving things without

really examining or challenging individual’s undenlg beliefs and assumptions, the
objective being minor improvements and asks thestipue Are we doing things

right? The diagram below illustrates single loegrhing.
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Figure 4 Single loop learning (Cognitive Designigiains)

Available at:www.cognitivedesignsolutions.com/KM/Learning.hfAccessed 04/01/10]

Double-Loop Learning

In contrast to single loop learning, double-loogrieng is focused on why a solution
works and considers an individual's actions baspdnutheir assumptions. Whilst
seeking clarification of the individual's understiamg of the situation double-loop
learning is concerned with larger change that dalis reframing of the situation and
asks: Are we doing the right things? Looking diéietly at things that we are perhaps
a little over familiar with or haven’'t consideredrfa while, what McGill and
Brockbank (2004:122) describe as the ‘taken-fontgd (TFGs). This can be
described as single learning, and with the oppdstun work through with action
learning and then move on to the presenter quesgdms or her assumptions, is a
way of moving on from single loop learning to daulbop learning. These ideas
cause an individual to start to reframe their ideasl engage in ‘transformative
learning’ ultimately creating new ways of undersliaig. The diagram below

illustrates how single loop learning moves into loledoop learning.
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Figure 5 Double Loop Learning (Cognitive Designigioins)

Available at:www.cognitivedesignsolutions.com/KM/Learning.hfAccessed 04/01/10]

Argyris et al (1985) concept of Action Science Imsgiwith the study of how

individuals create decisions and how actions arsigded to achieve intended
consequences and governed by a set of situati@rables. How those governing
variables are treated in designing actions arekéyedifferences between single loop
learning and double loop learning. When actionsdasgned to achieve the intended
consequences and to suppress conflict about thergjog variables, a single loop
learning cycle usually ensues. However, when astare taken, not only to achieve
the intended consequences, but also to openlyri@liout conflict and to possibly
transform the governing variables, both single lamp double loop learning cycles

usually ensue.

Triple loop learning

This level involves shifting or transforming thentext or point of view entirely. The

question being: How do we decide what is right?sTavel requires an individual or
organisation to examine their own values and ppiesi that guide actions and
decisions. Triple loop learning looks at the whotmtext and examines the inter-
relationship between problems and solutions andpidigern that has created the

current context. Understanding the values and assons that lie below the patterns

59



of actions allows the individual or organisationgieestion whether these values and
assumptions are locking them into a recurring cyialewhich today’s solutions
become tomorrow’s problems. It is through triplegdearning that the individual or
organisation can determine how they need to beréfit to create transformational
change. Triple loop learning involves ‘learning htovlearn’ by reflecting on how

individuals learn ‘in’ and ‘on’ action.

Reflective Practice

Reflective practice is a continuous process andngiss to action learning. It involves
the individual considering important events, somes8 referred to as ‘critical or
significant incidents’ in their life experiencess Mefined by Schoén (1983), reflective
practice involves thoughtfully considering one’s rovexperiences in applying
knowledge to practice while being coached by ptesls in the discipline. It has
been described as an unstructured approach dgeatmderstanding and learning
about oneself and is applicable to all. It is comiyaused in health and teaching

professions.

Dilworth (1996:46) states:
“Action learning contains a reflective component. ik
insufficient simply to act. The learning is in theflection on
action and in the renewal that comes from then taataputure
actions based on that learning.”

Accepting that, it is a fairly wide belief that kedtive practice is an unstructured

process however, there are some key elements praleess, which include:

Knowing that
Propositional learning or ‘text book’ learning dsis very often referred to.
Acquired through formal learning situations suchlexgures at university or

college.
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Knowing-in-action

The experience of professional practice. Schon L98ferred to this as
“knowing-in-action” and is the knowledge that isleed from doing whatever
it is that has been taught to the individual eqgoantancy, medicine, law etc.
For example the individual who has been taughtithia pedagogic manner.
When they describe this knowledge it then beconkeswledge-on—action”
or something that is known about. In summary, “kimgain—action” is
actually performing the action, and talking abotte tperformance is
“knowledge-on-action”. By describing the individisal'knowing-in-action”
brings them to understand their “knowledge-in-actizvhich can be used in

the action learning set to “reflect-in-action”.

Reflection-in-action

Schon (1983:68) described reflection in action aguation in which:

“The practitioner allows himself to experience sigg,
puzzlement, or confusion in a situation which had$
uncertain or unique. He reflects on the phenoméredore him,
and on the prior understandings which have beefigihim his
behaviour. He carries out an experiment which sert@
generate both a new understanding of the phenomandra

change in the situation.”

As this occurs when the individual is in the middiean action the individual will
usually start to engage in intrapersonal commuiticadnd ask themselves a series of
questions as a way of ‘thinking on their feet’ abtlue action in which they are
currently engaged. McGill and Brockbank (2004:9%¢ the following examples of
the types of questions to include:

“Is what | am doing at the moment appropriate?
Do | need to alter, amend change what | am doinghat
moment?

Am | on the right track?
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If ’'m not on the right track, is there a bettery®a

Reflection-on-action
This is when the individual reflects after the antihas been performed,
defined by Fitzgerald (1994:67) who said that ‘®eflon-on-action” is:

“The retrospective contemplation of the practicelentaken in
order to uncover the knowledge used in practidabsons, by

analysing and interpreting the information recalled

Learning in Action learning

Action learning combines all the aspects of reitectas identified above and is,
therefore, a continuous process of learning ankgatdn. This is supported by set
members who work with the individual presentinghatite intention of getting action
on issues of concern to those individuals, oftescdbed as ‘movement’ on the live
issue.
Revans (1983) formulated the following explanaidrhe learning process, using the
equation:

L=P+Q

L meaning learning through the engagement in sama bf action, P referring to

programmed knowledge, which essentially is tradaioteaching, lecturing and or
some form of formal instruction and Q, is the apito ask questions in order to fully
explore issues, which Revans referred to as “quesig insight”. The forum for these
guestioning insights to take place was called dmomdearning set i.e. a group of
people working with each other using questioningight. Revans (1981), cited in
Pedler et al (2003:3), never really specified wdctally happened in action learning

sets, suggesting that it was more about “teactiitigy dnd learning a lot”.

Action learning is therefore a process which brimgdividuals together to seek
solutions to problems and, in doing so, has theceftf being either task focused,
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which is of immediate benefit to the organisationdevelopmental, which has the
immediate benefit to the individual involved. Actidearning is an approach to
teaching and learning that | have used in the comemy university for the last eight
years. | have noticed that over the years the fottise learning sets has been one of
Continuing Professional Development for the indidt This has been reflected in
the number of dissertations that have had the iddal's developmental needs at the
forefront. The task or issue has tended to be étécle for the individual to act as a
way of developing themselves. These differing wayslude both experiential

learning and transformational learning.

This section has acted as a road map through alerragea of study and, where both
possible and appropriate, has made specific referéa the implications for the
process of action learning and the action learsiety The next section considers the

group processes that inevitably exist within thitself.

Group Processes in Action Learning

“The group is a jealous master. It encourages qipatiion,
indeed demands it, but it demands one kind of @pdtion, its
own kind and the better integrated with it a memibecomes
the less free he is to express himself in othersiv@yhyte,
1955:331).

This particular part of the chapter considers titernal dynamics of groups in a meta
sense. It focuses on four main elements of grahpsge include:

Group formation

Group structures and processes

Group control

63



Group formation

The term ‘group’ is widely used and has numerotfering definitions. Cartwright
and Zander (1968) cited in Rollinson et al (1998)2%entify eight differing
definitions of the term. It therefore becomes inaot to define what | understand a
group to be and what the important elements oféha are. There isn’t a universally
accepted definition of the term ‘group’. Schein §Q9 cited in Rollinson et al
(1998:293) defines a group as:

“Any number of people who interact with each otheme psychologically
aware of each other; perceive themselves to bewapgand purposefully
interact towards the achievement of particular goalaims”

One implication of this definition is that it exces people who just happen to be in
the same place at the same time, as they are ydiglegically aware of one another,
for example, people waiting at a bus stop. BuchamahHuczynski (1997:187) refer
to these as being ‘aggregates’ of individuals“aecollection of unrelated people who
happen to be in close physical proximity for a shpmriod of time”. However, they
also wrote that it is possible to turn aggregateugs of people into groups, for
example, if a disaster occurred, such as the hipgosf an airplane, or a burning sky
scraper, in those contexts, that group of peoptelikely to become a group and a
common cause would emerge i.e. to stay out of dafgeondly, the definition states
any number of people can be a group, but theretdhd®e more than two people.
However, as the group becomes larger, it is unfikel remain as a group, as
‘subgroups’ often emerge. In this instance peoplase to be psychologically aware
of members in the larger groups, but psychologicalvare within membership of

their own smaller subgroup.

Formal and informal groups.

The managerial literature on groups tends to diffeate groups from the perspective
of being either formal or informal. Formal groupse ausually located in an
organisational context, performing functions thate adecided upon by the
organisation. Mullins (2002: 469) writes that “gpsuare created to achieve specific

organisational objectives” and are concerned withdoordination of work activities,
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referring to the instances where people are brotagether formally for a specific
purpose or task in the context of an organisatiBnchanan and Huczynski

(1997:190) define a formal group as

“Those groups in an organisation which have beers@ously
created to accomplish the organisation’s collectiepose.
These formal groups perform formal functions, sashgetting
work done, generating ideas, liaising, and so dme formal
group functions are the tasks which are assignat] &md for

which it is officially held responsible.”

The nature of this purpose or task dictates bbéhrelationships they have in the
organisation and the position they occupy withia dinganisation’s framework. These
groups tend to have a degree of permanency abent #ithough the occupancy of
differing individuals may change from time to timBormal groups within the

organisation can be differentiated in a varietywalys that include the individual’s
position within the organisation’s hierarchy, thature of the job role, qualifications
that are required to perform the task, each aspenting to differentiate that

collection of individuals within the organisations aa whole from the work

organisation, or main group as a whole. Usuallyhivithe main group as a whole,
smaller informal groups will emerge. Buchanan anatzynski (1997: 191) define an

informal group as:

“A collection of individuals who become a group whe
members develop interdependencies, influence on¢hars

behaviour and contribute to mutual need satisfactio

These are based upon personal relationships asad&hips that people have with
members that are outside the framework of the foignaups that exist within the
organisation. These groups serve individuals’ $auid psychological needs that are
not involved within the formal tasks required byetbrganisation. Membership of
these groups very often spans across the formattste within the organisation.

However, it is possible that a formal group mayoale an informal group, for
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example, a formal group of employees may be calleagn work time, outside, in

social time; the same group socialise togetherh@tdme an informal group.

Elton Mayo clearly understood the importance ofoinfal groups within an
organisational context and he made a conscioust éffdry to organise them as such.
Mayo, cited in Buchanan and Huczynski (1997:19k¢di to use the term “natural
group”, referring to a group of between 3-6 membgho, through working in the
organisation, developed high levels of friendshmo @ohesiveness in these small or
natural groups, stating that this process usuathk tbetween 6 -12 months to occur.
Mayo believed that these groups would make workimghe organisation more
effective, whilst simultaneously meeting the psyobaal needs of the natural group
members. A leader in a formal group is usually aped via a formal process of
some description, varying from context to contéxtcontrast to the informal group,
where the leader is often agreed by consultatiah camsent of the group members
themselves. This leader may also change, depemdiribe situation the group finds
itself in, whereas, the leader in the formal gramgze again has a greater degree of

permanency.

Group development

It is interesting to see how the learning sets lbgyeo watch them grow and change
is a constant source of both intrigue and inteteath year as the academic machine
winds itself back into action, teachers, lecturang action learning facilitators meet
differing groups, with differing individuals, withdifferent needs, hopes and
aspirations and yet the year and the developmetiteofroup seems to more or less
follow the same pattern. Individuals are generaly and reserved; gradually they
grow in confidence, eventually in the main, thegdsiom into confident, questioning
individuals who, in some cases, make friends ferdiith fellow members of their set.
Tuckman (1965) and Tuckman and Jensen (1977) affegxplanation in relation to
groups generally with their four-stage model ofugralevelopment, then latterly, a

five stage model. The stages of this model include:

1. Forming
The group come together and get to initially knome wther and form as a

group. Individual behaviour is driven by a deswebe accepted by the others,
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and avoid controversy or conflict. Serious issaied feelings are avoided, and
people focus on being busy with routines, sucleamtorganisation, who does
what, when to meet etc. But individuals are alathgring information and
impressions - about each other, and about the sobfiee task and how to
approach it. This is a comfortable stage to bdiun,the avoidance of conflict

and threat means that not much actually gets done.

. Storming

Jockeying for the leadership position is likely docur. Individuals in the
group can only remain nice to each other for sg,@s important issues start
to be addressed. Some people's patience will besaky, and minor
confrontations will arise that are quickly dealtthwior glossed over. These
may relate to the work of the group itself, or wes and responsibilities
within the group. Some will observe that it's gdodoe getting into the real
issues, whilst others will wish to remain in thardort and security of stage
one. Depending on the culture of the organisatimhiadividuals, the conflict
will be more or less suppressed; however, it ildtely to be there under the
surface. To deal with the conflict, individuals migel they are winning or
losing battles, and will look for structural clgriand rules to prevent the

conflict persisting.

. Norming

Eventually agreement is reached on how the growgrabgs. As Stage 2

evolves, the ‘rules of engagement’ for the groupodbee established, and the
scope of the group's tasks or responsibilitiesckrar and agreed. Having had
their arguments, they now understand one anothéerband can appreciate
one another's skills and experience. Individuaten, appreciate and support
one another, and are prepared to change precodoaes: they feel they're

part of a cohesive, effective group. However, widlials have had to work

hard to attain this stage, and may resist any pres¢s change, especially from

the outside, for fear that the group will break aprevert to a storm.
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4. Performing

The group practices its craft and becomes effectivemeeting its objectives.
Not all groups reach this stage, characterised stgte of interdependence and
flexibility. Everyone knows one another well enough be able to work
together, and trusts one another enough to allowpgendent activity. Roles
and responsibilities change according to need iralamost seamless way.
Group identity, loyalty and morale are all highdasveryone is equally task-
orientated and people-orientated. This high degfesomfort means that all
the energy of the group can be directed towardsasigs) in hand

5. Adjourning
This process was added at a later date reflectmngra contemporary view of
the way groups develop and is concerned with thecgss of the group
‘unforming’ that is, letting go of the group sttuce and moving on. This is
about completion and disengagement, both from #s&st and the group
members. Individuals will be proud of having aeieieé much and glad to
have been part of such an enjoyable group. They rte recognise what
they've done, and consciously move on. Some auiihescribe stage five as
"Deforming and Mourning", recognising the sensédost felt by some of the

group members.

Group structure and processes

Hierarchy and status within groups

The Oxford College dictionary defines the term &iehy to mean “any system of
persons or things ranked one above another” @yipérsons terms, a ‘pecking order’
of the group. Status is the social ranking thastsxin groups. The social ranking can
be based on a variety of differing things, depegdom differing contextual and

personality variables, these include; senioritilesi power and salary or personal

attributes such as confidence and intelligence.

Power
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Power is a likely outcome of the learning set'ssdmiehy and a set member’s position
in the set. There are various theoretical modeds skeek to deconstruct the idea of
power, these include French and Ravens (1959bfses of power model. The social
psychologists developed five categories of poweickvineflected the different bases
that individuals rely upon either in a formal ofdmrmal sense. One additional base

(informational) was later added. The power bases ar

Positional Power

Also called "legitimate power", it refers to powaran individual because of
the position and duties they hold within an orgatids. Legitimate Power is
the formal authority given to them by the organ@atlt is often accompanied
by various attributes of power such as uniformfice$ etc. This is the most

obvious form of power.

Referent Power

Referent power means the power of an individuaksspnality, a form of
charisma and interpersonal skills of the power @oldn individual may be
admired because of specific personal traits, amsl admiration creates the
opportunity for interpersonal influence. Here trergon under power desires
to identify with these personal qualities, and gasatisfaction from being an
accepted follower. A good example of this wouldtbe late Princess Diana
who, occupying no official position within the manhy, was able to exert her
influence in the pursuit of charitable causes.

Expert Power

Expert Power is an individual's power that is dedifrom the knowledge,
skills or expertise of the individual and the ongation's needs for those
qualities. Unlike the others, this type of powemsually highly specific and
limited to the particular area in which the expstrained and qualified.

Reward Power
Reward Power depends upon the ability of the pdwader to gift valued

rewards. It refers to the degree to which the inidial can give others a
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reward of some kind such as benefits, promotionsipereases or additional

responsibility.

Coercive Power

Coercive Power means the application of negatifl@eences onto others. It
might refer to the ability to demote, exclude omithhold other rewards. It is
the desire for valued rewards or the fear of havirggn withheld that ensures

the obedience of those under power.

Information Power
Information Power is derived from an individual'®gsession of important

information at a critical time when such informatig necessary to others.

Group control

Group influences on behaviour

The group itself has a marked influence on an idda’s behaviour. The most
significant one is likely to be the impact of thede of behaviour upon the individual,
causing them to modify or stifle their behaviouomer to fit in with the group. In the
case of the formal group the rules of the orgammeaend to dominate, whereas for
the informal group, norms serve the same purposeorfn is usually an “unwritten
rule”, this is not to suggest that norms don't exmsgroups of people in a formal
setting, both rules and norms are likely to be gmgsas discussed in Chapter Two.
The norms in groups can be viewed as similar to dfiaa “code of practice” that
constitutes proper group behaviour in accordandk Wwow that particular group
define proper behaviour. It also has the impacba&hg able to predict a person’s

behaviour, having the effect of engendering trgstelationships within the group.

Different groups will derive their own unique wagkensuring conformity within the
group. As written earlier, it is usual for the actilearning set to agree ground rules
early on to achieve conformity. Asch (1951), ine@hing conformity carried out an
experiment where a group of six members were asatdescribe the length of a

vertical line. Five of the members were instrudiedive a wrong answer, leaving the
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sixth member in a position of either agreeing vaittcontradicting the other members
of the group, over one third of the respondenteedjrwith the group’s incorrect

statement. In these experiments the parties indoWere unknown to one another,
therefore adding a great deal of weight to the ioethe conformity effect. Similar

experiments in this field (Sherif, 1936; Milgram96b) demonstrate the power the
group has over the individual. Group size becomefactor, these experiments
demonstrating that the greater the size of themtba harder it becomes to exert an
individual opinion that contradicts that of the gpp the more group members the

harder it becomes.

Wilfred Bion makes a valuable contribution to theld of groups and group
processes. He focused on group dynamics and wasiaesl with the Tavistock
group. His seminal work in 1961 entitled “Experieadn Groupsivas an important
guide for the group psychotherapy and encountangroovements beginning in the
1960s, and quickly became a seminal work for appbas of group theory in a wide
variety of fields. Bion argued that within everyogp, there are actually two groups

present:

a ‘work’ group;

a ‘basic assumptions’ group.

Work group

A workgroup is concerned with the task of gettirge tgroup’s assigned task
completed. In the context of an action learning #et primary task is ensuring that
every set member leaves that particular meeting wait action plan of what they
intend to do before the next action learning seeting, the work task being the

process the set will go through ensuring that eathmember accomplishes the task.

Basic assumptions group
Based on the tacit underlying assumptions on wtiielgroup’s behaviour is founded,
Bion identified three basic assumptions:
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Dependency

The aim of the group is to attain security and his’enembers protected by
one individual, the leader. In the context of theiam learning set, the
humanistic perspective taken in my practice wouklwthe set facilitator’s

role as one of protecting all set members from Ipstychological harm and in

some instances, political harm.

Fight/Flight

Bion viewed this as behaviour that was directedatols the task. The group
behaves as though it is meant to preserve itsalll absts. Contextually, there
IS a sense when set members have bonded thatttsbaédd extend its life

after the task is completed, which may be charstieof an effective set. To

what extent this would occur in all sets is difficto estimate.

Fight is characterised as aggression. The groupbaaggressive and hostile
as part of its self preservation. The focus of gggression may be on the
facilitator if he or she is not liked or respectedthey are viewed as a threat to
the preservation of the set. Contextually thereehla@en instances when the
facilitator has been either discharged or madenédnt from the set. Revans
was an advocate that sets should be self diregteding the facilitator as

being rather a hindrance than help.

Flight is characterised by a move away or avoidasfcthe task. Avoidance
techniques may include: chit chatting, telling ®sror arriving late, all
activities that are intended to delay commencirg tisk. Contextually this
may occur naturally as the set move from one ptesda the next, the in-
between chatter simply acting as an interval awagnfa sustained period of
concentration. At an individual level there is tpessibility that the set
member moves through a period of uncertainty alibaet task and then
engages with the process of reframing where k& that story telling will
become a feature as the presenter attempts toidasel the other members
with the sublets and nuances of their particulae issue.
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Pairing

The group has met for the purposes of reproductionjn a biological sense.
Two people, regardless of gender carry the taséutiir to its completion,

whilst the remainder of the group listen eagerlgl attentively with a sense of
relief and hopeful anticipation. In the contexttbé action learning set, this
may not always be obvious to see as the set shauklas a whole. However,
one notable exception may be a situation where a dyccurs, a situation
where one set member is so attuned to the liveeis$uithe presenter that a
relationship forms between those two individualsotigh the life of the

presenter’s air time. This may spill over into tkecial time the set has

together but will be amplified during the busine$she set.

Group norms

As individuals bring with them a differing range eéfperiences and expectations it is
important that the learning set develop a set otigd rules that should be agreed by
all. Jones and Gerrard (1967) cited in BuchananHaraynski (1997:245) state that:

“Social norms are the expected modes of behaviodroeliefs
that are established either formally or informalby the
group...Norms guide behaviour and facilitate intdoactby
specifying the kinds of reactions expected or att#e in a

particular situation.”

The above definition refers to the norms or ruled a group uses for appropriate and
inappropriate values, beliefs, attitudes and behasi These may be explicit or
implicit. If they are expressed in explicit termsey can be described as ‘ground
rules’; the stated rules that, the group, or, ie tontext of this thesis, the action
learning set will adhere to. Failure to follow thelles can result in severe
punishments, including exclusion from the groupeyhave also been described as
the customary rules of behaviour that coordinate interactions with others. The
social norms indicate the established and apprewags of doing things, of dress, of
speech and of appearance. These vary and evohanlyothrough time but also from

one age group to another and between social class#ssocial groups. What is
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deemed to be acceptable dress, speech or behavione social group may not be

accepted in another.

Deference to the social norms maintains one's gacep and popularity within a
particular group; ignoring the social norms riskediming unacceptable, unpopular or
even an outcast from a group. Social norms tendeotacitly established and
maintained through body language and non-verbahmanication between people in
their normal social discourse. Individuals soon eaim know when and where it is
appropriate to say certain things, to use certaondg; to discuss certain topics or

wear certain clothes and when not to.

McGill and Brockbank (206:69) suggested the follogvisuch ground rules may be

useful to consider in the context of an actionneay set:

Confidentiality

Responsibility

Being non-judgmental
Absence of discriminating remarks
Making of ‘I' statements
Commitment to the set
Timekeeping

One person speaks at a time
Silence is okay

Really listen to each other
Constructive feedback

Naive questions are legitimate
Admitting need is legitimate

Attention to process

McGill and Beatty (1995:37) add to this the rulecofhfidentiality and assert that:

“Confidentiality is a ground rule at the basis of effectively

working set. Only when there is complete confidemrcehis
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can a member truly explore their feeling and pdssthture

actions.”

Robinson (2001:69) reinforces the idea of confiddity and offers the following

comment from a student who was a member of anratdarning set:

“There was certainly an atmosphere of confidenyighere so
we felt we could discuss issues and people didteCaersonal
things because the nature of the course was that dertain
extent you are talking about something very perstinpeople
and | felt that people did do that. It was quitecassful, the

confidentiality and the support element that wdseaed.”

| think that ground rules are useful in the contaixthe set. When 1 first meet with a
new action learning set, after introducing oursghaur first task is to establish a list
of ground rules that the set want to use. Thisarsied out in a consensual way; each
member is invited to offer a rule to the set. Theskes have largely mirrored
McGill's and Brockbank’s (2006) suggested list, bubm my experience the

following have been suggested by set members:

Respect for non disclosure

The individual may not want to disclose informatigossibly because they feel that
at an early stage of the group’s development theynat yet comfortable with the

idea of disclosure. It may be for political reasopslitical in the sense of the

organisation. Bourner and Frost (1996:12) carriatl research on people who had

been members of an action learning set; one sety@eraported the following:

“...My feelings before the first set were mixed; paftme was
excited about the new possible learning but pameffelt very
scared. Did | really want my fellow managers knayvinhad
weak spots? Was this from “Big Brother” above negdo find
out how we rated as managers? Did | really wamesd the
stress? We had been asked to bring a task to workng way
out could be to produce a task that did not rewesl weak
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spots. This would allow me to sail through withoavealing

anything about myself.”

Attendance as a specific aspect of commitmentesét

Attendance, is a very specific way of demonstratiognmitment to the set as opposed
to simply commitment to the idea of the set. | hanoeked with a variety of managers
in organisations on various programmes in the gagstas been frustrating for all
when members have not attended learning sets, atiflentees citing pressures of
work, however, other set members who are likelpacequally as busy and may feel
that there is an absence of commitment from therabs, viewing once a month as

reasonable and attendance as a must.

Start the learning set by checking out memberstipsipgical states

This rule was suggested by a learning set that asetbof people from the National
Health Service (NHS). When discussing this grourd the person suggesting it said
she felt it was important to understand the moofighe individuals before the
meeting the commenced as this may have an impact e group. If an individual
was usually very talkative and contributed to theug, then it would be unusual it
they were quiet at a set meeting. Similarly if adividual was usually supportive to
other set members it would be unusual if they vegriée the opposite. The impact of

an individual’'s mood may have an impact upon tlowpgr

Equal air time

In starting the action learning day an agendaasvdrup by the group. Set members
put onto the agenda items they wish to discussaarapproximate amount of air time

is allocated to each individual to ensure fairrtesall. This is a way of ensuring that

everyone gets to be heard and there isn’'t a rusheaénd when set members have
become tired, with the possibility that their camtition isn’t as enthusiastic as at the
start of the day. The next ground rule however daiel in my opinion, to the sense

of fairness is the action learning set.

76



Start with a different person each time
As stated above, a sense of fairness is importabbth people in general and the
learning set, so by starting the set with a diffiéngresenter each time, ensuring that

each person receives appropriate support.

Be as honest as possible

Revans (1998:30) discussed the idea of “what if@rest man (sic) and how can |
become one?” Honesty can work at two levels: bamgest with others, or arguably,
being honest with yourself. In the context of aticaclearning set, honesty may be
initially a difficult concept, however, beingonest with ourselves is the key to self
development. If an individual lacks self awarenassl is not honest about their
actions, assumptions and mistakes, then the cgfaciself learning will be limited
and certainly the view of the issue will be distort Being honest with others, whilst
maintaining and demonstrating respect for themthea viewpoints, is an important

prerequisite for building trust and openness imetion learning set.

The process includes questioning, reflection, dismn, and debate

The learning from these encounters usually is iethevels. Pedler (1996) cited in
West and Choueke, (2003:216) says that learniraugitr action learning allows the
set member to learn at three differing levelst finey learn about the problem they're
addressing. Second, they learn about what thegaening about themselves and
thirdly, they’re learning about the process of héag to learn and to transfer that

learning to other situations.

Participants carry out action between set meetings

At the end of each learning set the individualmember has decided upon an action
plan. This plan is a guide as to what is to beeaddd before the next action learning
set.

The Action Learning Context

| thought that it would be useful to divide the tettual elements into three parts,

these comprise:
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The nature of the environment (differing contextthe sets);
The nature of the set (culture, norms and goats); a

The nature of the individual (knowledge and expemia)

The nature of the environment (differing aspectthefaction learning sets)

Action learning in the organisational context

Action learning has been carried out in the follogvsettings; Executives in a textile
company (Lewis, 1991); managers in a private hakfiiller, 2003); supervisors in
an electronic firm (Boddy, 1991); healthcare prefesals in hospitals (Winkless,
1991; Lee, 2006); university students in a Diplash&eligious Education (Robinson,
2001); insurance agents attempting to improve thmlity of their service
(Schlesinger, 1991); and university students inltheaare education (Wade &
Hammick, 1999). Action learning is increasingly dgpiused in educational contexts
such as schools to support the process of teaehenihg (Yuen & Cheng, 2000).
Lawson et al (1997:225) argue that the type of miggdion that would value action
learning sets is one that values questioning, tleenize on which action learning
exists. The organisation’s culture should be onesrehpersonal development is
respected, employees are both trusted and haweaafaunt of autonomy and there is
belief in problem ownership. Employees are supplofitem within their organisation
via their line-manager and lastly, the action l@agrset is not seen in negative terms

such as a “therapy group.” Bunning (1997:268) said:

“The context in which action learning takes plaseyipically
within the organisation itself, midst a culturalpport for
learning as opposed to more traditional classrooased

learning approaches.”

Bourner and Weinsten (1996:59), in a study of th&alfs in implementing action

learning sets, discuss the problems of organisaitipbased action learning sets and
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the use of an on-site location of the set. Onénefrespondents in the study is quoted

as saying:

“Deciding to hold set meetings at a venue away fthenoffice

may sound pedantic but it creates an important fidacy”. At

the office there is always the likelihood that setmbers will
be called away — something for which they are ppelsable
always seems to occur on set meeting days! Oneneetber
recounted with some irritation how, “almost always the dot
of 11 am” one of his set colleagues received a ploati from

his secretary, calling him to some vital meetingeveupon he
left!”

Politics

Politically, which is revisited later in this thesithe set could also be constrained;
particularly if the set members are part of the saaction, division etc. McGill and
Brockbank (2006:48) state:

“Where sets are formed, they are usually recomnumadé to

have set members in line relationships with eatierotWhere
this does occur, it is essential that the facotategotiates the
arrangement with the set and the set members amtsp that

line issues are considered outside of the set.”

Corbitt and Martz (2003:16) also argue:

“People come to meetings with hidden agendas ahdviaurs,
such as fear of expressing ideas in front of sopgriThese
issues along with many other factors such as @ilind gender

tend to inhibit full and open participation at niegs.”

Competition
In a situation where members of the same orgaaoisaire together in a set, the

problem of competitiveness between them can ocatlr fpoint scoring” replacing
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the support that an action learning set required @sually provides. When this
happens the set typically becomes dysfunctionalsioa et al (1997:226) quote an
example of this:

“One member of the set confessed that the maironethsit she
had joined the set was to stop fellow managerseasame level

as herself getting ahead of her.”

Confidentiality
Issues of confidentiality may arise as another eamevhen all set members are from
the same organisation. In such cases the safeoenvent where a set member can

speak freely may be compromised.

Baggage

Another problem that can arise when all the set beem are from the same
organisation

is that they can bring “baggage” from their empl@yhhistories. As Lawson et al
(1997:226) write:

“One example that we encountered was where a fpemic
explained that the main obstacle to her achieverggeal was a
“bloody stupid system” that she was obliged to aperThe air
froze over in the set meeting when another membéneoset

revealed icily that it was she who had set up slgatem!”

Impression management

Impression management is concerned with the extewhich employees are willing
to compromise the impression that others have emtland the lengths that some
employees will go to in order to create the righpression. Edmondson (2002:2), for

example, argues that:

“People are (both conscious and unconscious) irsfmes
managers — reluctant to engage in behaviours tbatdc

threaten the image others hold of them. Although & us are
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without concern about others’ impressions, our imdize
social context can mitigate — or exacerbate — éhéctance to

relax our guard.”

She goes on to list specific risks to image thaippe face at work: being seen as
ignorant, incompetent, negative, or disruptive Whimay be problematic in a learning
set where line relationships exist amongst set neesnbignorance in that if set
members ask questions or seek information for fedation with respect to the
presenter’s live issue they run the risk of beimgns as unable to understand
information given. Incompetence in terms of admgtmistakes: when reporting on
actions taken in between learning sets there magcibasions where the presenter
reports negatively on an outcome, for example, #amgito making a mistake, as

such the individual may be viewed as incompetent.

Action learning in the University context

For some time academic institutes have resistedid@of action learning. Lawson et
al (1997:226) said they felt that that action l&agnis “threatening to an institution
which sees its core role as disseminating knowledgewever action learning has
started to form part of the portfolio of programmafered, certainly at my own
institution, the University of Huddersfield. Thecheased growth and development of
action learning has been in accordance with chamgegher education with a focus
on capability as well as knowledge. The growth le thumber of management
programmes run as partnerships between higher golu@and particular companies is
evidence of this, again referring to my own Uniu#gtsin particular, my own
department. Partnerships have been forged witiNéteonal Health Service, Local
Authorities and the Fire Service, offering managentkevelopment programmes that
use action learning as an underpinning philosoployvever, offering action learning
programmes in universities is not without its pesbt. They can include:

Issues with stakeholders

O’Hara et al (1996:17) said that transferring attiearning from its origins
into other settings can create tensions betweem#jer stakeholders involved
in the scenario, in the case of a university, ttetakeholders involve:
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The manager who enrols for an action learning basedification expects
both a qualification and the subsequent learningded to achieve that
gualification. Also they expect it to last beyome tife of the course.

The sponsoring organisation expects increased neaaagbility that can
be used directly in the context of the organisatithus ensuring that it

receives a good return on capital invested.

The University expects to improve its ways of cimiting to the success
of both business and the economy by developing gesawhilst

simultaneously maintaining standards of education.

The impact of assessment

The use of action learning as part of a qualifaragprogramme may impact on

the open relationship needed between the facititatbo is usually a tutor and

the set members. Because of the anxiety that aseatssisually creates, when

assessment occurs set members may regress talthgatlonship of student/

teacher dependency. Lawson et al (1997:227) wrote:

“One of us recalled a time when she was a memben afction
learning set that was part of a course leadingdaadification.
She remembers the comment of one of her colleagubs set:
“We are like tortoises. They [tutors] tempt us obitour shells

with a piece of lettuce, then they chop off ourdsa

Therefore action learning, whilst offering a mogedwn up’ way of learning in which

the set member is encouraged to think for themseblmd be confident in their

thoughts and deeds, still suffers from the anxsetleat arise from the assessment

process. This can ultimately lead to set membeistrusting a facilitator who

encourages independent thought and action. Thesassat process may trigger old
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memories of school or ‘night school’ and old beloavipatterns which threaten the

independent culture of action learning sets.

The nature of the set (culture and climate)

Organisational culture

Schein (1992) cited in Hare and O’Neill (2000:3%¢wed culture as the basic
assumptions and beliefs shared by members of apgoouorganisation and are
categorised into two areas: (a) espoused beliegfg@nunderlying beliefs. Espoused
beliefs are the values professed by the organisateog. “equal opportunity,”
“freedom of speech,” etc.). Underlying beliefs tivadividuals hold are the result of
learned responses to problems of survival in thereal environment and to problems
of interactions in the internal environment. Thésdiefs are often held within the
individual at a subconscious level and when rec#gdrby behaviour become part of
the culture of the organisation. This hidden cwdtwf the organisation impacts
performance, social will, and social contracts wtthe organisation. If the espoused
organisational values are not the same as theithdiVs underlying beliefs, then
mistrust, deception, and disillusionment may redait the individual. Given the
pervasive nature of culture, the members of anoaclearning set from an
organisation with an unsympathetic culture can hal#iculty accepting the
alternative culture of the learning set and celyairave issues with the questioning
nature of action learningiction learning flourishes when the organisatiootgture
demands action alongside learning. Newton and W&tkn (1994:11) discuss the idea
of action learning and cultural fit, saying thatiac learning brings its own problems
in terms of the ‘culture fit'" of the approach inetlorganisation in which it is being
used. Pedler and Boutall (1992:10) comment:

“...It may not always fit the organisational style culture and
involves certain risks, ‘opening a can of worms’ ase

participant phrased it.”

Organisational Climate
Although the concept of organisational climate iwsely linked to that of

organisational culture, in reality it has been abtor a lot longer and can actually be
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traced back to the work of Lewin (1946). The tedimate is difficult to define and
can be easily confused with discussions of the lezaReichers and Schneider
(1990:22) define organisational climate as "theresthgperception of the way things
are around here". Rollinson et al (1998:563) deimaate as:

“A characteristic ethos or atmosphere within agaoisation at
a given point in time which is reflected in the wiggymembers
perceive, experience and react to the organisadtoamedext.”

From the above definitions it can be said that atemis ‘felt’ by individuals, an
expression of how they experience the climate iy not be able to articulate what
they think and feel about it, other than to sag, good, bad, cold, chilly, hostile etc.
This often forms the way an individual behaveshattthey react to the climate that
surrounds them (Schneider, 1983). They may feellibimg part of that environment
is rewarding which will sustain their involveme#t.positive climate exists when the
set members perceive they are valued and treatddbweall the set. A positive
climate is far more likely to develop into a coogtere instead of a competitive
atmosphere and by establishing a positive groumaté of trust, openness and
directness. Ozcelik et al (2008:189) state that:

“...whereas culture is dynamically stable and ugulhéld in
place by a network of socialisation practices oyemerations,
emotional climate is more subject to change ancedggnt on
existing leadership styles and administrative pedic A new
leader with a different management style could geathe
emotional climate of an organisation in a relagvahort period
of time, even though the culture of the organisatroight

remain the same.”

The above discussion enables climate to be seeanadividual experience
concerned with how individuals feel in relation ttee organisation in which they
work. Glick (1985) draws attention to climate atthbcan individual level and

group/organisation level, with the individual levddeing referred to as the
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‘psychological climate’ (Koys and Decotis, 1991 ahe latter as the ‘organisational

climate’.

The nature of the individual (knowledge and exp@ms)

The individual and how they learn in a group

This element of the literature review considersitttividual and how they learn in a
group setting. Issues of concern are the naturenai¥idual learners, their prior

experiences of learning and resultant expectatodrite learning process. Knowles
(1973:43), in discussing adult learning says, “tb@ner is self-directed but has a

conditioned expectation to be dependent and taught”.

Set member expectations

O’Hara et al (1996:19) said of managers enteriegatbrld of academia:

“Even autonomous, senior managers seem to fallllygmto the mode of

‘dependent student’ when entering academic premiises

This type of behaviour based upon experienceshad@d@nd a pedagogic approach to
learning is identified in Chapter Two. It takes bdime and patience to deal with this
set of ingrained expectations in order for thes@agars to maintain the autonomy
that they have, that they enjoy in more familiagamsational settings. The
expectations of the dependent students often revateund being told what to do,
and not being asked “what gouthink you should do?” as is the language of action
learning discussed in Chapter Two. Additionallyrtiggpants have to expend more
effort getting to know one another in a much matensive way than required during
standard part-time or evening attendance. Thisafan lead to frustrations and a
feeling of‘when is she going to get on with, i6r ‘I could be doing X, y or z'so they

inevitably experience some discomfort while theisébrming.

Bourner and Weinstein (1996:54), in discussing th#alls of implementing action
learning programmes into organisations, drew dtianto the expectations of
learners, citing the following that illustratesetltonflicting preconceived ideas

between an action learning set facilitator anchia tase, his group:
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“His first doubts appeared when, despite his upueparation
with a new group, only half of the group arrivedwproblems
or projects to work on. His doubts grew when, idigcussion
of the absence of projects, one of the group emethi with
support from some of the others, that they realizmted to be
told the secret of effective management. In prongptction
learning the practitioner had said “You'll learnvihao be
effective managers” and this was heard as “Youélltdld how
to be effective managers”. The clear preconceptiohghe
group about what they wanted from the programme had
deafened them to a necessary rudimentary undenstparud

action learning”.

Chapter summary

This chapter provided a general overview of whaeé as the important contextual
elements that are central to this thesis. The endmgan with a discussion of the
learning that takes place in an action learning Bké focus of discussion revolved
around the idea of learning as opposed to teachmghow adults learn within the
learning set as the central theme. General groogeps theory was discussed locating
my own experiences to remind the reader that tinpgse of this thesis is to develop a
link between group theory and what happens in¢hening set. The final part of this
chapter considered the differing contexts in whackion learning takes place. Here |
attempted to differentiate between organisatiomal aniversity settings and discuss

the attendant issues of concern within each context

The next chapter considers both research methogodogl research method in
relation to addressing the issues of what partitgpghink makes an effective action
learning set. The chapter introduces the ratiorbind the choice of research
methodology used within this thesis and describbes role that Saunders et al
(2003:83) Research Onion played in the researctepso The chapter then discusses

Grounded Theory as the dominant research approach.
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Chapter Five — Research Methodology

Introduction

This chapter introduces the rationale behind treoehof research methodology used
in the research process within this thesis. Thesddech Onion’ (Saunders et al,

2003:83) was influential in informing both the apach to the research methodology

and method in this thesis and structuring of thigpter.

Figure 6 Saunders et al (2003) Research Onion
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Saunder's (2003) model above depicts an onion; each layer of the onion
represents a layer of the research process. $tatithe outside with the research
philosophy then working towards the centre of theon outlining the research
process which includes; research approaches, obsetategies, time horizons and
finally data collection methods. This model dep&tgery comprehensive overview of
the research possibilities and subsequent apprsaehabling the researcher to
construct an approach that comprises both methggdaod method and ensures that
there is a ‘research fit’ with the aims of the ikes

Research philosophy

The outer layer of the onion focuses on the reseplilosophy and differentiates
between positivism, realism and interpretivism.the social sciences, positivism
refers to approaches to research that model theesseln approaches developed
within the natural sciences. Positivist approachesd to be concerned with
generating research hypotheses and testing theamik$argely involve the adoption
of quantitative methods such as surveys. Saunderal €2003:83) write that,
“positivism is law like generalisations similar timose produced by the physical and
natural scientists”. Realism is an approach toaetethat is, “based on the belief that
a reality exists that is independent of human théaignd beliefs” (Saunders et al,
2003:84). The aim for researchers taking this aggrois to minimise researcher
influence on the research being undertaken andtamopriate research methods
and techniques to uncover objective ‘facts’ andhsu Interpretivism stands in
contrast to both of these approaches in thatléss concerned with the discovery of
‘facts’ and more interested to capture the viewt#udes and perspectives of research
participants and understand their life-world froheit point of view (Bryman and
Bell, 2003). These perspectives reflect the way #mindividual thinks about the
development of the knowledge they produce throuwgtirtresearch and also the

creation of that knowledge.

The approach | adopted in this research was lardelyeloped in relation to my

research aim - to explore participant’s views argegiences on the effectiveness of
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action learning sets and to understand my own dewaknt within it. | was largely
influenced by the work of Janet Parr (1998), a festiwriter who writes about her
experiences as a researcher in the area of matomeem returning to study and
discusses how this impacted on the way she capuetier research. What impressed
me about her work was how she located herself ie thsearch process,
acknowledging that the women she was interviewirgewnot dissimilar to herself
and her background as a student returning to stutiter life. Her knowledge about
her research area, based on her own personaheddkperience, resonated with my
own position as a researcher. Like Parr, | too measarching an area in which | had
personal, real life experience — in my case, aadion learning facilitator. As Parr
makes clear, it is not possible in such situatidnsfake a neutral stance to the
research, as would be required in positivist amtiseapproaches. However, my early
approach to this research did, initially, have veusitivistic influence through
drawing on my academic knowledge in this area. dl ltaeated a theoretical
framework that | imagined would guide the data gdtig process. In other words, |
initially adopted a deductive stance towards theeaech, where data would be
gathered according to a pre-defined set of ideagsacnumber of elements. These
elements are depicted in the form of a Venn diag(@imapter One, Page 17). The

model comprised the following elements:

The learning process.

The group.

The learning context.

The individual and how they learn in a group.
How the group functions in a learning context.

The learning process in context.

From this model | developed a series of researelstipns that had, upon reflection, a
very positivistic underpinning to them and would/@guided the students back to the
above theoretical framework, therefore limiting tireation of new knowledge in this
subject area. As positivism is rooted in naturarsoe, the starting point is theory,
followed by the development of an appropriate higpsets, data collection and

subsequent hypothesis testing. | therefore felttthia would be problematic in that |
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was researching a subject or phenomenon that wigseuto each individual, so by
implication this would tend to be more subjectivenature. It seemed to me that as
the research would inevitably deal with internalogions, feelings, thoughts and
expressions that it would be more appropriate tesicer another approach to the
research. This, together with my research aim, lwtgdo explore participant’s views
and experiences of being in learning sets, andralsown position in relation to the
topic under study, where | am an action learningfaeilitator, led me to conclude
that an interpretivist approach would thereforg¢hsemost suitable.

Interpretivism - Background

‘Interpretivist’ philosophy underpins the reseafdmework adopted in this thesis as
this it accepts the unique nature of individualgl #me inherent complexities within

them. Interpretivism has more utility as a reseagproach as opposed to positivism,
as rich insights into the nature of individuals &st if the research focuses on the
guest for ‘laws and generalisations’ in the same \@a the natural sciences do
(Saunders et al 2003). The roots of interpretivismin both phenomenology and

symbolic interactionism. As social actors, indivédiiinterpret experiences in unique
and differing ways. Phenomenology refers to the imdwiduals recognise and make
sense of the world. Symbolic interactionism refershe way we interpret and create
the social world around us in that we interpret dedons of others around us and
attribute meaning to their actions. Research tligipes an interpretivist approach

tends to be qualitative rather than quantitativeature.

Interpretivism - Qualitative Research

Denzin and Lincoln (1994:2) define qualitative r@sh as:
“multi-method in focus, involving an interpretivaeaturalistic
approach to its subject matter. This means thalitgtiee
researchers study things in their natural settiaggempting to
make sense of or interpret phenomena in termseoméanings
people bring to them.”
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| considered that a qualitative approach to tesearch would be a better reflection of
who | am in the research process. As an indivieirad struggles with procedures and
guidelines, a qualitative, interpretive approachrldvcensure that | felt that the
research would be a journey of discovery, enaldirgiory to be told, as opposed to
merely following steps in a pre-ordained processciwhwvould be intellectually
disappointing. Creswell (1998:18) discusses theamrs for engaging in qualitative
research and cites an interest in writing as bemmg of the reasons to engage in the
research process. He writes:

“The writer brings himself or herself into the dy the
personal pronoun “I” is used, or perhaps the wr@egages a

story telling form of narration.”

Research approaches

In the second layer of the onion, Saunders et BD3} differentiate between
‘deductive’ and ‘inductive’ approaches. A deductaeproach concerns the way in
which theory is applied to research data, thatvtsen the researcher gathers data to
test or develop a theory or hypothesis. This apgréends to be employed in research
that adopts a positivist framework, as outlined v&boln contrast, an inductive
approach concerns the way in which theory is dgexlofrom the analysis of data,
rather than imposed upon it. This approach tendsetased in interpretivist research
where a qualitative methodological approach is &sthpCreswell (1998:14) argues
that:

“One undertakes qualitative research in a natweting where
the researcher is an instrument of data colleotvbo gathers
words or pictures, analyse them inductively, fosusa the
meaning of participants, and describes a process$ it

expressive and persuasive in language.”
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Research strategies

Saunders et al (2003) suggest several main resesirategies. These are the
experiment and survey, which tend to be used imtigaéive research, and case study,
grounded theory, ethnography and action researthichwtend to use qualitative
approaches, either in whole or part. Creswell (}@@kls phenomenology to this list.
The authors suggest that these are not discret@ages in and of themselves and
can be used in any combination. This thesis usesui@ed Theory’ and

autobiography as the principle research strategies.

Grounded theory

Grounded theory was developed by two sociologSlaser and Strauss (1967). Their
collaboration in research on dying hospital pateldgd them to write the book

‘Awareness of Dying’. In this research they develdpthe constant comparative
method later known as Grounded Theory. The purpbse‘Grounded Theory’ is to

‘generate or discover a theory’. Grounded theorgften cited as being the prime
example of an inductive approach to data colleciiGtaser and Strauss, 1967).
Theory can be generated in differing ways, throalgbervation, interviews, member’s
individual narrative accounts, learning logs froet smembers and extracts from a
research diary. Pauleen et al provide a usefuhiein that acknowledges the absence
of experience or knowledge in the subject areajngegrounded theory as an

appropriate research approach in such circumstatieswrote:

“An inductive process, in which concepts, insightnd
understanding are developed from patterns in the dtais this
inductive process that allows for the developmemid a
articulation of theories or models in situations en little
previous experience or knowledge exists... In sibna where
very little is known about the issues facing p#paots, and
where great amounts of data are primarily gatheredn
unstructured format, grounded theory provides ahotktfor

analysing and articulating the data in ways-theorgdels that
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are practical and relevant to the situations inciwhihe data
emerged.” Pauleen et al (2007:229)

Therefore Pauleen et al (2007) were very influémtiany decision to use grounded
theory as the principle methodological approaclihie thesis because | am dealing
with an area in which individuals have remainedyddy voiceless, therefore, there is
little knowledge of participants’ views on what negkan effective action learning set.
As Yoong (1996:35) states:

“The choice of grounded theory for the analysis arigtulation
of raw experience is supported in situations whikeeee is little
previous research in an area, when the focus ifwanan
experience and interaction, when there is a highrese of
applicability to practice, and when there is a niedontextual

interpretation.”

This is an exploratory approach that is intendedxplain a phenomenon. The intent
of a grounded theory or study is to generate theDafa is collected, and from that,
various themes are extracted, giving issues t@wollp in subsequent field work
(Glaser and Strauss,1967). The data is analyséteagsearch progresses, and from
this data, a conceptual framework is developed tutles subsequent work, the
approach being ‘grounded’ in the data collectioacpss. Strauss and Corbin (1990)

cited in Saunders (1997:349) emphasise the follgwiints in this approach:

that grounded theory is an inductive approach;
the theory emerges from the process of data calleanalysis;

therefore you do not commence such a study withefined theoretical

framework;

instead, you identify relationships between youtadand develop questions

and hypotheses to test these; however,

you will need to commence this strategy with acteaearch purpose.
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Locke (1996) argues that grounded thesrparticularly useful for research into
organisations and organisational issues. Certaiutilgre an alternative view can be
utilised within established fields such as group@iveness and leadership, and when
coupled with a case study approach (Hodkinson awmdkidson, 2001). Thus, creating

a research approach that further develops exigtiegyies in terms of new thinking.

Critiques of grounded theory have focused on #dsustas theory asking the question

“Is what is produced really theory?” (Thomas anchds, 2006).

Autobiography and auto-ethnography

Lejeune (1989:4) cited in Davis (1999:1) definesaatobiography as being a:

“retrospective prose story that a reakperrelates about
his or her own existence, in which he or she gives
emphasis to his or her individual life, and to Higtory of

his or her personality in particular.”

Butler (2009:295) describes auto-ethnograamy

“a qualitative research methodology #raphasizes
a more personal, almost intimate level of study. It
renders the researcher-participant opportunities to
explore past and present experiences while gaining
self-awareness of his or her interactions and their

socio-cultural effects.”

In reviewing the literature in this field, it coul# said that, in essence, autobiography
and auto-ethnography are essentially the samereBaarcher considers his or her life
experiences as a backdrop to the research, andhesessearch process as a way of
developing self. As discussed earlier, by usingfiexive approach within grounded
theory and auto-ethnography, | was able to gaimeatgr insight into my evolving

research ability and understand the impact | ma loa the research process.
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The thesis provides a reflexive account of theatéfef undertaking research, both on
the participants, who were former action learniagreembers, and on the researcher,
in this instance myself, as a novice researchethiwi have sought to provide an
“insider account” of my own experiences of carrymg the research, and its apparent
effects on my personal development. | thought ipontant to both myself and the
reader, that there was an understanding of who ,lther development process of
myself as a researcher, and the reasoning behendeitision to locate myself in this
work. Haynes (2006:207) illustrated this when sheteu

“To understand my own sense of self within the
research project, | made use of autobiographical
narrative as a means to examine my own ontological

and epistemological being...”

| first outline the aims of the thesis and its @xtitwithin the area of action learning. |
also place myself in the context of the researclth vaome autobiographical
background recounting my early experiences of wessful schooling, of being a
second chance student, working in the private segtibmately arriving in education
and my early experiences of group facilitation vishicviewed as a rudimentary
introduction to action learning. | then outlinenmore detail the personal aspects of my
character that define who | am as an action legrigractitioner which worked
alongside this research project. Secondly, | lodhte research project within an
autobiographical and auto/ethnographic researcthadetogy which complements
the primary research approach; that of groundeoryh@nd adds a degree of intimacy
and reflexivity. | then discuss the centrality bétrole of the researcher in qualitative
research and expand on the personal and profeksiemalopment issues addressed
within this project. By locating the project thetcally and empirically within the
context of learning and action learning, | am ablshow how | was able to explore
these aspects of my personal development. Finallghapter Ten | was able to draw
out some conclusions concerning what | learned talilbe whole process of
conducting this research, writing a thesis andkihop behind my own action learning

practice.
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Limitations of Autobiography and Auto-ethnography

The limitations to this form of research umb the perception of others that it may not
be scientific enough; with researchers needingréoethat the research included a
scientific perspective in order to demonstrate itiéty. Hannabuss (2000:99)

captured the essence of these concerns when he said

“Some of the older ones are very defenalvaut research
which is not quantitative enough, and make elalorat
cases for qualitative methodology and evidenceeasgb
valid and reliable, despite the absence of, saistital
sampling or an experimental research design. More
recently, the case for qualitative research appearave
been made, although, even now, the threat of “Ssi@n
appears from time to time. Recurring still is tearfof not
being objective enough, of allowing subjectivity deeep

in, of not paying enough attention to the distayteffect

of the interviewer on the interviewee”.

Davis (1999:18) adds that there is:

“the potential in the genre to misrepresent, orleast
present a partial version of the ‘truth’, howevéatt is
defined”

He viewed the limitations as falling into threetitist categories: the nature of the
data, and the decision the autobiographer maketedanding what and what not to
include. Davis (1999:19) cites Connelly and Clamd{{d1988) who wrote:

“Autobiographical writing is a particular reconsttion of

an individual's narrative, and there could be other

reconstructions.”
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Davis (1999:19) himself added:

“And even when other voices are allowed to impingehe
narrative, they do so with the ‘invitation’ and fpassion’

of the autobiographer.”

Interpretation is both in the hands and the minfdhe autobiographer. Here Davis
describes the differences between rich narratia taptures the essence of the
context, the autobiographer in the context and dbmplexity of that particular
situation. In contrast to something that simply alié®s events in a very one
dimensional way. The writer gives control of thettehen it reaches the reader. The
writer has one interpretation; the reader may lsagempletely different one.

Doloriert and Sambrook (2009:27) cite Coffey (1989@d Atkinson (1997) who, in
my opinion, are particularly robust in their oping of autobiographical research.
They wrote:

“We also note its’ critics, for example Coffey (299
refers to auto-ethnography as self-indulgent and
narcissistic; Atkinson (1997) criticises it for hgi a
romantic construction of the self, a vulgar realisand

hyper authentic.”

Following on from the above thoughts on the pemeilimitations that this form of
research may have, Chang (2008:54) warns auto-gtaploers of the pitfalls that
they should avoid in doing auto-ethnography, saiad:

“(1) excessive focus on self in isolation from o#)e(2)
overemphasis on narration rather than analysis auitliral
interpretation; (3) exclusive reliance on persom&mory and
recalling as a data source; (4) negligence of athstandards
regarding others in self-narratives; and (5) inappate

application of the label auto-ethnography.”
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My rebuttal to these criticisms is influenced bg thoughts of Horsfall et al (2001:3).
They argued the case that there should be learfinamgy not only the contextual

outcome, but also the process itself, they wrote:

“edginess regarding 'telling it like it is', adnmtj dilemmas,
mistakes, difficult relationships, struggles, osdehan perfect
practices of research. However, if these thingsnateopenly
talked about we cannot learn from them, and otleeraing
after us are discouraged when they encounter tbein

research realities."

| would argue that in order to develop a deepelestdnding of the research process
it is important for me to show how | had experiehtiee research process, choosing
not to hide my fears, concerns and disappointmastis type of narrative makes a
valuable contribution to the research domain. Qdgtaat grass roots level, | would

also argue that the same principles used in pasitiwere also used here, i.e. in that
the evidence was systematically gathered in tHtcateons were gathered at the end
of each stage of the research process. There wesnsistent attempt not to

romanticise the reflections, in that they were ftdlg considered and presented in an

objective way.

Ethical considerations

It is standard practice in all form of social saenresearch that there is a
consideration of the ethical issues involved in tlesearch. This next section

considers such issues and  makes referenbestesearch where appropriate.

Over view of ethics

Ethics is based upon two main positions; the ddogical versus teleological stance.
The deontological view argues that the end canmeséfy the use of research which
is unethical. They consider rules and duties, f@naple, the act may be considered

the right thing to do even if it produces a badsamuence, if it follows the rule that
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“one should do unto others as they would have dome them” (Mackie, 1990).
Teleological views argue that the ends served fjustie means (Macklin, 1982;
Murphy and Dingwall, 2001), essentially it beconaestruggle between what is good

and what is right.

Ethics committees are concerned with conventiomhrio” ethics and there are
substantial academic literatures, research andns@sonal policies that explore,
advise and regulate this. In the case of this sheegistered at Huddersfield

University’s Business School, the School’s politatss:

“Research in the business School is underpinnedunyshared
research principles that are rooted in diversityegorise, ethics,
and governance. Our research groups illustrate poiority

subject focus for research and enterprise growth.”

Operationalising ethics

Diener and Crandall (1978) cited in Bryman and B2003:539) list four areas of

concerns for researchers, which are:

Whether there is harm to participants;
Whether there is lack of informed consent;

Whether there is an invasion of privacy, and

A

Whether deception is involved

Harm to participants
Harm entails a number of facets, these includesiehY harm, harm to participants
development or self esteem, stress, harm to carespects or future employment or

inducing subjects to perform reprehensible acts.

In terms of the research carried out for this thésivas aware that the thesis would
ultimately become a public document, particulafly was were ever to be published.
With this in mind, | was careful to maintain bothoamymity and confidentiality, as

some of the content of the interviews could be Hiarto the interviewees were it to
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be read by someone with the intention of harmirgititerviewee, for example, in a
political sense. Interviewees names were changet reew ones were invented
(Cavendish, 1982). When other people were refdoea the course of the interview,
that name mentioned was replaced with four X's #@nh@ place of work was
mentioned, the name of the organisation was regladgéh 3 X's. | informed the
participants that this would take place in an efforencourage them to speak freely

by assuring them of both anonymity and confideityial

Informed consent

Each participant was informed of the nature of iégearch when the initial contact
was made. They were also informed of their rol¢him research process which was
simply to talk about their experiences of beingaitearning set. | assured them, in
accordance with the principles of action learnitigt it would be confidential. This

conversation was repeated when | actually met thoertine interview.

Invasion of privacy

In terms of invasion of privacy, the focus of theéerview was about their experiences
of being in an action learning set. They were singdked what is it like to be in the
set and the questions that were asked largelyfellitheir lead. The latter interviews
did have more prompts in them; however, any persfusing to answer a question

would have had their decision respected.

Permission to tape the interview for transcriptiparposes was also sought and
assurances given that this data would remain cenfial throughout the whole

proceedings.

Whether deception is involved

Deception occurs when researchers claim their relses something that it is not. A

classic example of this would be the ‘Milgram’ Skgj in which the participants

were told they were administering electric shoak®ther participants, when in fact
they were not. This is an extreme example, howévdpes serve to illustrate the

point of deception, whilst drawing attention to tilssues relating to covert research
methods and ethical dilemmas involved in that apgino Bryman and Bell (2003:

545) although not excusing, try to offer an underding of this stating that:
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“Researchers often want to Ilimit participants
understanding of what the research is about so the

participants can respond more naturally.”

The Social Research Association (SRA) guidelinesddn Bryman and Bell (2000:
546) state:

‘It remains the duty of social researchers andrthei
collaborators, however, not to pursue methods gdiiny
that are likely to infringe human values and seiligés.

To do so, whatever the methodological advantages|dv
endanger the reputation of social research andntiteal
trust between social researchers which is a presiggu

for much research.”

In summary, there are clear ethical consideratiomslved in carrying out research.
In this respect, | feel that | have duly considetteel ethical perspectives involved in
research generally, and have consequently actemtdnordance with the Business
School’s policy on research. | am confident that aagesearcher | have acted
responsibly, mindful of the rights of the individsiavho took part in this research.

Data Collection Methods

Sampling

Bryman and Bell (2003:93) define sampling as:

“The segment of the population that is to be sebkctor
investigation. It is a subset of the populationeThethod of
selection may be based on a probability or on aprobability

approach”.
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Sample population

Clarifying a sample population of this type is pegbatic. To my knowledge there is
no known statistic or contemporaneous list of peogho have attended or are
currently involved in action learning sets. To soewent my population had to
comprise of people that were either known to m®any colleagues. This meant that
| started with a convenience sample of people weate known to myself and my

colleagues. Initially this comprised the following:

MA Management by Action Learning: 2 learning sejaaing to 12 students.
MSc Professional Leadership: 5 Learning sets eqgéb 30 students.

Therefore the sample population was 42 in total.

In light of the sample size | thought that a nowhability, or non probabilistic
sampling, as is often referred to, as the apprtapproach to take, and the sampling
methods would be a combination of both conveniearm purposive sampling, later

on | would use critical case if necessary.

Convenience sampling

Bryman and Bell (2003:105) define a conveniencepanas “one that is simply
available to the researcher by virtue of its adbdgg”. This is the approach that |
took in the pilot stages of the data collection ighhis discussed at length in Chapter
Six), it became simply a case of whoever was abigléor the pilot interviews. | was
fortunate in the respect that | had access to hierviewees who had different jobs,
in different sectors of employment and were onedlédht programmes, so were not

known to each other, who were available for intenwi

Purposive sampling

In this sampling approach the researcher usesrhieiojudgment to determine the
composition of the sample group, based on an assesf who will give the best
responses and meet the objectives of the rese@atinders et al 1997:145). This type
of sampling was used in the subsequent intervidtes the pilot. Here specific issues
arose and | used my own judgment as to who woulduWiable to interview and

therefore maximise my chances of gathering the tfmkata that | needed.
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Critical case sampling

Patton (1990) also discussed the idea of the extiase and the critical case, stating
that it was useful in considering who should bduded in the interview sample, this
was appropriate when it came to one of the interges who | asked to re-interview,
which will be discussed in Chapter Eight. Patto®9() cited in Saunders et al
(1997:145) discusses the idea of the extreme cabargues:

“Extreme case sampling focuses on unusual or dpeasas on
the basis that the data collected about these ahos@xtreme
outcomes will enable you to learn the most and ansyour
research question(s) and meet your objectives most

effectively.”

Critical case sampling allows the researcher tectehterviewees on the basis that
they can offer a unique perspective, they are itapbrbecause they can offer a
differing insight that will be useful in relatiol the research objectives. This was in
fact the case, when one interviewee was asked tceldeterviewed because she
opened up a new issue that | wanted to pursueeiyrthut rather than extend the
interview that day | wanted to reflect upon the teo of her interview and then re-

invite her along with new sample members.

How the data is captured

Interviews

It would seem quite appropriate to use interviewghat interviews form part of our

usual life, referred to by Silverman (1998:113pas ‘interview society’. He remarks:
“Interviewing provides a way of generating empiticata

about the social world by asking people to talkulbeir lives,

in this respect interviews are special forms ofvareations”.
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| decided to use interviews face to face with imdinals as opposed groups or
telephone interviews and carried out two pilots¢dssed in detail in Chapter Six).
The rationale for choosing interviews lay in thexgideration of my own preferences.
| prefer talking to people as opposed to writingpémple and | also prefer face to face
contact, as opposed to on the telephone contéet] | get a better sense of what the
person is thinking and feeling when face to facéhwvthem as, so little of what is

communicated is actually said by actual oral comigation in contrast to that of

body language and facial expressions.

On deciding upon using interviews, | then neededettide what type of interview to
carry out. There are a variety of differing typtsese include; structured interviews,
unstructured interviews, intensive interviews, gpth interviews and so on. Bryman

and Bell (2003:17) define a structured interview as

“A structured interview, sometimes called a ‘stanlized
interview’, entails the administration of an intew schedule
by an interviewer. The aim is for interviewees te fiven
exactly the same context of questioning. This mehat each
respondent receives exactly the same interviewustisnas any
other. The goal of this style of interviewing is @asure that
interviewees’ replies can be aggregated and thisardy be
achieved reliably if those replies are in respottsédentical
cues. Interviewers are supposed to read out qusségactly
and in the same order as they are printed on thedsie.
Questions are usually very specific and very ofoéier the
interviewee a fixed range of answers (that typejwéstion is
often called closed, closed ended, pre-coded @dfighoice).
The structured interview is the typical form of @ntiew in

social survey research.”

They continue to define an unstructured interviswvaere:

“The interviewer typically has only a list of togi®r issues,

often called an interview guide or aide memoireat tlare
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typically covered. The style of questioning is Usuaformal.
The phrasing and sequencing of questions will vepm
interview to interview”

(2003:119).

| elected to use an unstructured interview formich is accompanied by a list of
topics that | wanted the interviewees to addrebss @ecision was influenced by the
work of Saunders et al (2003:87) who, whilst distog inductive approaches, give
an illustration of a suitable data gathering methidte example they discuss concerns
collecting data on absenteeism in a DIY store. Téeearcher did not have a
predefined list of questions to ask employees lmply asked them about their
experiences of working at the store in order taioba ‘feel’ for what was going on,
S0 gaining a better understanding of the issuebsérteeism. This way of gathering
data seemed to me, to be particularly suitablenfpresearch, as little is known about
the area under investigation: to explore partidiisamiews and experiences on the

effectiveness of action learning sets.

My major concern, as outlined, was the experiemfethe learning set members. It
seemed to me to be crucial to the research prdkasshe approach to the interviews
supported that view. | wanted the interview appho@ac be as centred on the
interviewees as possible in order to hear theiwsjeconsequently | wanted the
interviews to be more like informal conversatioii$is decision was based on my
readings of Holstein and Gubrium (1995) who werssdliisfied with the traditional

approach to interviewing, a situation where themiewer asks the ‘right question’
and the interviewee gives the ‘right answer’ analt tknowledge is a creation of an
effective process that can be both measured andated. They suggest that
interviewing is a social process and meaning isegdrd by both parties as a

collaboration. Holstein and Gubrium (1995:2) argue:

“Typically, those who are curious about other pass
feelings, thoughts, or experiences believe that therely have
to ask the right questions and the others realitybe theirs.

Studs Terkel , the consummate journalist qua sogisi, says
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he simply turns on his tape recorder and asks pdoghlk. Of
his brilliant interviewing study of attitudes aneefings about

working, Terkel (1972) writesThere were questions, of course. But
they were casual in nature... the kind you would wbkke you're having a
drink with someone; the kind he would ask you. horg§ it was a

conversation. In time, the sluice gates of dammgdurts and dreams were

open (p.xxvy.

Interview questions

As stated above, in both the pilot and actual unievs | used an unstructured
interview technique. In the pilot interviews andstiphase of interviews | started by
simply asking the open question “What is it likeb®a member of an action learning
set?” Bryman and Bell (2003: 343) state that:

“There may be just a single question that the vmgver
asks and the interviewee is then allowed to respely,
with the interviewer simply responding to pointattseem

worthy of being followed up.”

In order to operationalise the thesis focus: EfectAction Learning Sets: An
Analysis of participant experiences, | needed te as open question in order to
encourage the interviewee to tell his or her stdtyjis question, in my opinion, had

the benefits of:

a) not being overly complicated or threatening, sdcabuild up the interviewee’s
confidence when telling their story, and
b) it allowed for unusual responses from the interdesy issues that might arise that

may not have if I'd have used a closed questioteegnique.

This was very useful for me in exploring new ideaxl certainly assisted in the

development of the next stage of the data collegii@cess.
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How the data is analysed

The next section discusses how the raw data isdcoderder to create meaning. |

also consider the issue of how much data is reduliedore a category is saturated.

Thematic analysis

Thematic analysis refers to an analytical procesereby the data gathered is
organised into relevant categories or themes. Thases are used interchangeably
(Bryman and Bell, 2003). Analysis of the data tkegtes place across these categories
or themes as the data is compared for similaréres differences. Braun and Clarke

(2006:79) define thematic analysis as:

“a method for identifying, analysising and repogtin
patterns (themes) within data. It minimally orgasisand
describes your data set in rich detail”.

Braun and Clarke add (2006:82):

“A theme captures something important about the dat
relation to the research question, and representsg $evel

of patterned response or meaning within the ddta se

The above definitions and perspectives describeask tthat seemed very
straightforward. However the reality of trying tcake sense of the data was not as
straightforward as at first glance. Braun and G#afR006:82) clearly articulated my
immediate concern when | set about the analysisagking “What counts as a
pattern/theme, or what size does a theme need ?0. Gde absence of clear
guidelines was problematic, as Braun and ClarkeD@&) highlight “Thematic
Analysis is widely used but there is no clear agre about what thematic analysis

is and how you go about doing it.” However Aron$b894:1) added:

“The first step is to collect the data. Audio tapg®ould be

collected to study the talk of the session or oedmographic
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interview. From the transcribed conversations, goat of
experiences can be listed. This can come from tdgectes or

paraphrasing common ideas.”

Antaki et al (2002) cited in Braun and Clarke (20@) argues that there is “an
absence of clear and concise guidelines arounddfiermnalysis.” Reading this was
reassuring. | therefore felt it would be a questémterpreting that information in a
way that | found appropriate, so | decided to fellBryman and Bell's (2008:554)
advice. In relation to analysis of the pilot ddatey said “the themes and subthemes
are a product of thorough reading and re-readinth®transcripts or field notes that
make up the data.” Recognising this, | realiseddded to carry out analysis as soon
as the data was captured, and not let the imperahatysis build up and become an
onerous task. | therefore made a first attempt dadecthis thematically using
Jankowicz’s (2000:241) general framework that dbssra method that can be used
in order to make sense of the unstructured datdIdbtained. The method posed a
series of questions that | found useful in ordeorganise my thoughts and analysis,
and which | subsequently used in the first ana)ysighin that | then used my own

judgement.

Coding, very briefly, is “generating an index ofrtes that will help you interpret and
theorise in relation to your data” (Bryman and B&003:436). Two important
elements of coding are open coding and axial cod@rgsswell (1998:57) define

open coding as a situation where:

“The researcher forms initial categories of infatian about
the phenomenon being studied by segmenting infoomat
Within each category, the investigator finds selvpraperties,
or subcategories, and looks for data to dimensiesabr show

the extreme possibilities on a continuum of, theperty.”

Strauss and Corbin (1990: 96) cited in Bryman aallil Befine axial coding as “a set
of procedures whereby data are put back togetheewways after open coding, by
making connections between categories”. The dowde of this is by reconstructing

sentences in order to allocate data to specifieguates, the essence of what was said
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may be lost. | read the procedures involved inlacading. | began to feel there was
an attempt to introduce a scientific process thahy opinion was not relevant to my
work. The point of this thesis is to find out wigarticipants feel makes an effective
learning set, so by removing elements of sententese was a danger this was
inevitably going to take away the voice of the imtewee in order to meet with the
criteria of a specific methodology, so | acknowledaxial coding but chose to use

open coding.

Theoretical Saturation

At this point in the research I'd started to ask ¢fjuestion, how many interviews did |
need to do? This is usually a question that is casfeme when I'm supervising
Master’s students. | have usually tritely replit&as many as is necessary”. In trying to
take my own advice, | found this response somewahelting. In searching for
guidance on this | thought it would be useful tockear on what is meant by the term

‘saturation’.

Morse (1995:147) argues that “Saturation is the tcegxcellent qualitative work...
but there are no published guidelines or testsdefjaacy for estimating the sample
size required to reach saturation”. Guest et 2§280) similarly comments:

“Although the idea of saturation is helpful at the

conceptual level, iprovides little practical guidance for

estimating sample sizgsiior to data collection, necessary

for conducting quality research.”

Guest (2006:65) asked the same question as myself:

“We wanted to find out how many interviews were gk to
get a reliable sense, a thematic exhaustion anabity within
our data set. Did six interviews, for example, ®mds much
useful information as twelve, eighteen, twenty-foar thirty
interviews? Did any new themes, for example, emé&aya the

data gathered between interview thirteen and irgerthirty?”

109



What Guest (2006:60) carried on to do do was revieanty four research methods
books and seven databases, the result being nguekince as to sample size. They
found limited guidance as to sample size, stativay Bertaux (1981) had said that
fifteen is the smallest acceptable sample sizeualitgtive research. In contrast to
Morse (1994: 225) who said approximately thirtyefifor grounded theory studies in
contrast to that of Cresswell (1998 ) who said leetwfive and twenty five for a
phenomenological study and between twenty to tHotya grounded theory study.
Interestingly Kuzel (1992: 41) cited in Guest (21§ recommended six to eight for
a homogeneous sample and twelve to twenty when Kingrfor disconfirming
evidence or trying to achieve maximum variation'ueSt (2006:61) concluded by
saying that “none of these works present evideacéhkir recommendations”.

| concluded that it is a matter of academic opingmd probably the answer that |
give my students “as many as is necessary” wagjuio¢ as trite as it sounds and
therefore, is perhaps the approach that | need&kéy until in my opinion a category

or theme is saturated.

Coding: General issues

This next section addresses the general issuesatbanvolved in coding, starting
with concerns that | had as researcher when thetfanscript actually landed on my
desk. As a new researcher, | had made a pointolo flor literature that helped me
both understand how to carry out research. Spatificliterature regarding the
operational aspects, but literature that also clmmed some of the more basic issues,
such as what may be my concerns about the proeess] may feel about certain
iIssues, things that a more competent researchemotagven give a second thought
to. | found Bryman and Bell’'s (2003:435) guidelingseful when considering the

initial preparation for coding. These include:

. Code as soon as possible
As grounded theory suggests, coding should beethaiit as soon as possible. There
are two reasons; the first being that it helps witlderstanding of the data and how

that relates to theoretical sampling (or in thissik, thematic analysis in the first
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instance and then theoretical sampling in the skdostance). Secondly, so the
researcher isn't overwhelmed with data to analyseerwall the interviews are
finished. | must admit, on receiving the first tsanpt back from typing | did have a
sense of panic in considering the time it wouldeta& analyse, multiplied by the
number of interviews | had carriemut. |1 was initially overwhelmed by it all, so |
arranged that my typist would send each transespt was typed, not keeping them
all until the batch is completed. This helped meepthe work, avoiding becoming
overwhelmed by the prospect of it all, interestasgt was.

. Transcripts should have a thorough reading prioctonmencement of coding
Bryman and Bell (2003:435) advise that the trapsaihould have a thorough reading
prior to the commencement of coding. This was digtuwguite difficult, there was
inevitably a strong temptation to code on firstdielaut 1 understood that that would
not be a good idea in that preconceived ideas eftkanings within the transcript

may be formed too early and other issues withirdita may be missed.

. Don’'t worry about generating too many categories

Thirdly, do not worry about generating too manyegaties. As with open coding, the
objective is to break down the transcript into ngeable elements i.e. concepts and
then categories, after exploring all the possibgitin all the transcripts. This was
encouraging for me as | did not want to be regtdas to the number of categories
that emerged from the transcripts, | wanted tolide 8o create as many possibilities
in order to get a full understanding of the theméhin and then work with them to
formulate the core categories for the next intevgieFrom this | was able to consider
the substantive theories that began to emerge, titttmately created the final
categories to add to the formal theory in the afagrganisational behaviour and

action learning (Bryman and Bell 2003:431).

Again, as an inexperienced researcher | found hdfland Lofland’s (1995)
framework for developing concepts helpful, citedBryman and Bell (2003:435).
They give a general sense of the varied meaningsnatihe transcript. Lofland and
Lofland (1995) compiled a series of general questiand some of these | found
useful in initially dealing with the typed trangms. Of immediate use were two

questions:
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a) What is this item of data about?
This question made me consider the nature of whedd reading. What the
interviewee was trying to tell me in the telling teir story of their

experiences of being a member of an action learséng

b) Of what is this topic and item an instance?
This question made me consider the idea of opeingad terms of what
themes, topics, concepts were emerging and howlihlegd to one another

and could be turned into categories.

Coding — Specific Techniques

The discussions above helped me to understandbibget picture’ in relation to

coding but I then moved to the more specific agpeétcoding: the how to do it. |

realised that within all the transcripts there wapious amounts of useful data that |
needed to understand in order to be able to starptocess of identifying concepts
and then categories before theorising about ppaintis views on what makes an
effective action learning set. However, it becarke & puzzle as to how to unlock the
data that existed within the transcripts. Agaityrhed to the literature to inform my

actions.

Prasad (1993) cited in Bryman and Bell (2003:43@duthe idea of ‘concept cards’, a
technique for identifying important concepts withine data. Elements that relate to a
particular theme are put together under a spedigading on the concept.
Maintaining the concept card is an iterative predbsit allowed me to pace my work
and, as said previously, not become overwhelmeth&yrocess. It also allowed me
to return to transcripts after initial analysis agdisit to look for more concepts that |
may previously missed. Figure Seven is an examipée aoncept card that was used
to analyse interviews on the theme of organisatidoamoil related to work

computerisation.
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Data Source

Organisation

Incident, quotation, opinion, event

Member

Field Notes| Project Discussing possible resistance to computers:

No. 7, Pg.3 Manager ‘Yes...we have got to pullout all our weapons|to
fight this thing out. But until we win...It's going
to mean confusion’.

Interview Receptionist Describing the  first two  weeks |of

No.8, Pg.23 computerisation: ‘What | hated was the anger and
well the confusion. It was almost like my divorce
all over again...blaming each other and mistakes
every minute’.

Interview Senior ‘I finally know what army generals feel

No.24, Pg.8-9 | Manager like...that's exactly what it was like. Fighting
people all the time...the girls, nurses, Joe, and the
big brass at Paragon...and not knowing where|the
next attack would come from’.

Figure 7 Prasad (1993) Concept Card (cited in Bryarad Bell, 2003:430)

| used this idea as a method of analysing my dgten it offered the opportunity of

adding to data as the research moves forward. Mgliheadings included:

Data Source

In the pilot interviews | used the terms ‘Interviessv number one’ and

‘Interviewee number two’. | carried on using this @ way of differentiating

the people who took part, so as to make them anoagm simply number

them in the order that | interviewed them. In tewh$ocating the comment in

the transcript, my initial response was to quote gage number that the

guotation was on.

Quotation

My primary data collection method was interviewisy | thought that it was

relevant to use the term ‘Quotation’. Originallych person interviewed was
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given an interviewee number, from which they cookdidentified to me, but
remained anonymous within the thesis. However, whearrived at the
analysis of the second phase of interview | becamsettled with this,
reflecting in action (Schon, 1983), | asked mysklfwhat | am doing at the
moment appropriate?” and “Do | need to alter, amdrahge what | am doing
at the moment?” McGill and Brockbank (2004:96hkien became obvious, if
| was researching the experiences of former sehlmees, then why refer to
the interviewees as numbers, it felt like | waswlto miss the point of my
whole work and not give voice to their contribusorSo | went back and
replaced all the identity numbers with a fictitiausme, which felt a lot richer
in terms of the story line. | then, for ease okrehcing, recorded each page
number in case | needed to refer back to the aigranscript.

Memos

Bryman and Bell (2003:432) discuss the idea of s\tbat researchers write
for themselves and for other researchers that #reyworking with. They
serve as reminders as to what the terms used ntbargs that they need to
remember and ‘provide the building blocks for a&eramount of reflection’.

| found them particularly useful as a way of pudliout thoughts that could be
developed into themes and concepts and also ay afweot losing my train

of thought and having to waste time going backufglothe transcripts.

Concepts/Themes

After the transcripts had been coded, various patfehemes and concepts
began to emerge. At this stage, | needed to dedndé to do next in terms of

what possible areas to explore further. The litematefers to this process as
‘theoretical sampling’. Glaser and Strauss (196):4fefine theoretical

sampling as:

“The process of data collection for generating thieshereby
the analyst jointly collects codes, and analysegdic) data and
decides what data to collect next and where to fimem, in

order to develop his theory as it emerges.”
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In order to keep the train of thought | added alfcolumn to capture the likely areas
I may follow up on and entitled it Concept/Theme cbnsidering the headings that |
used, | was able to see how thematic analysisrtbdu developed into theoretical
sampling in which new themes were decided upon,pleou with appropriate
questions and narrative to support decisions ashether some themes would be
discarded or saturated. This process is knownhewretical saturation’. Theoretical
Saturation refers to the process of the continnabibsampling theoretically until a
category has been saturated with data. Straus€autnin (1998:212) cited in Bryman
and Bell (2003: 330) argue that:

“This means (a) no new or relevant data seem tenberging
regarding a category (b) the category is well depvetl in terms
of its properties and dimensions demonstratingatian, (c) the
relationships among categories are well establislaed
validated.”

How the concept card template looked

First Interviews

What about the expectations of set members prior kowledge?

Data Quotation Memos Concept/Theme
Source

Int. 3, “Oh I don’'t know, | didn’t | Expectations based | Hierarchy

Pg. 3 look at it from that point of | upon academic

view. | think I had my own | knowledge
expectations that people
would have prior
knowledge, and it weren't
because of positions they
held in organisations, but

because they all had
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degrees already.

Int. 4,
Pg. 6

“Yes, on the degree really,
mean | did a diploma yea

and years ago at Leeds but

that was on addictio

studies but it was the same

process you start here a

finish there and it's thg

same for a degree, you st

here and finish there.”

IExpectations base
raipon having a degree

N

nd

D

art

dExpectations

learners

O:

Int. 5,
Pg. 1

“Umm, | don’t recall that
we had to have any to be

honest.”

No expectations

None

Chapter summary

This chapter has considered both the method ankdoaeliogy used in this thesis. The
chapter introduced the rationale behind the chofceesearch methodology selected

for this thesis. The ‘Research Onion’ (Saundersle2003:83) was influential in

informing both the approach to the research metloggcand method adopted for the

research. This was influenced by grounded theomasg and Strauss,1967) and

autobiography. The primary approach to data captsas through unstructured

interviews. The chapter also reviewed the ethirgilications of the research.

Chapter Six moves on to consider the pilot intewgi¢hat were carried out as the first

part of the data capture process.
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Chapter Six - Pilot Interviews

Introduction

This chapter is concerned with the analysis of tiot interviews. These two
interviews were carried out over a two week peiimdune 2008. One interviewee,
Geraldine, is female and the other, George, is nBaéh work as middle managers in
different areas of the public sector; one localegament and the other healthcare.
Geraldine discussed experiences of being in a ilg@arset facilitated by Richard
Graham and George’s responses were based on beangget on the University's MA

in Management by Action Learning, facilitated byeaf my other colleagues.

Geraldine’s interview lasted thirty five minutesda@George’s lasted fifty minutes. In
both cases one question was asked: “What is it bi&eg a member of an action

learning set?”

Thematic analysis was carried out in order to deftee the themes or concepts that
emerged from the pilot interviews; this was accongé by a literature review that
unpacked these themes. Theoretical sampling wad uwserder to determine the
questions to be used in the next round of intersielihe chapter concludes with five
questions that were used in the next round of vigers where three interviews were

carried out.

Background to the pilot interviews

The term pilot study can be used in two differertys/in social science research.
First, it can refer to feasibility studies whicledsmall scale version or trial runs done
in preparation for the major study" (Polit et 2002: 467). However, a pilot study can
also be the pre-testing or 'trying out' of a pattc research instrument (Baker 1994:

182-3).

These are important reasons for undertaking a pilady, but there are additional
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reasons, for example, convincing funding bodie$ yloar research proposal for the
main study is worth funding. Thus pilot studies epaducted for a range of different

reasons.

Jankowicz (2000:231) is of the opinion of pilotitige work is to:

“Ask the questions you intend to ask, in the formattyou
intend to ask them, of a small number of peoplernakom the
same population as your sample, you then analysaribwers
in the way you have planned to do, to see if trmilte are
likely indeed to give you the kind of informatiorhieh you are
seeking.”

De Vaus (1993: 54) advises, "Do not take the m5lat test first.” | thought that this
was good advice as carrying out a pilot has disadgantages.

The pilot study should give notice about where rtien research project could fail,
where the research approach may not be followeayh@ther proposed methods or
instruments are inappropriate or too complicatedvanted to find out how the
interviewees would respond to the initial open ¢joesof “What is it like being a
member of an action learning set?”. For examplegtindr or not there was sufficient
scope with this particular question and whethewaould allow the conversation to
flow without any real prompts from me, other thhe tisual polite utterances that we
are expected to make in the course of a normalarsation. | also wanted to find out
whether it was sufficiently innocuous to be noretiiening in order to give the

interviewee enough confidence to talk comfortablynte about their experiences.

In addition | wanted to obtain a feel for whatgtactually like to carry out a research
interview. Interviewing for research purposes was$ something in which | had a
great deal of experience and | felt a little nervaiithe prospect of it; a bit out of my
comfort zone. Bryman and Bell (2003:170) discussitlea that a pilot interview can
provide interviewers with both experience of theemgiew process and “infuse them
with a greater sense of confidence.” | was headewigen | read this, feeling a sense

of comfort that this can be an issue for many nesess.
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| was also a little wary of using a digital recardargely because it is not technology
| use in my everyday life. However | am mindful thhere are distinct benefits to
using this equipment. It would allow me to not beerdy concerned about writing
down everything that is actually said so | can gieasideration to how it has been
said, specifically relating to the issue of bodygaage. Additionally, | can listen very
carefully, and ‘hear what the interviewee is sayirpicking up points where
necessary, listening for inconsistencies, anomatiesl have, however, noted that it is
also sensible to maintain the skill of taking noteseating a mind map whilst
listening, there may be someone in the future doa&sn’'t want to be recorded, for a

variety of differing reasons, or in extreme circaamees, the machine malfunctions.

Finally a pilot was useful for considering the Iboa of the interviews. The choices
were the interviewee’s place of work or somewhdse selected by the interviewee,
which has the advantage of being more convenienthi® interviewee, but risked
being interrupted, or to arrange a meeting roonhiwithe University, which was

preferable for me as it was highly unlikely that weuld be interrupted.

Pilot Sample

Lunsford et al (1995:105) describe a pilot sampebaing “where only a small
portion of the total population is sampled, an@ématits to generalise the results and
conclusions for the entire population is made”.ddscussed in the previous chapter,
the pilot sample population comprised of two peopl® had experience of being
members of action learning sets at Huddersfield velsity. They were a
‘convenience sample’, students who were accesaibllee time and both myself and
my colleague, who had facilitated one of the sketi$,that they would be willing to

engage with me in my research.

My rationale for having two pilot interviews was desire to start the interview
process for real, feeling that there was enougherexperience of the two, to find out
about the interview process and what problems mayecto light from two

interviews.
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The two who were asked to take part in the intevsigvere both former students as
discussed earlier. Both interviewees successfuliypieted their programmes, which
| thought would be more appropriate because theynar longer students in this
university and would hopefully be able to spealelfye Here | am reminded of the
work of Habermas (1972) in writing about criticahnagement theory perspectives in
research. He described what he termed as an ‘spemeh situation’ in which the

interviewer aims to empower the interviewee throtdgmocratic social relations’.

However, as these individuals were now former sitgl¢hen the power difference

was removed and the individuals would be able &akgreely.

Interviewing Skills

Kvale (1996), cited in Bryman and Bell (2003:35&)pposes a list of ten criteria for a
successful interview. From that list | found thdldwing as useful prompts to

remember during the interviews:

Clarity: ask simple easy short questions and dagetjargon;

Gentle: let interviewees think, give them timeitogh, tolerate pauses;
Sensitive: listen attentively to what is being sardl how it is said; Finally,
and probably the most important one for me to rebesm

Balance: Don't talk too much or too little.

| am aware that by electing one primary questiormmsethat a balance needs to be
struck between the tension of tolerating pausestb@demptation to fill the silence
with prompts to ensure that | am not tempted td k#ad, inadvertently, elicit my own

opinions.
Pilot Interviews — Introduction
On the issue of process, | decided that on the ifiterview | would need to use a

digital recorder in order to gain a verbatim traigcof the interview. | would also

construct a mind map that would capture the maimtpoof the interview. In the
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second interview | would not use the digital tapeorder; | would simply make notes
either in linear format or by creating a mind mahis strategy would then allow me
to make an informed decision as to which wouldheeliest method in terms of data
recall and the ease of the subsequent analysis.

First Interview

| telephoned George to ask if he was willing toetgart in the interview, | told him
that the only thing | would ask him was about hipexiences of being a member of
an action learning set. He asked if | was ableotme to his place of work because it
was easier for him and | agreed to do this. | adion the day of our interview five
minutes early in order to compose myself beforenganto his organisation. We
chatted in his office for about thirty minutes vghidrinking tea. George is a former
student of a colleague of mine so our conversaiias largely about his career after
he completed his Masters degree. | then asked toutl start the interview. | asked
if it was okay to use the tape recorder and readstmim about confidentiality,
informing him that a secretarial colleague of mweuld be typing the work. Other
than her, myself, my supervisor and examiners whalge access to the work; he was

fine with using the digital recorder.

The digital recorder was placed on the table betwes ensuring that it would pick
up both our voices and | began by asking the quesWhat is it like to be a member
of an action learning set?” As George began to ksgeanmediately started to

construct a written mind map on paper that captsmde of what was said. | wrote
down what he said making a conscious effort nostart coding the data whilst

actually in the field. | was also mindful that laahd comment as little as possible,
other than to probe a little deeper into some ssueeek clarification where needed.
| was also able to observe the body language thatlisplayed, hopefully being

sensitive to non-verbal clues that the interviewes be giving off. George appeared
to be relaxed and able to tell the story of hisarathnding and feelings of being a
member in an action learning set; there was bothtiem and passion in his voice
when he talked about the change he had undergoagesilt of being a member of
the action learning set.
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Second Interview

The second interview was arranged purely by chaaica,time when | was about to
try and locate a suitable candidate for the netdrunew. Geraldine was a former
student on the MSc Professional Leadership by Adtiearning and Inquiry and had
contacted me by chance because she wanted tofstualyProfessional Doctorate and
wanted some advice from me. | emailed back andedgt@ meet with her, asking if
she would mind me interviewing her in relation &r lexperiences of being a learning
set member; she agreed. We agreed to meet at tkierklty, in a meeting room that |
booked. Similar to George, we chatted about hezeraaind her desire to study for a
Professional Doctorate. | then asked it we couldtghe interview, she agreed. |
started the interview by asking her “What is iteliko be a member of an action
learning set?” As before, as soon as she beggretikd began to make notes, on this
occasion not recording the interview by means dig#al recorder. | listed her points
in a linear format, choosing not to draw a mind nep before. This wasn't a
conscious decision, something that | had plannedbtd just decided upon it on the

spur of the moment.

She was very relaxed and spoke quite quickly at;f@lmost excitable about the
process she was involved in. She was animatedsaeitiie of her points and | felt she
needed to ensure that | understood was she wasgsdyie interview lasted for about

thirty five minutes. | thanked her for her time kihis.

Analysis of the pilot interviews

The data | obtained took the form of two convems®] in that the interviews were
unstructured, and were the thoughts of two indialdueflecting upon on a common
experience. The data was in the form of a transthgpn the George’s interview, and
a page of notes and bullet points from the secoerniiew. Appropriate to the
methodology of grounded theory | took a thematewtietical sampling approach to
the data. | identified the following themes:

1. Expectations of set member’s prior knowledge basgxemh job role.
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This was an issue that came out in only one oirttegviews and was concerned
with the expectation from others that this indiatuhas the appropriate
knowledge to accompany that particular role. As i@eochighlights, this is a
situation where possibly there is pressure plagezhundividuals to be ‘seen to
know'.

“...I thought initially people were very guarded amdaybe
even myself, because you're senior managers in the
organisation, it comes back to discussions we hatiee on
about ‘you'’re expected to know’ and ‘you shouldab¢hat sort

of level'...”

“I would never have said that in my work environitémight
do now because I'm confident, I'd say to peers itind

understand that, explain that again’, if you'd adkme that
before I'd not have said that. There’'s an expectathat |
should know, because I'd feel embarrassed in fobmy peers,
they'd be like ‘you don’'t understand?’ and in regliis the
majority of people in the room don’'t understand tiegy just
daren’t speak up and I'm sure you've had that eiqrare,
where you've said something in a meeting and soengoas ‘|

don’t understand that either, say it again.”

2. Expectations of set member’s performance in adgaming set.

George felt that “gu have to be more persondie added:

“l think that sometimes... if you're being lecturedybu tend to
just listen to it and then you go away and you haverite an
assignment or whatever, but when your actuallyhat {Action
Learning] environment you actually have to be mpeesonal,
because it's a more relaxed environment, you damiw these

people.”
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These comments possibly relate to the expectafidoth personal and professional
aspects of the individual set members and a wilesg to discuss these personas.
This may be linked to his experiences of group,sieein a small group so members
may be inclined to discuss what they wouldn’t oadlity discuss in front of a larger
group. It may also relate to the style of faciltat that encourages a more holistic

and personal approach, others remaining withirptbé&essional domain.

3. Disclosure of personal information.

Allied to the point above, is the issue of disclesand the creation of a
psychological climate, where set members can begirust one another and feel
empowered to engage in differing levels of persamstlosure. George illustrated

that by saying:

“I would say part way through the actual proces®ple were
absolutely seriously honest with each other, topthi@t that
XXX was talking about issues relating to her fajitere were
things like XXX talking about issues relating te taime in
Ireland, which | think had been locked away in itmeinds 40
years, and maybe they’d consciously not had somtecdtadk to

or maybe its easier to speak to people you doallydnow.”

Geraldine began to discuss the nature of what vesisghbdisclosed, she said that

“personal problems were brought irahd felt that
“The sets shouldn’'t be used for the purpose of limg
individual’'s on their personal problems and it sksbuemain

focused on work related issues.”

In contrast, George said:
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“...it sounds awful but at some points, even for ngets like
a bit of a therapy session in the sense that ydwgeof your
system all of the bogey men and all of the issagsare behind
your mind. | suppose at one time | would never Isaé that, |

would never have talked to a group of people abowut | felt.”

He added:

“I saw maybe 3 or 4 people at times reverting tarsebecause
of how they were, what they were talking about lama things
that had bothered them, and they became a litti@listracted
by what they were learning as at times is it wasualihem as
individuals, because they were talking about theérsonal
experiences in life and obviously it came backtreason we
were there and then it formed a bit of a line andiraes | think

that even | talked about my personal life.”

These differing perspectives suggest that thereoppesing views as to what should
be disclosed in the action learning set.

4. The action learning set facilitator.

Geraldine felt that action learning is a:
“sophisticated way of learning and may not meetnibeds of
all the set members and it needs a skilled fatiitasomeone
who has an understanding of groups”.

Accepting that, Geraldine felt that that actionrteag is different to

other forms of learning, she identified one aspédacilitation; skills,

is there any other issue in relation to skills theeds to be explored

further?

5. Personal confidence.
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Both interviewees reported that being a membemndadddciion learning set had had
positive impact upon their levels of confidence.r&dine felt that she had a
stronger level of self belief and héthe confidence to explore work alternatives
and that she had experienceérsonal growth” and was “..starting to believe in
themselves...as a result of the experience of taking part imetion learning set.

George added to this by saying:

“I think the whole process is about the Golemanotomal
intelligence. Emotional intelligence took it rigdbwn to the
heart of you and made you try to understand yotiessdl you
could never get that unless you did an action legynset.
Actually | think that what it does is it allows ytuunderstand
yourself. You saw me over a matter of 12 months, phy
confidence was quite low, although | maybe displaye
confidence sometimes, | wasn't always confidentidat point

that when | came away my confidence was far fansgfer.”

Reflecting back on the pilot interviews

In discussion of their own fieldwork, Pauleen ef24107:232) write that:

“The extended period between each block of fieldwor
provided time for transcription and analysis of therview
data. The in-between periods were also used fdectedn,
interpretation and strategy building. These reileciperiods,
which are built into the action research cycle adl\as the

grounded theory method”

| was heartened when | discovered the above workPafleen et al (2007) as |
intuitively felt that | needed to reflect upon teeperience | had had of actually doing
the first interviews. | needed to locate the exgrare into the thesis that would add
continuity to the story of the research but woukbdorm data for me to analyse and

learn from and form a strategy for the next intews.
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The reflections were primarily concerned with theerience of data collection in
order to adopt the approach that | was most coatftetwith and would give me a
richer set of data. The following excerpts from mgsearch notes consider my

thoughts and conclusions on the pilot interviews:

The data obtained in the first interview was in tbiem of a transcript taken
from the digital recorder. The data from the secmterview was in the form
of a page of hand written notes. In comparing e sets of data, | felt that
the transcript gave me more confidence as | caedd the transcript, listen to
the actual interview and be sure of what was agtuaieant by the
interviewee. As the data in the second intervievs wathe form of notes, |
only had my memory and interpretation of my noteguide me. As a result, |
was only fairly confident that | had got my recctiens correct. Additionally,
the data | had gathered from the second intervmvk the form of bullet
points, therefore preventing me from including atterbatim quotes, which
| felt would give a richer feeling; almost beingl@alto hear the person
speaking to me again. In some sense this is tioalgooint of this thesis; to

be able to hear the voices of action learning adigypants on the issue.

The digital recorder gave me the confidence thateéded in George’s
interview; | wanted to be sure that | would not sngy of what was actually
said.

By using the digital recorder | was also able tassder the body language of
the interviewee because | wasn’t overly concernéti wmissing the precise
meaning of what was said. | then annotated my neitsa general comment
on their non-verbal signals with such commentsvasy‘ relaxed’, ‘spoke with

enthusiasm’. Any part of the conversation thatdldo’t really remember was
addressed by reading the transcript and listeninghé interview tape and

hearing the interviewee’s voice.
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Transcription of the tape and notes was easier wheninterview was

recorded. | felt more comfortable being able tdogok and read the transcript.
Summarising the main points in order to draw cosiolis was easier when |
had a full document to refer to. It ensured thdtatl fully understood the

precise meaning of what was said.

The choice of venue was influential. | felt the @®t interview was easier at
the University because | had booked a meeting randhcould ensure that we
were not disturbed. On the first interview the $&mry came into George’s
room before the actual interview had started aedetlwvas always a possibility
that she would return because he hadn't said thetdwn’'t want to be
disturbed. There was a senseto$ is works premises, therefore this is works

time.

When writing up the main points of the two intems it was easier to
‘translate’ George’s as | was able to give extengertdatim quotes that clearly
demonstrated the point of discussion. In cont@ashat of Geraldine’s, where
| wasn't able to quote her fully in order to demivate the richness from the

interview.

The emerging picture was one of action learningdpai positive experience. |
noted that both interviewees spoke with enthusiakmut action learning,
often reinforcing their thoughts with what | penesil as positive body
language; positive expressions, animated smilesostl a fondness and
nostalgia attached to the memory. As stated eawdiiter each interview |
made a written note of what | had observed. In gléivis | was, at a later date,
able to remember the whole interview, i.e. what waisl, how they sounded

and how they appeared during the interview.

Reflecting forward to the next phase of interviews

| decided to use the digital recorder, as it give confidence in that | wouldn’t miss
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anything and | could include quotations from théuatinterview, | felt that it was

important not to miss the opportunity to includeeexied verbatim quotes in the
analysis. | would also make notes in either a lifeamat or by using a mind map to
accompany the transcript, these would be usedaspts in case there was anything
| needed to refer back to in the course of therviggs, for example, any questions

that | may want to ask or to elaborate on a point.

Wherever possible | would carry out the intervieatsthe University. This would

ensure that we would not be disturbed.

Chapter summary

The following areas were the ones that | identifesdbeing relevant to follow up in
the first round of formal interviews:
Expectations of set members’ prior knowledge
Expectations of performance of set members irattien learning set
Disclosure of personal information
The facilitator

Personal confidence

| intended to ask the same opening question afjdihat is it like to be a member of
an action learning set?” When appropriate, | wointkriect with questions that
addressed the main themes that emerged from tHgsenaf the pilot interviews.
This would ensure clarification of points and budd the richness through further
discussion of each question as and when appropttateould also ensure that the
interview would be relaxed and that a conversatwonld take place as opposed to a

semi structured interview which may limit the rigss of the data emerging.

At this stage | was still concerned that | did mdtuence the interviewees by using
leading questions, so | would introduce each qoesti as neutral a way as | could
by simply prefacing each question with “What abgdutas the questions became

appropriate in the course of the interview.
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The questions were:

What about the expectations of set members’ pnomkedge?

What about the expectations of performance of sanhbers in the action learning
set?

What about the disclosure of personal issues?

What about the facilitator?

What about personal confidence?

The next chapter is concerned with the analysiheffirst interviews and again uses
both thematic and theoretical analytical approachediscusses new concepts that
were identified and appropriate literature is indd to unpack these themes.
Theoretical analysis then informs the questiong ti#l be used in the following

interviews.
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Chapter Seven — Analysis of First Interviews

Introduction

This chapter is concerned with the analysis offits¢ round of formal interviews in
the field. Three interviews were carried out ovewa week period in October 2008.
All three interviewees were female; Mary, Alice alehny and worked as managers
in different areas of healthcare provision, two thee National Health Service (NHS)
and one for a private healthcare provider. The $aropmprised of students on the
MSc in Professional Leadership by Action Learning énquiry and had worked with
either myself, in the case of Jenny and Mary, atideAn the case of Richard. The
sample was selected by using a purposive approachllahe interviewees had
completed their programmes successfully. | fedit tlhere was no compromise and
interviewees would be able to speak freely. Throdigt hand knowledge, or
vicariously through conversations with Richard abstudent progress, | had a view
on their ability to be able to successfully conitd to an action learning set. |
therefore made the assumption that they would betaldlo the same in an interview
situation in that | hoped that they would be asdsbrand as candid as they had been

in the action learning sets.

All were approached by email informing them of n@gearch interest and asking if
they would agree to be interviewed here at the &sity. The interviews lasted

between thirty to forty five minutes and, in allrék cases, started with the open
question “What is it like to be a member of an @ctlearning set?” The rationale

being that | wanted an easy question in order o the interviewees feel comfortable
and relaxed. The question was posed in what | hopedld be seen as non-

threatening and an informal introduction, whilstagéishing or re-establishing a

rapport between us. Ellerman and Kleiner (1996:@8jne rapport asa relation

marked by harmony, conformity, accord or affinitfhey state that:
“When two people are in rapport, they have the itgbiio

understand the other person’s representation of wbdd.

Interpersonal communication flows when rapport tsxis
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Understanding the dynamics of rapport enables onerake
the way the world perceives you, so that barriergftective
relationships are removed. Occasionally, two pedptat off’

or, have an automatic feeling of rapport. Howeveis is not
always the case, and it is at these times that iflnportant to

remember that rapport is something that can belojged.”

Bryman and Bell (2003:122) commenting on the ingrace of rapport argue that:

“...very quickly a relationship must be establishéduht
encourages the respondent to want (or least beamdp to

participate in and persist with the interview.”

Ellerman and Kleiner's (1996:39) statement suggdsas | would be party into a
conversation that would be a consideration of tineroperson’s world view which is
what | felt that | needed to capture as groundedrjhand the idea of discovery was
the dominant research process here in this tHessuld have to relinquish control of
events and suspend my world view that would haegitably been influenced by my

academic background.

| was aware that developing rapport could encaueadegree of friendliness with the
interviewees, and was mindful that it is importtrdt that this is not stretched too far
and it may compromise the quality of the data theaptured. As a result of my
familiarity with some of the interviewees there mag a temptation to wander off
course, moving into discussions that didn’t redfve a link with the focus of this
research. This could lead to poor data where theopéebeing interviewed is aiming to

please and so give the interviewer responseshhgtthink they want.

Analysis of interview questions

The interviews then further progressed with morgepth questions to be used as

prompts as identified in Chapter Six. To reiterate

1. What about the expectations of set members priowletge?
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2. What about the expectations of performance of seinbers in the action
learning set?

3. What about the disclosure of personal issues?

4. What about the facilitator?

5. What about personal confidence?

The interviewees discussed their experiences béelteing in an action learning set
that led to an award, an action learning set thest @rganisationally based or in some

instances, both.

The following is the subsequent analysis of thedhnterviews. When selecting the
guotations included in the thesis | was aware these would form the basis of the
conclusions drawn. With this in mind | have inclddquotations that | feel are
representative of what was said throughout theseoof the interviews, and where
possible, | have also included quotations that gigposite views, thus avoiding a
situation in which | looked for things that endatsay particular point of view.

What about the expectations of set member’s priokedge

This concept emerged from George, one of the pitetviewees who was discussing
the dilemma of being a senior manger and the eapent of other organisational

members that he had the appropriate knowledgecang@any that role. He stated:
“...because you're senior managers in the organisatio
comes back to discussions we had earlier on abyaut're
expected to know.™
Interestingly, the question, “What about the exatohs of set member's prior
knowledge?” generated quite different responsesthi first round of formal

interviews. Alice, for example, responded:

“Umm, | don’t recall that we had to have any totm@est.”
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When | asked Mary the same question | gave her sx@oleground to the question by

telling her what other interviewees had said, €sponded:

“Oh | don’t know, | didn’'t look at it from that pot of view. |
think | had my own expectations that people wowaldehprior
knowledge, and it weren't because of positions thelg in

organisations, but because they all had degree=aaly.”

Jenny also didn’t support George’s view, when askedquestion she simply said
“um, nd then discussed something completely unrelatedh&o question. As the
interviews progressed, | became increasingly unasre® the validity of the question
as responses weren’t responding to George’s otigihmmaughts. Reflecting on this,
initally, the phrase ‘you’re expected to know’ reated with the idea of learning at
work, and expectations of knowledge placed uporpleewho are in positions of
seniority. The issue was that a manager may hawblgms in publicly

acknowledging they have deficiencies in the knogéedhey need to be able to
perform a task and how that may be problematidtose individuals subordinate to

them.

Reflecting upon the previous literature and thigkback to the interview, the issue
George may have been referring to could be theepéon of a person’s position in
an organisation and the impact it may have on theraction learning set members

in terms of hierarchy or status within the group.

However, it was Mary’s comment on the possessioa dégree that made me think
about differences in the set which could be linkedhe issues of hierarchy and
power within action learning sets. In relation towps in general, Buchanan and
Huczynski (1997:209) state:

“Group members will be accorded different amourftstatus
and hence a group will have a status hierarchyy Wié be
able to exert differing amounts of power and thupoaver
structure will emerge. In examining group functiogi social

scientists have found it useful to consider diffiee among
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group members in terms of their liking for eachenthstatus,
power, role and leadership... We need to rememberathare

closely related and operate simultaneously in agsetting.”

Status or hierarchy in the action learning set

Status or hierarchy refers to the relative ranketlagpon honor or prestige. Hogg and
Tindale (2007:353) suggest that status relationsbeadifferentiated into either ‘status
structure’ and ‘status value’. Status structureenefto “ranked ordered pattern of
influence and deference amongst a set of actor&€reds status value refers to the
“actors’ shared beliefs or social representatiosshaller groups may have symbols
of status within them, for example, generally withyouth culture status is
demonstrated through clothing, mobile phones andtwiear. However whole
societies confer status in other ways that includegupation, ethnicity, gender,
educational level or social background (Hogg anmaddle, 2007). An individual can
earn their social status by their own achievemsuath as the type of occupation they
have, with some seen as more prestigious thansotitea person can have status by
their inherited position achieved through birth .espn/daughter. Weber (1947)
developed various ways that societies are organiséerms of hierarchical systems

of power. These included social status, class pawermpolitical power.

Status therefore will be accorded to an actionni@grset member in differing ways;
firstly by virtue of their position within the orgaation which is synonymous with
rank or ‘formal status’ e.g. Chief Executive, ViPeesident, Team Leader,
particularly if the action learning set is an ‘inrapany’ set that comprises members
from one organisation. Status may also be confeogetheir position in the group
through perceptions of an individual social statusinformal status’ due to their
occupation. Traditionally, higher status was comférto doctors, lawyers and
teachers, but as part of the dominant celebrityuceilthis has now been extended to

other jobs such as footballers and popular musistswr

Power in the action learning set

Buchanan and Huczynski (1997:214) define socialgras:
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“The potential influence that one person exertsr arother.
Influence is defined as a change in the cognitimhaviour or
emotion of that second person which can be atetubd the

first.”

As a result of acquiring status in the action leagnset, the member may have a
stronger power base within the group and therdberenore influential. An example
of this maybe the shaping of group norms as seahanwork of Lieberman et al
(1973: 268):

“Powerful or highly esteemed members of small gsoumot
only shape group norms in the first place, but tenbe more
constrained by norms. They are seen as embodysmgdms
in their own behaviour, thus serving to establis® morms for
others”.

Mary’'s comment on the possession of a degree pemnpte to consider the
possibility of the *halo’ effect with respect toettpossession of a degree. Buchanan
and Huczynski (1997:57) describe the halo effect as

“A judgement of someone based on a striking charestic,
such as an aspect of their dress, speech or postalees can

be positive or negative.”

When one positive attribute is identified in aniindual then it is likely that other

attributes will be attributed too. The questionnthgecomes to what extent do set
members attribute certain facets or characterigocan individual because of the
presence of one facet e.g. a person’s seniorigyiarganisation and the perception of

perhaps their intelligence, skill level, competerte

As a result of the above | decided that | wouldpsusl the idea of the dichotomy

between the learner and the expert and pursueodshility of status differentials in
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action learning sets, encompassing the idea ofepad equality and hierarchy,
culminating with the possible impact it may have members in set and their
performance in the action learning set. | subsetyiesthose to ask a series of
guestions in the second formal interviews, whicH & outlined at the end of this

chapter.

What about the expectations of performance of sshbers in the action learning set?

A key theme that emerged from the interviews i igsue of trust; with honesty,
openness, confidentiality, reciprocity and vulndigb as associated themes. In

support of the presence of this theme, West and@ee(2003: 216) maintained that:

“The fundamental principles of action learning areitual
support, trust, empathy and challenge in a safer@amment

where creative ideas can be tested and debated.”

The next section discusses what the interviewsatedeabout the themes followed by

a discussion relating to the creation of a climatehich trust emerges.

Trust

The Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (1973:2374jides trust as:

“Confidence in or reliance on some quality or atite of a
person or thing, or the truth of a statement;

That in which one’s confidence is put; an objectiérust;
Confident expectation of something; hope;

The quality of being trustworthy; fidelity, loyaltyrustiness.”

Like many other subjects in the Management and @sgtional Behaviour field, the

literature on trust is extensive. Hoy & Tshannenrdp(1999:186) wrote that “trust is
a multi-faceted and complex concept”, while Haraeygl Drolet (1994:18) write that:

137



"Trust is much like love - we know it when we seeut we
are not sure what creates it. Trust is not an msebof acts, but

the result of other actions or variables”.

Bennis and Nanus (1985:43) see trust as "... ttvéchtion that makes it possible for
organisations to work". Conveying the idea thasttrig essential for effective group
and working relationships, and that it trusts thaings people together, Dirks
(1999:30) argues that:

“Trust is commonly cited as a hallmark of effective
relationships. This is one issue which experts fpaychology,
sociology, management, economics, and politicarns tend

to agree.”

Bulach and Peterson (1999:2) add an interestingemson to trust with the idea of
confidentiality, seeing trust as “an interpersor@ndition that exists when
interpersonal relationships are characterised byassured reliance or confident
dependence on the character, ability, truthfulnessfidentiality and predictability of
others in the group”. Hoy and Tshannen-Moran (19€&nhducted an extensive
review of the literature on trust; they identifiéide facets of trust: benevolence,

reliability, competence, honesty, and openness.

Honesty and Openness

The Shorter English Oxford Dictionary (1974:979jicles a state of being honest as:
“Having good moral character, virtuous and uprigbincere,
truthful, candid; that will not lie, cheat or stedhgenuous;
open, frank.”

The same dictionary (1974:1452) defines openness as

“The quality of being open; The absence of dissatiah,

secrecy or reserve; candour, sincerity.”
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Bulach (1993:382) defined openness as:

“An interpersonal condition that exists between gleovhen:
(1) facts, ideas, values, beliefs and feelings sadily
transmitted; and (2) the recipient of a transmisssowilling to

listen to that transmission.”

With regard to these facets, Mary was very cleaualthe expectations of her own

performance and that of other set members, shesstat

“l think the only expectation that | had of how ught to
behave and how | sort of expected other peopleetate is
that you're honest and open about what you're timgkand

dealing with...”

This was in contrast to Jenny who said:

“Well | wasn’t expecting it to be honest | mean ugbt we’d
get the course information | did know that you'dtsof sit
down and talk about things but | didn’t actuallyeicredit to

the nature of it if that makes sense?”

Clearly there are two opposing views on the levélanesty and openness that should
occur within the action learning set. There mayabssible differing interpretations of
what is meant by the terms honesty and opennesk,tten extent to which set

members are prepared to be honest and open.

Confidentiality

If set members are to be honest in their discussmthin the learning set, there will
be an expectation that will be a high degree offidentiality in the set. This was
important to Alice who said,there is that confidentiality between you all wiyau

say within that room stays within that roomShe continues by saying:
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“...to go in and to find out that you would be talisiabout your
personal feelings and emotions and experiencesk the had
to do a lot of ground work to start off with justbuild up that
level of trust and confidentiality really, that thaas something

that we could rely on from the others...”

Cain (1998:159) wrote that confidential informatisncommonly said to be “secret
information that is disclosed or entrusted on timelanstanding that it will not be

divulged to a third party”, this was a clear expdioin on the part of Alice who added:

“...s0 to actually sit round a table and basically evpyour
heart out and share very personal and sensitiveriétion,
I’'m not a person that trusts easy so it was an el@nof who
would be feeding this back to whom, to make sused th

whatever was said in that room stayed in that rodm...

Reciprocity

Maister et al (2000:26) added another facet to tlbion of trust; that being
reciprocity, saying that “trust is about reciprgciyou help me and I'll help you”.

They elaborate further by adding:

“You must do something to give the other peopkedliidence
on which they can base their decisions on wheth&ust you."

(2000:17)

As Jenny succinctly commentedtiat bit of personal tit for tat are you going tive
up” illustrating the expectation part of the relatioipsas a way of creating trust.

Further illustrated by Alice who said:

“...I knew that that was dedicated time that | abwctually
come, once I'd learnt to trust people, | knew thas time that

| could actually come and talk openly and indepertigie but |
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would actually get an independent response backusecthese
were people that didn’t know the situation | wasaimd didn’t

know the people | was dealing with so as a resuitais a very
honest response back and actually offered me goaas to

how | could manage situations and manage things dad
things differently...”

This also illustrates the point that trust needwetio develop and may not be present

on the first meeting of an action learning set.

Mary added by saying:

“...S0 as a result it was a very honest responsek baed
actually offered me guidance as to how | could ngana

situations and manage things and do things diffgyen”

Rosen and Brown (1996:75) wrote "Trust has twospdeing trusting - the ability to
believe in others - and being trustworthy — beiraythw of others’ belief in you." This

was illustrated by Mary who said:

“...it was that sharing of experience and you thearme
from other’'s responses it offered you an opporiund
reflect and go off and try something different thathaps
otherwise we wouldn’t have tried, so it was thanhging
together of different mind sets really, different
personalities, different professions, offering gsortive
role.”

Here she acknowledges that trust is about shafiexmeriences and the willingness
to take risks based upon the perception that attiemembers have being honest with
her. Within this there is an acknowledgement thet s prepared to offer to same
approach to others and can be trusted in her dgahith them.
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Vulnerability

A common aspect of trust is vulnerability and théimgness of the individual to be
vulnerable. Mayer et al (1985) cited in Dirks (199%conceptually defined trust as:

“A willingness of a party to be vulnerable to thetians of
another party based on the expectation that ther othll
perform a particular action important to the trustoespective

of the ability to monitor or control that party.”

Without vulnerability on the part of the individsathere is no real need for trust.
Creating trust entails some personal risks, arglishihe essence of trust. Maister et al
(2000:24) argue that:

“If you're not a little scared on occasion, theouyre not
taking a risk. And if you're not taking a risk, yoe not likely

to create trust.”

This idea was echoed by Mary, who commented orexperience of first entering the

action learning set:

“initially a bit scary because you were coming irdosituation

with individuals that you didn’t know...”
Similarly, Alice explained how she first found tlearning set:

“nerve wracking; it was the unknown | think to dtaff with...”
There is an expectation that if the learning setoiswork successfully then set
members should be open and honest in their deahithsother set members, which

for some may be problematic. Weinstein (2005:258ed an important questions of

this issue:
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“Is total honesty always possible, even desiralAe@ there
times when it is appropriate to be ‘economical with truth?’
What purpose does dishonesty serve? Are they (irugec
themselves from something or someone? What is dlsé af

dishonesty?”

There is a strong sense that honesty has to bentrés success in this form of
learning which involves a degree of trust. Yet aadter et al (2000:24) state, for this
to happen set members are required to take riskshwhay mean that they feel
vulnerable in the early learning sets, proving ¢oabfrightening experience for some

set members to learn to trust.

The creation of trust

Trust, it would appear, is one of the fundamentahqiples of action learning

(Wheeless, 1978), but this does not instantly emdtgvould appear that it develops
over time and can be precarious. This next sedisousses who is responsible for
creating trust in the learning sets, how trustresated and, also, how it can also be

eroded.

Who is responsible for creating trust?

Bentley (1994) cited in Kirk and Broussine (200Q:%&id that “the facilitator has to
create ‘safety’ and ‘trust’ in the group, so thiaé texperience is ‘non-threatening’,

adding:

“I can only create the circumstances in which tlegl safe
and gain courage to be honest.”

Cranton (1994) cited by West and Choueke (2003:228s that facilitators should

“build a trusting relationship with the set”. Shather suggests that the role of the
facilitator is:

143



“To encourage risk taking within a climate that maies

consistency, safety and the removal of negativinige”

Weinstein (2005:218), when reflecting on an actearning set she was facilitating,
alluded to the idea that the creation of the pshgical climate, namely a ‘safe
place’, was her responsibility, saying that “I f€d created a safe place” for her

learning set members, and, describing her expergeata Polish learning set, said:

“...How willing these ambitious young managers, enregg
from a society which for fifty years exhibited thatithesis of
action learning values, would take ownership arid ltanestly
and courageously when the right ambience was déate

The Collins Concise Dictionary (2000:27) define thien ‘ambience’ as meaning “the
atmosphere of a place”. I've taken this to mean ghmup psychological climate,
which Rousseau (1988:140) describes as: “essentialimate is individual

descriptions of the social setting or context whilperson is a part”. The above
authors believe that it is the responsibility oé tfacilitator to create a climate in
which set members can be honest and open with etdr, citing examples of
individuals who have an historical aversion to ithea of trust, but believing that this
can be overcome, signifying through that commerdt tivith the appropriate

environment most people will learn to trust.

Costa, (1998:231) however believed that:

“Trust comes to life when people bond, when thbgre an
experience, crisis or success that strengthens ankl confirms

expectations of each other”.

Mary illustrated with the point:

“...once I'd learnt to trust people, | knew that wiase that |
could actually come and talk openly and indepenrgebut |

would actually get an independent response backusecthese
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were people that didn’t know the situation | wasaimd didn’t
know the people | was dealing with so as a resuitais a very
honest response back and actually offered me goaas to

how | could manage situations and manage things...”

One thing that is clear is that the establishmdnground rules at the start of the

learning set aids the creation of truslice stated:

“He (the facilitator) did set some ground rules dikthe
confidentiality nature and the fact that not toeirmupt people
in mid flow so there were some ground rules thatgreeed as
a group... What we did was, he opened it up for dsonm and
he wrote them down as people called them out ae ithwas

agreed as set members which we felt we wanted.”

There was a period of time in which Alice’s leamniset did not meet because their
facilitator, Richard, was away from the Univergiliye to iliness. Alice reported on the

changing levels of trust in the learning set wittiat period, she stated:

“We had a period of time where we didn’t meet fdawvious
reasons and | think we lost some cohesion therd, valnat |

discovered was that some people were meeting eutsie
group but weren’t sharing that information so it svalmost as
though little cligues were developing, which thesdmit, there
was some quite uncomfortable scenarios and | didméll |

hope | didn’t get involved in any of them myself, there was
almost some conflicting situations between some thef
personalities in the group that those original neriof mutual
respect and freedom of speech | think we’d losseéhoy that

point.”

Whitman and Stock (1958) cited in McLeod (2003:448ked:
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“Whether it is acceptable for members to meet detsof
sessions, this issue will resonate in each indalicdmember of
the group in so far as it resembles similar isdoetheir own
lives. One member may bring strong feelings abetriayal...”

Alice continued by saying:

“I think that cliques were building, there were pé® that were
actually going out for meals together but were atifu not
including others in that. It was perhaps three fmur

individuals that were meeting up | later found dut.

For Alice, the sub set that had emerged had atdimgact upon the set, she said:

“It changed; it changed as people started to gekmow each
other out of the set. | mean | prefer to keep thyeemyself
and you know my husband will say I'm quite a lobet | had
been given a piece of work to do, going away dding
research and then handing it in and I'm not bothkesbout
getting to know people outside of that and | démitk that that
was ever held against me and | think that wherelseople in
the set they still talk and are still amicable ahere’s no sort
of aggression or ill feeling there but | think fother people it
perhaps wasn’t the same.”

Early analysis of the interviews suggest that tisisin important issue within action
learning sets and there are important facets oft:trthonesty, openness,
confidentiality, reciprocity and vulnerability thated to be present before the set can
effectively engage in action learning. The creatbm trusting climate takes time and
is a collective responsibility, trust can also ksisted by the creation of ground rules.
In order to have a better understanding of this dreeed to delve deeper into this
area. | subsequently chose to ask a series ofigugsbased upon the above analysis,

in the second formal interviews, these will be inattl at the end of this chapter.
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What about the disclosure of personal issues?

Central to the effectiveness of an action set i tloncept of personal or self
disclosure. This particular theme emerged fromahalysis of the pilot interviews.
Dindia (2002:169) wrote that:

“Self disclosure refers to the process by which @asson
verbally reveals information about himself or héfr§acluding

thoughts, feelings and experiences) to anotheopérs

Personal-disclosure is a primary way in which imdlinals become acquainted with
one another, and in the initial encounters they mgileal information such as names,
place of work, where they live, moving onto thowghhd feelings as the conversation

progresses over time (Dindia and Timmerman, 2003).

One of the roles in an action learning set is thfathe presenter, as discussed in
Chapter Two. This will inevitably mean that a certamount of self disclosure will
be involved for the presenter, in the hope tha thsclosure will ‘beget’ disclosure
from other set members, on the basis of a ‘trusaaton’ (Dindia, 2002:175). This
occurs if the presenter reveals personal informadiloout themselves as the other set
members feel trusted. Jourard (1971:66) introduttexl idea that disclosure is

reciprocal and describes how:

“In ordinary social relationships, disclosure isreciprocal
phenomenon. Participants in dialogue disclose ttheughts,
feelings, actions etc. to the other and are disdas return. |
called this reciprocity the ‘dyadic effect’; disslare begets

disclosure.”

There is however a balance to achieve in the alswy of personal information.
McGill and Brockbank (2004:147) described self-ttisare as a ‘leap of trust’ but
cautioned that:

“Too much self-disclosure is embarrassing. Totteliand we
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may find we do not relate to others and reducecapacity to

reflect upon ourselves in the set.”

McGill and Brockbank (2004:147) highlight four impersonal aspects to being a
presenter, namelgongruencea way of being genuine, being real, sharing fegli
and attitudes as well as opinions and beliefsgadents,self-disclosurge what we
reveal about ourselves in the first person, thehasig on “I” as opposed to “You” or
“We” as a way of taking ownership of that statememdnaging emotion as a part of
reflection andreceiving feedbackagain as a part of the process in reflecting in a

social learning context.

One of the skills of being a presenter is an urtdadsng of yourself. As seen in
Chapter Two, quite often an action learning set lmarstarted by asking members to
say how they feel at the start of the set, permefdscting upon the time in between
meetings and what has happened that may have los@ive or negative for them.
This requires the skill of understanding oneselfaggart of understanding others,
knowing what is happening inside and how that nmagact upon how we may relate
to others in the set. McGill and Brockbank (2004)Lbite the Johari window as a
useful insight into how people relate to one anotiike model is also referred to as a
'disclosure/feedback model of self awareness' anddncerned with the concept of
knowing and not knowing one's own knowledge/feainginner self. The model is a
cognitive psychological tool developed by Josepft Bnd Harry Ingham in 1955 in
the United States, and is used to assist peoglaimng a better understand of their
interpersonal communication and relationships, sthiacknowledging personal

barriers they may be subconsciously erecting thesemting disclosure.

The Johari Window represents information: feelingsperience, views, attitudes,
skills, intentions, motivation, etc. within or alica person in relation to their group,
from four perspectives. The terminology refers delf* and 'others’. ‘Self' means
oneself, the person subject to the Johari Windoalyais. ‘Others’ means other
people in the person's group or team. The modepases four regions, also known
as areas, quadrants, perspectives or window parfefi@avs:
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1. What is known by the person about him/herself analso known by others -
open area, open self, free area, free self, oalthea’.

2. What is unknown by the person about him/herselfvshich others know -
blind area, blind self, or 'blind spot'.

3. What the person knows about him/herself that otkdersiot know - hidden
area, hidden self, avoided area, avoided seltoade'.

4. Unknown area or unknown self.

Interaction is dependent upon how much we as iddals are prepared to disclose to
one another and how far an individual is preparedlisclose depends upon both
personal and contextual matters such as whethgntdae openness or privacy, the
values of the set, the norms of the set and whedltisappropriate to the set by the
individual. McGill and Brockbank (2004:154) discusse idea of appropriate

disclosure and define appropriate as:

amount (how much)
depth (how deep)
duration (how long)
the target (to whom)

the situation (time and place )

When asked the question about what was it likeeta Imember of a learning set and
how they felt about personal disclosure, interviesvsaid that initially they felt a
little uncomfortable with the idea. Mary, reportitigat “people were uncomfortable
with it and straight away'while Alice describes how at the first learning seteting

was:

“a bit scary because you were coming into a sitwatwith

individuals that you didn’t know”.

At this stage it may have not felt to be an appatersituation to disclose too much
personal information, in terms of not enough tinad klapsed for set members to feel
comfortable. Thus members preferred to stay witjuadrant 3; the hidden area of

the Johari window because of fear of the unknownillastrated with Mary’s
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comments:

“Oh lets see, what was it like, from start to §ihi.. nerve

wracking, it was the unknown | think to start offhw

Jenny, when asked what it was like to be a memban action learning set elected to

discuss personal disclosure using the term “honsk# said:

“Well | wasn't expecting it to be honest | meawought we’'d
get the course information | did know that you'dtsof sit
down and talk about things but | didn’t actuallyegicredit to
the nature of it if that makes sense.”

On asking for clarification as to what she meanthgyterm ‘give credit’ she replied:

“Well what | mean is, I'm not always very good alking
about me, you know | can talk about anything butindirectly
| can talk about me more of a third person, youvknehen we
went round the group you know that kind of studtj know I'll
be honest it wasn’t something | was comfortableh vait the

very beginning.”

At this stage was she feeling uncomfortable with itkea of moving from quadrant
three, the hidden area to quadrant one, the opadragut? She elaborated with:

“... even considering the job that | do which souniddt in
some ways because | can talk to people about af Ipersonal
issues you know people have disclosed that theg baen
sexually abused, you deal with abuse work and gtkuabout
things that you've done in the past. People tell yabout
intimate relationships, | don't mean sexual relasbips but
you know with their families, and that's bread dndter to me,

| have no qualms about doing it, talking about helping
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people, counselling people you know what ever yant vo talk

about but it's not me doing it.”

When asked how she had dealt with the uncomfortdeéding that she was

experiencing in refusing to disclose she replied:

“I tend to deal with things by just closing downs an
outwardly | don’t look like I'm closing down but tteel

comfortable | have to close down inside like | stvibff.”

Annie: “And did you do that?”

Jenny: “Yeah | did, right at the beginning becauseasn’t

comfortable with some of the personal stuff.”

Reading through Jenny’s account | was struck byidka that she seemed to feel a
degree of pressure placed upon her to discloseubecather set members were

starting to disclose, as seen in the following cantn

“You realise everyone else was doing it and whiliine but
everyone else doing it is not me doing it, and djuet | suit

myself, | make my own mind up and make my owniolesi’s

McLeod (2003:449) draws upon the work of Liebernanal (1973) which drew

attention to some of the worrying aspects of grapproaches, saying:

“Situations can arise in groups where individuamibers are
put under pressure to self-disclose or take padnrexercise

despite their resistance or defences against dairig

| began to wonder if Jenny was experiencing ‘cogaitlissonance’ as seen in her
acknowledgment of discomfort she was feeling ircldsing and about having to be

“honest” in the learning set and speak about hier3élis clearly made her feel
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uncomfortable about being in a situation of beirgexeted to do something that she
didn’t want to do or felt she shouldn’t have to @wen if other members of the set

were doing it. Rollinson et al (1998:130) descigbgnitive dissonance as:

“The unpleasant mental feeling that arises whenawehr

towards an object is not consistent with the at&tli

Festinger (1957) quoted in Rollinson (1998:131):sa

“Cognitive dissonance assumes that consistencyoigytg
between a consciously held attitude, and the behavowards
an object. Festinger’s basic propositions are:

1) Where in inconsistencies exist between anudtitand
behaviour, an individual will develop a feeling dissonance,
i.e that something is not quite correct.

2) The experience of dissonance is unpleasantrengedrson is
strongly motivated to remove or avoid it, and th®rgger the
dissonance the greater the urge to do so.”

As a way of reducing that uncomfortable feelingnniés defence to engage in
dissonance reduction, in this instance by usingimiglation, i.e. maintaining the
appearance that she was engaged but inwardlyngldsiwn to protect herself.

Dissimulation as defined by the Oxford English @inary is “To conceal one's true
feelings or intentions”. Weinstein (2005) wrotattimnot everyone is comfortable with
disclosure and group members may actively engagaidimg the fact. Weinstein

(2005:215) in discussing this in relation to ondef set members said:

“She hadn’'t been totally honest about herself aond/ ther
project was progressing. She had successfully preddnerself
as a capable, well organised woman who was vegr @bout

what she wanted to achieve and how she was goidg .
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With the set member admitting to her that she hadiways been honest and she
didn’t think that they’d been honest with one amotlior fear of frightening or
upsetting each other, which had resulted in anradesef challenge in the learning set.

Lastly, set members become more comfortable wsklosure as time moves on. In
additional meta-analyses, Dindia (2002) confirméthttin social relationships
personal disclosure is a reciprocal phenomenon.ré@$idts of her meta-analyses also
provided support that self-disclosure processesreniprocal both in the beginning
stages of relationships between strangers, andaore radvanced relational stages.

Mary made the following comment:

“I really don’t know I think it was because peoptdt safe to
do so that it would be understood and that it wobddalright
and no-one got any mixed messages after that.”

In this particular case, she was referring to tteaiof feeling safe in the learning set
and that other set members understood the needafety in the set. Edmondson
(2002:3) refers to the concept of ‘psychologicdea and defines it as “a shared
belief that the team is safe for interpersonal tesking” with “interpersonal risk
taking” meaning “a sense of confidence that otheils not embarrass, reject or

punish someone for speaking up.” Mary expressednbiion as she explained:

“then it became a very safe place, because you kimew
everyone and had a good idea of where they weréngofrom
and their issues they were dealing with and yolevedrie to be
a bit more free and were able to disclose stufft tiiau
ordinarily wouldn’t have done at the beginnihg.

Adding to the idea of trust and the ability to dp&aely in the set, Alice added:

“People were making right noise and saying it'sefiand |
think that almost gave message your licensed tikéehat and

that’s fine no-ones going to say it's not the rigkdce to do it.”
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It appears that as set members become more cobiondath each other then a
climate of trust apparently emerges and disclosuag become less problematic for
some, but not others. The follow up questionsiated at the end of this chapter.

What about the facilitator?

As briefly discussed in Chapter Two, each acti@rieng set has specific roles within
the set, one of the roles being that of the faddit or set advisor. Pedler and Abbott
(2008:187) point out:

“There are also many synonyms for the facilitataiey
including coach, consultant, trainer, leader, améug

moderator, counsellor and adviser.”

In using the term “facilitator”, McGill and Brockink (2004:185) explain that this
person is very different from a teacher or a tnaiag those referred back to the
traditional didactic approach that was outlinedCinapter Four. They wanted to be
sure there was a clear distinction in the term¢ #ma used when describing this
particular role in the action learning, and wentfaoas to differentiate it from the

term ‘set advisor’ which is also used (O’Neil, 19896ey argue that:

“The first use of the term ‘set advisor’ for thergen who
facilitates a set implies a particular model ofrféag where a
group of individuals seek the ‘advice’ of a anotivadividual
who is perceived as ‘expert’ in some aspects of shes

activities.”

The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines the termifitation’ to mean “to make
easier, promote and help forward.” Bens (2000:%inde facilitation as:

"One who contributes structure and process to aotems so

groups are able to function effectively and makghiquality
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decisions. A helper and enabler whose goal is ppau others

as they achieve exceptional performance.”

According to the literature, the learning set figaibr can play many differing roles
(McGill and Beaty, 1992; O’'Neil and Marsick, McGind Brockbank, 2004) and
includes that of a supporter, a challenger, a t&ach reflector, and a questioner.
Kaner (2007:32) elaborates on the theme of suppbstediscussing the role of the
facilitator as being:

"The facilitator's job is to support everyone to their best
thinking. To do this, the facilitator encourages Il fu
participation, promotes mutual understanding antivetes
shared responsibility. By supporting everyone totlgir best
thinking, a facilitator enables group members tarce for

inclusive solutions and build sustainable agreemént

Heron (1999) discussed facilitator's differing apgches to working with groups
which included:

1. The hierarchical mode

This is a mode in which the facilitator directs tearning process and exercises
power over the group and does things for the gmgp leads from the front by
thinking and acting on behalf of the group. Thaelii@tor decides on the group’s
objectives with regard to the learning process, pinegramme of activities,

manages the group feelings and provides structuredrning.

2. The co-operative mode.

Here the facilitator is co-operative and shares growegarding the learning
process and manages the different dimensions Vaghgroup; the facilitator
enables and guides the group to become more setftitig in the various forms
of learning by conferring with them. The facilitatprompts and helps group
members to decide on the programme and gives ngpémitheir experiences. In

this process, the facilitator may share his/her owmion but is only one among
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the group. Outcomes are always negotiated withgtbep as the facilitator is a

collaborator with the other members of the grougenising the learning process.
3. The autonomous mode

In this mode, the facilitator respects the totabaomy of the group and doesn’t
do things for them, or with them, but gives thertatdreedom to find their own

way, exercising their own judgment without any mention from the facilitator.

The group has total responsibility for decidingtbe format of the programme.
The essence of learning is unprompted by the fatl who simply creates space
for it. However, this does not mean the abdicatibresponsibility, but simply the

subtle art of creating the right conditions witlwhich the group can exercise full
self-determination in their learning. Weinstein $99135) saw the main task of
the set advisor was to encourage the set, andtinaduals within the set stating
that the advisor should “look, listen, questionnkh understand and learn” and
that the advisor should be part of the set. Acemydod Weinstein the advisor’s

tasks are:

To help set members focus on appropriate projediastis that they bring, and
to work with them with the help and encourageméihe other set members;
To make set members consciously aware of everythieyg do, say, think and
feel;

To draw attention to the continuous learning opyputtes that exist both
within and outside the set;

To maintain the very specific processes in thewhbich enable all this work
and learning to take place; and

To model effective behaviour and language whichultesin constructive
working and learning in the set, and to help sanivers understand and adopt
both.

Revans (1982:15), however, saw a limited role &raglvisers, stating that the role of

the facilitator was:
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“To launch the set quickly . . . there may be adnefen it is
first formed for some supernumerary. . . Such a lgoar,
brought in to speed the integration of the set noostrive that
it achieves independence of them at the earliessiple

moment. . .”

He continued on to say that he saw no on-goingfauleet facilitators, stating that:

“It is vital that action learning... escape yet armtihound of
dependence upon ambiguous facilitators... it is paldrly
important that the interpretation of what is goomg within the
set is not unduly influenced by an uninvolved figatbr.”

In contrast, many of the leading writers on actearning (Pedler, 1996; Weinstein,
1995) have articulated the need for good facibtatin ensuring successful action
learning sets. In his edited collection, ‘Actionarring in Practice’ Pedler (1991:291)

summarised the position as such:

“There are three extant models of the set advder r

1. Revans’ own implied model of the initiator whadthers
away as the set begins to operate;

2. The role of the facilitator, who encourages mgviand
receiving between participants and who makes expiie
learning process; and;

3. The managerial role involved in steering theoactearning
group through the various stages of developmenm fro

formation to mature action and learning.”
The literatures described above were all evidanthe descriptions given by the

interviewees. In relation to the managerial rotw, éxample, Alice commented that

the group had evolved and become self sufficient:
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“...but actually it was a learning set that had reacha
particular point in its evolution in so there wasesk
direction...” and basically | felt that you were tleeto sort of
summarise and occasionally try and calm things ddwingot
a little bit overheated that in terms of coming wpgth
conclusions, we were actually coming up with ournow
conclusions and so the learning sort of skills lgerning type
had progressed from directed learning to something
actually self-directed ourselves and worked throwoginselves,

so it was that sort of evolution of the set...”

The position of the facilitator, as described heseseen by Kirk and Broussine
(2000:13) as desirable:

“The aim of facilitation is, we believe, to establ and hold an
environment within which learning is created. Tleskt of
facilitation is to enable the group to create l@agrand to be
aware of the processes of doing so experientialigugh the

dynamics of the group.”

When first presented with the idea of facilitatisug action learning set it may appear
daunting. | was fortunate over the years been dafigoable to learn some skills,
primarily by trial and error, and then latterly twprking with Richard Graham, which
gave me the opportunity to consider and reflectnupis style, and to some extent
imitate his style (Bandura, 1977). McGill and Be#&1p92:107) advocated learning
about facilitation by being a member of an actiearhing set for a period in time,
roughly one year, and then those set members “wavilling and who are confident
of initiating a set, move onto new sets” which irs,some respects, what | did. In
contrast to this approach O’Hara et al (2004:33)l shat they would find little
evidence that this approach actually works statiag “observing a skilled facilitator
in action provided for insufficient development thie skills of facilitation for set
members to have the confidence to initiate new agfacilities themselves. They felt
that the skills needed for effective facilitatiohosild be developed prior to the

commencing of facilitation of a set.
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There appear to be two schools of thought with spmp views. Having been

initiated into the art of facilitating by watchirepd reflecting, it seems appropriate to
theorise about it and consider what writers do &aythe useful skills required for

effective facilitation of action learning sets.

Skills for facilitation

Before considering what skills are required in thantext, | think that the broad
nature of facilitation should be remembered. Anoactearning set is a unique group
in its own right, and is not the same as other gspsuch as work groups that may
require additional skills such as role play, caflesolution techniques. O’Hara et al
(2001:32) provide a useful list as a starting péantthe skills required for successful

action learning set facilitation, which include:

Questioning

Active listening

Giving and receiving feedback
Understanding group processes
Creative problem solving

Personal confidence

Beaty et al (1993) identified a range of skillstthdded to and further developed the
work of O’Hara et al (1996), these included:

Questioning skills to help people to find their osalutions to their problems.

Active listening skills to communicate to peopleatththey were being

understood; to help them work out their own solsidut not give solutions;
to help them clarify their situation, the factsgitithoughts, and their feelings;
to hear without judging or evaluating.

The ability to give and receive feedback to helppbe learn and develop; to
increase their self-esteem and to make them féaéaa

An understanding of group process to appreciatelitfierence between task
and process and between helpful and sabotaginyioeins.
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Creative problem solving skills to provide a ramgeools to help the set when
they were ‘stuck’.

The skill of reflection to plan for future actiométo help derive the learning
from action.

Understanding the process of learning to enableplpeto appreciate the

variety of ways in which people can learn.

When asked about the role of the facilitator Jemvas very specific about her
thoughts. She described ‘challenging’ and ‘frustigitas being important elements of

facilitation:

“I found it challenging, | found it frustrating...Well
challenging actually means in that you were verpodat
pulling things out of people when | might not alwdyave been
comfortable with things being pulled out of me Yot always
left it open for a choice, you know either yes orbut not the
end of that, but it was done in such a way thavas sort of
subtle but it was good because it did pull thingg o a

structured way.”

At this point | asked Jenny to explain her commahbut the term

‘frustrating’, she reported:

“Frustrating because you didn't always let thingsod, do

you...Frustrating in that it was never a yes or ngwer from
you it was a what do you think about that, whatydo feel
about that, it was open ended response when som&dide
something it wasn't well is that what you think ahdn shut it
down it wasn’t yes or no it was left in such a whgt, not
hanging because that’s unfair, but you had to sayenthan
yes or no, more of a how is that for you what wea tike, you
know those kind of things and that's something thénd

frustrating... You're not given an easy option ta ey it and
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be done with it or finish it at the end of that &eTe its about

the learning, were all reading things outside of.it
From Jenny’s responses, | decided | needed towalip on set members expectations
of the facilitator’s role and what skills the fatator demonstrated. The questions for

the second round of formal interviews are outlinéthe end of this chapter.

What about personal confidence?

Personal confidence or self confidence, as ittismofeferred to, was an issue that was
raised by interviewees in Chapter Six, but this waby raised by Geraldine. As a
result | thought it would be useful to delve furtiv@o this area.

Lindenfield (1995:29) argues that self confiderseniade up of ‘learned social skills’
and ‘personality attributes’, which are dividedamuter and inner confidence. He
states:

“The outer set of components gives us the kindasffidence
which most people would instantly recognise. Whenpessess
them, we visibly demonstrate our self-assurance sel
control through our appearance and behaviour. We kell-
developed social skills in four areas:

« Communication;
e Self-presentation;
+ Assertiveness; and

« Emotional control.
Inner confidence is, on the other hand, much ldsgoas to the outside world
because it is essentially a more privately felt exignce of inner peace and

psychological strength. Its main components are:

e Self-love;
e Self-knowledge;
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* Clear personal goals; and

* Positive thinking.”

When asked about the experience of being a menfb&n action learning set and
whether or not it had had an impact on their peakoanfidence, responses included

the following. From Mary:

“Oh god not half! Yeah it's gone up bucket loadsichket

loads!”

Alice explained:

“I think the turning point for me was the takingosk

assignment looking back going back where I'd beéatwd

done and where | wanted to go it was that self @wass really
looking into me as a person, a leader and a manageeally

did me to put things into perspective and it strte shift my
perception of me which had a knock on effect imseof how |
did things and | felt a bit more confident aboutwhd

approached things and | got a lot of good.”

Jenny considered that ‘feedback’ had been imporianboosting her

confidence:

“...feedback as well and that's always a thing for nfie
someone tells me I'm doing things right that boosty

confidence...”

All of the interviewees were of the opinion thaifgea member of an action learning
set had had a positive impact on their personalpaofééssional lives. However, action
learning in terms of an individual’'s actual leaigpiand development does have its
critics. As Wallace (1990) cited in Harrison (1989B). argues:
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“The approach has rarely been examined for thereoke of
its principles, rigorously evaluated, or compardthwevidence
from elsewhere about how professionals learn taawg their
job performance.”

Taking on board Wallace’s (1990) point, the quesbbwhether an individual’s work
performance had improved, and if so, how, was taddressed in the second round
of formal interviews. The question for the nextemviews is identified at the end of

this chapter.

Reflecting back on the first round of interviews

At first | thought that data collection would beatévely easy. | set out with the
intention of asking an open question accompanied bgt of questions that were to
act as prompts. Those prompts in my mind did notehany overlap in terms of
subject matter, therefore, with only five questidhe coding would be a relatively

easy process, or so | thought.

Interviewing

During the interviews | found that respondents di@gmswer the questions in the
order I'd set the questions. As the conversatiowdld some of the points | wanted to
consider later in the interview came up. Howevethbught that to interrupt
proceedings may have altered the flow, so | engmddhe respondents talk through
their various stories of their experiences, inteting if there was a natural pause to
seek clarification or to elaborate on a point t anderstanding. In doing this | felt
that | was able to add to the richness of the dapaured.

Coding

To some extent | felt that | was starting to sulsooously code during the course of
the actual interviews i.e. in the field. This wasnething that | was conscious of and |

did make real effort not to do that, as | desciib¢he introduction. The key to the
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work here is that it was the thoughts of the in@mees and not mine that were
important. 1 was very quickly able to get a feel the issues that arose in the
transcripts and how they formed part of the fitsage of interviews and was surprised
at the richness of the data that | gathered froim piocess. Initially | had been
concerned about the number of people | was abiletéoview, concerned that it may
not be enough. However as the various storiesestaa unfold and the coding took
place | began to appreciate that it wasn’t the nremal interviews that was the issue,
but the quality that had been captured. | consaidrat | had very rich interviews and

had captured some important data.

Interpretation

When commencing the analysis and interpretatioth@fdata, | hadn’'t envisaged the
complexity of the data itself and the interconnetti of the themes that were to
emerge. It was challenging to discern what waselihlbecause in a sense they are all
interlinked. The metaphor of a bowl of spaghetsorated strongly in my mind
throughout this task. At first | was little overwhed with the task of analysis.
However, speaking to others who had been in aaimisition to myself, the advice
given was to persevere and some form or order wanaerge, albeit a messy one,
given the nature of what was being researched.

Once settled into the task, the concept cardsithad elected to use proved to be
invaluable in order to extract the emerging thenagsgata that was similar in nature
could be placed together to compare and contraststeowly a picture began to
emerge. The picture was one of lots of loose elfals,example, the idea that
individuals may dissimulate on initial encountertive action learning set, possibly
because of the presence of cognitive dissonanceadthition, the importance of
language in the action leaning set was highlighpadticularly in relation to the title,

facilitator or set advisor and the learning apphotiat underpins the differing terms.

Was | meeting the initial aims of the thesis?

Part way through the analysis phase | reflectedheninterviews that | had carried

out, coded and then analysed and a thought occtorew. One of the primary aims

164



of this thesis is to give a voice to a group ofeplearning set members who have
previously been unheard, and | felt that | hadtsthto do that. However | began to

feel that there was more | could do.

In following the coding principles that | had, llitféhat by ignoring the individual
interviewee’s names, in essence, | had chosenntwreéga richness that needed to be
embedded into the research, | felt that | shouinames and not numbers in order to
give the thesis a greater sense of what | seehism@an touch. | accepted that | had
quite rightly assured anonymity to the respondentsf course, respected that, but |
also owed something to the research. As a resdplhced all the occasions | had
used the term interviewee with an individual psewaho that would assure anonymity
for the interviewees. These remained consistenutiirout the thesis so readers could
establish a recognition of the voice and a bettelesstanding of them as individuals.

Appendix Three illustrates the revised Prasad (188Acept card.

Reflecting forward to the next round of interviews

With the comments about the order of questions imdml endeavoured not to be
overly concerned with managing the interviews aadlittle more relaxed about the
order of questions. | felt that if | managed thegass more tightly | would only get
back exactly what | had asked for. As | said indpening statement about rapport, |
had to be in a position to relinquish some of tl@twl and be prepared to be
influenced by what the interviewee was saying dn&ddirection they wanted to go in
as | knew that | could always return to any isha t wanted to drill a little deeper
into. Additionally, the order of interviewee respes was of no real concern because

this would be dealt with when | was reading throtlghtranscripts and coding them.

Chapter summary

This chapter has analysed the first round of forin&rviews, drawing out five
themes that have a direct bearing on the researttsf The chapter then considered
reflections on the research process, what | leafied carrying out the first stage of
the interviews, with opportunities for me to refléarward on how | would apply the

learning in the next round of interviews.
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The next chapter considers the second formal iessfocussing on five specific
themes identified in this chapter. Each theme télexplored using the respective

guestions listed below:

a) Status and hierarchy in action learning sets:

Was there a hierarchy of set members in your legreet?

Did you feel equal to all members of the learniatys

Were any members in your action learning set inoeensenior organisational
position to you?

Did you find yourself acting differently with them?

b) Trustin action learning sets:

Was your action learning set a safe place to be?

Did it remain a safe place to be?

Do you feel that members were honest and open?

Who did you think created a trusting climate in aaction
learning set?

Did you establish norms in the set?

How were they established?

Did set members adhere to them throughout thefitee set?

c) Disclosure of personal information:

Did you feel comfortable with disclosure of persionéormation at
the first learning set meeting?

At the start of the learning set meetings did yeel Linder pressure
to disclose personal information?

Were you honest with yourself and the group atdtset of the

action learning set meetings?
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At what stage did you feel comfortable with discias of personal

information?
What had changed in the learning set to make yel ri@re
comfortable?

d) Facilitation:

What role did you expect the facilitator to play?

In playing the facilitator’s role, what skills dite/she demonstrate?

e) The impact on the individual’'s job performance:

What has been the impact of being in an actionniegrset on your job

performance?
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Chapter Eight — Analysis of Second Phase of Interews

Introduction

This chapter is concerned with the analysis ofseond round of interviews in the
field. Five interviews were carried out over a aveek period in March 2009. Of the
interviewees, one was male, Phil, and the remaifong were female; Jenny, Lisa,
Michelle and Carol. They all worked in the publiecsr either in either health or
education, with the exception of one who workegbiivate healthcare. Three of the
interviewees discussed their experiences of beirgniacademic action learning set;
one set facilitated by myself and the other twahygther colleague, two interviewees

referred only to experiences in an organisatioatirsy.

The sample chosen used a combination of convenignogosive sampling and
critical case techniques. Purposive sampling, asudsed in Chapter Four, selects a
sample for a specific purpose, in the case ofttiesis; firstly, by asking Phil to be
interviewed | ensured that the sample interviewesnit exclusively female, which
may have incurred a gender bias. Critical case bagwyas used in the case of Jenny.
| asked Jenny if she would consent to be intervicagain as she had raised some
interesting points on dissimulation in the firsteirview. | wanted to revisit these
points in order to obtain a deeper understandinghaft we had previously discussed
and felt that she had a unique perspective onigkige. The remaining interviewees

were selected purely as a convenience sample.

The interviews were in-depth with questions thatedcas prompts. They lasted
between thirty minutes to forty five minutes, andall five instances were carried out
at Huddersfield University in a pre-booked privatgom. All interviews were

arranged either by telephone or email.

The interviews commenced with the usual pleasansieh as journey and parking
etc. | then explained the nature of the researchtlaa rationale behind it, to all of the
interviewees with the exception of Jenny who haghbgreviously interviewed. When
| phoned Jenny to ask her if she would come batk the University, | briefly
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restated that she had said something during theseaf her interview that | wanted
to explore a little further with her, so | briefteaffirmed that to her. Permission to
tape the interview was requested, this requestasesmpanied by an explanation that
what was said was confidential and individual’s eamf quoted, would be erased by
the person transcribing the interview and theirmgmaity would be respected. | must
add that at this stage | did fully intend to destthowever as discussed, | changed my
position on that, not wanting to miss an opportumd once again give a voice to
individuals. Each interviewee remained totally ayranus because each they were
given a different name, and if they referred tothao person in the interviewee that
persons name would be replaced with xxxx, similailyany of the interviewees
mentioned another person’s work organisation thatlavbe replaced with xxx. In my
opinion, this ensures that the only person who ddd aware of the true identity of

individuals concerned would be myself.

The questions devised in Chapter Seven followeddhmat as set out in Appendix
One and were designed to elicit in-depth respoimsége areas of interest | believed
to be important in determining the interviewee®ws of the effectiveness of action
learning sets. As a result of the analysis of itst formal interviews, these areas were

determined to be:

a) Status, equality and hierarchy in action learnieig;s
b) Trust in action learning sets;

c) Disclosure of personal information;

d) Facilitation; and

e) The impact on the individual’s job performance.

The following is the subsequent analysis of the finterviews and discussion will
take each of these in turn.

Status, equality and hierarchy within action leagisets

Chapter Four gave a brief introduction to bothdmelny and status and Chapter Seven
discussed these issues in more depth and culminatiec series of questions for the

next interviews. These were:
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Was there a hierarchy of set members in your legreet?

Did you feel equal to all members of the learniats

Were any members in your action learning set inoeensenior organisational
position to you?

Did you find yourself acting differently with them?

The interviews discussed in this chapter used thevea questions as discussion
points, supported with appropriate literature, til down further into the following

themes:

Social hierarchy

Interestingly enough, when | opened the first diston with; “Was there a hierarchy
in your learning set?” Carol said think there was potential for hierarchy, | don’t
think there was one, but there would be potenwalif’. An insight into this is
offered by Hogg and Tindale (2007) who suggestednibtion of a social hierarchy,
comprised of social characteristics in which gen@ee, occupation and ethnicity
play an important role in relation to status anerdwichy within groups, particularly
with regard to issues of respect, influence andreéeice that emerge in group member
interactions. This affects how the group actualpgmates. Examples include; who in
the group speaks with confidence, who gets nottbedmost, who gets listened to,
and as a result, who is more influential in theugraLisa gave a brief insight into this
when she talked about the differing levels of eigrere that set members had and her

perception of them, she is quoted as saying:

“You also know that some of the group have moresktidmn

others because they have more experience.”
Carol, highlights the issue of the difference iti@t learning sets, as she comments

on her own age, she stated that in one set shédeéisitely the oldest!"and when |

asked her if she was conscious of her age, she replied:
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“No not really, sometimes | am because I've besyuad quite
a long time, but sometimes in other parts of lieogle treat

you differently.”

In summary Carol's experience of feeling differentvorthy of comment, but it could
be argued that no real analysis of that has beeiedaut in this research, however,
together with Lisa’s comment it does suggest that paradigm may exist in society
and groups as suggested previously by Hogg andaler{@008) and may exist within

the learning set.

Academic hierarchy

When | asked Jenny if she felt there was a hieyangthin her action learning set, she

said:

“I think my biggest fear was at the beginning, pautarly
because | hadn't got my degree and everyone eldeoha |
always had it in the back of my mind ‘would | be ofi my

depth?’, ‘would | be able to achieve things?”

Jenny saw academic qualifications as a factordtitgrentiated set members, which
in her case seemed to create a sense of self-dobbt own ability, prompting her to
ask the question ‘Would | be out of my depth?’.slWas echoed by Carol who said:

“Yes and coming into it without a degree was onetlod
worries that | had because you think they are useacademic
writing and I’'m not. So in a way | came in | suppo® me, as
less experienced than them because in a univesgifgtion

they had already been through that process.”

Both Jenny’s and Carol’'s concerns about their rdesef academic qualifications
suggested that they felt some form of subordinateord that there was a hierarchy
based upon academic achievement. Allied to thenalesef academic achievement

appears to be the issue of ‘going through the msidee. having studied before and
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therefore there is an understanding of what isadlgtinvolved. The ‘how to do’ is
seen as an advantage and having prior knowledgerémtes an advantage over other
set members by being familiar with such issuesha& to work as a group,
understanding how to write essays, knowing howsirstem works etc. Carol added:

“...I was at a disadvantage to them so it never ocadito me
that there might be a hierarchical structure andhére was it
would be those that had been through the processthose
that hadn’t.”

At this point | should say that | think that Camsolunderstanding of an academic
hierarchy in this context relates directly to tleedls of academic and professional
qualifications held by the individual members i flearning set. This is particularly
important to note if the action learning set is ¢ma&t forms the basis of an academic
programme where the set members are pursuing ac@dadvancement and
ultimately a qualification, in the case here an MBdProfessional Leadership by
Action Learning and Inquiry. If that wasn’t the eaand the set was one that was
situated in an organisational setting then this matybe seen as an issue. However, in
this instance, as with any group in both society arganisations generally, members

will evaluate themselves against one another.

Whether or not set members hold a university degresome other professional
gualification will be an important differentiatinfactor for some set members. It
would also indicate that a set member has had exuer of working within the

academic environment which may be seen as an ay@nt found an interesting
article on the internet entitled ‘Pecking Order’ vatvw.jackthelass.website.com, a
website for mature students that discusses indisilexperience of studying in
higher education. The article resonated with sonfiethe individuals that |

interviewed. The author said:

“It also got me thinking about even among PhD stisi¢here
is a hierarchy. My first couple of years | felt elass and like |
would never reach the heady heights that my mopergnced

colleagues had reached. That changed when | ditiehayvork
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- having my own data that | could discuss, rathantjust talk
about other people’s work, marked a definite moye the
ladder. I've noticed that the PhD students in mpatement
who have only started in the last academic yedwortreat me
differently to how they treat each other - | haeaahed the
dizzy heights of post-fieldwork PhD student.”

Tuckman’s (1965) theory of group development asudised in Chapter Four, Page
71 commences with a discussion of stage one, theafitee group forming. This is a
situation where the set members gather informatrmhimpressions about each other.
At this stage set members seek to establish tweesssFirstly, who has academic
gualifications and as a consequence, have hadierperof this process before. This
establishes an academic hierarchy. Secondly, sebers seek to establish what other
set member’s seniority is within their organisati®@hutz’s (1966) model of group
development focused on the needs of the group nreamakbthe power and authority
iIssues that exist in the group. A lack of an acadetagree in the case of some set
members and a clear positional hierarchy may readeeling of subordination by

some set members in relation to other set members.

In summary, possession of academic qualificatiars areate a hierarchy within the
learning set. An absence of qualifications heldollyer set members leads to some

members doubting their ability to cope in the |éagrset.

Seniority hierarchy

Other responses to the question of whether thesehiaarchy in their learning set

included that of Jenny who introduced the idedefdeniority hierarchy, she stated:

“I think it goes back to that hierarchy stuff thgbu were
talking about, that | was very aware right at therywbeginning
that we had General Managers in there, and again asvays
do, | always assume that they have more knowlddgelthave
so then I'm thinking they all have degrees as veeti, | going

to be able to do this?”
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Jenny is referring to seniority regarding their p@sive positions within the
organisation’s hierarchy, and she assumes thatuubeaaf their position they have a
degree as well. At this stage she questions heraimlity to cope in the learning set
Bourner and Weinstein (1996:57) discuss the issoeplacing people of very
differing employment status in the same actionneay sets. They discussed the
problems of this, which included the possibilityathpeople who held dissimilar
positions would have a limited understanding oheathers roles and responsibilities,
and therefore questioning insights may be limiftky also discussed the possibility
that the person in the subordinate role may féitll@ intimidated by the person more
senior to them, which could therefore inhibit thand reduce their contribution to the
set. Lastly, they also discussed the possibiligt tine person occupying the more

senior position may be dismissive of the suboraitsadpinion.

In summary, organisational seniority can createesahchy within the learning set,
this may cause some members to doubt their abilitppe in that situation.

Experience hierarchy

An experience hierarchy in this instance referghto set member who has the most
knowledge of the presenter’s live issue and is ableffer either a degree of both
sympathy and empathy by their unique insight i@ mature of the presenter’s live

issue. Lisa illustrated this point by saying:

“I think there is one thing that stands out in action learning
set, certainly for me, it's that some people haveatgr
experience than others, some people have greatgtHeof
time in the role rather than seniority, it's abaKrperience.”

Jenny previously mentioned this when she talkedutltoe presence of general

managers in her set:

“We had General Managers in there, and again asMags do,

| always assume that they have more knowledgelthawve’
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Lisa added:

“You sense it and sometimes they’ll say “you kndw this,
you’'ve got more experience in this”. You also kriibat some
of the group have more kudos than others becausg liave

more experience.”

Carol’'s following comments could be seen to demmamstan example of a set
member who was singled out and seen as differemhaps being seen to have an

element of kudos?

“Towards the end of the course a few people useshyoto me
you've got lots of experience, you're a much higarfthan us,
which was really weird because | didn't feel anjfedient to
them, in fact at our graduation | was introducedstamebody’s
wife as “this is XXXX and she’s going to be a Higer”, and |

was with my partner and he was going “Hey!?” so ttheas

quite weird!”

The essence of the positional hierarchy is the atofuexperience a set member has
of the presenter’s live issue and how they cantbigeto enhance the discussions in
the set. The opposite view of this could be thatigporter has limited experience of
the presenter’s live issue. Through a process arffging the presenter’s live issue,
the supporter is compelled to ask what are commknbwn as naive questions or
asking the ‘unaskable’ questions, which may inahrely add to the richness of the

discussion.

Positional hierarchy

The essence of a positional hierarchy in the cdragthis research is the case of the
set member who receives a promotion in the cordk#tteir organisation. As a result
of a combination of both experience and politicerérchies, that individual may
occupy a different position within the set, andsash, create a form of positional

hierarchy. This promotion may impact upon set mesfrem the same organisation
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who now find themselves in a subordinate positadbeit, not necessarily subordinate

in terms of line but in terms of organisationalagaPhil said:

“Yes she achieved a very senior position in nursing | think
at that point the dynamics of the group possiblgnged a little
bit in terms of her nursing colleagues. | think sbert of
became more of a mentor for some of her nursinpaglies
because | think she could guide them into contaststhe way
to solve problems, so | think the hierarchy cante its own a
little bit then...”

Phil now perceives the newly promoted set membéiate access to information that
was previously denied because of the position dueyipied. He uses the terrmould
potentially influence for me or tell me the riglgrpon to influence”asking questions
such as: How can | influence that change? Who & phrson to ask? He is
acknowledging the change in the other set memhmsitions in the learning set.
Understanding that the member who was working atlamated position, and could
be useful, hence the use of the word ‘tool’. Asthiage could the question be asked
of the set members’ performance in the action legrset, for example, will all
members contribute in the spirit of comradeshipvitira degree of political lobbying
take place, albeit couched in supportive rhetaniayould personal interest play a part

in the dialogue? Phil continued to say:

“She would have known the right person to talk &md
possibly would have access to information which ldou

potentially be a blocker for them.”

He went on to say:

“...] just got the impression that the dynamicgtw group had
changed because people would come to xxxx and abaek
support within the group, whereas previously thatliit been
there because she had been working at a similaellev

interaction, | guess its almost you use the wortdrichy and
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i's almost as if there’s a different type of respdecause
someone is seen as having an elevated positionhwthiey

previously didn’t have...”

In summary, the status of members can change witieirset; the example cited here
was a change in organisational position. If thisurs, then it may impact on the
dynamics of the set.

Political hierarchy

Greenberg and Baron (1997) cited in Curtiss (2003).2lefine organisational politics
as “those actions not officially approved by anamigation taken to influence others
to meet one’s personal goals”. These are seen t@a lsemewhat inevitable in

organisational life, with some individuals and gusu taking advantage of
circumstances at work that will benefit them pesdlyn McLaughlin and Thorpe

(1993: 25) comment:

“At the level of their own expertise, managers utelang

action learning programmes can come to know theraseind
their organisation much better. In particular, tloeym become
aware of the primacy of politics, both macro andnmi and the
influence of power on decision making, not to memtihe

mobilisation of bias.”

Lisa gave an insight into the impact of politics mersonal disclosure illustrated with

the following comment:

“Well at first you have to be very wary becausertainly
within the xxx | suppose it's everywhere you gocahse
certainly if certain things got out they could bery career
limiting to say the least.”

In the following extract from Bourner and Frost 96913) the experiences of one of
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their set members is discussed in relation to rebethey undertook concerning
issues of disclosure in action learning, specifycaixperiences of the first action

learning set meeting:

“My feelings before the first set were mixed; paftme was
excited about the new possible learning but parheffelt very
scared. Did | really want my fellow managers knayvinhad
weak spots? Was this from “Big Brother” above negdo find
out how we rated as managers? Did | really wamesd the
stress? We had been asked to bring a task to wgrkng way
out could be to produce a task that did not rewesl weak
spots. This would allow me to sail through withoavealing

anything about myself.”

Phil's comments specifically highlight the idea pdlitics within the set and how a
change in a set member’s organisational positi@amgé the way set members behave

with one another, he said:

“... | just think they possibly saw xxxx as a slighdifferent
‘tool’, for want of a better phrase, in terms ofrés someone
who could potentially influence for me or tell niee tright
people to influence, it's all about the level atiethyou work,,
and what I'm saying is | think that xxxx had gotdadf in a
position where she was possibly working at a muateraenior
level than some of the other managers in the gemgbecause
of that they would ask questions like “who’s thespe that |
should contact about that”, “how can | influence ath

change?”

Both Lisa’s and Phil’'s comments indicate there tave forms of politics occurring
here. Firstly, the idea of organisational politiesyd secondly, politics within the
action learning set. In relation to the impact of iadividual’'s learning on their
organisational political landscape, in that verenfindividuals leave experiences like

this with a much more questioning approach to tkarld. This is due to having
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undergone a form of transformation, (Mezirow, 198S)described in Chapter Four,
page 56. McGill and Brockbank (2003:116) recognise, acknowledging that there
iIs a political dimension to any action learning. 9duch like any other group in
organisational life, individuals may feel eitherwsrless or powerful in relation to
other members in the set and, as such, a situailmere a set member sees an
opportunity or feels that another set member haadmantage over them personally

may occur. Vince and Martin (1993:213) argue that:

“The political nature of action learning is expredshrough the
strategic choice available to learning groups tovenin a
direction that promotes learning, or a directioatttiscourages
learning. In other words, movement towards eithek ror
denial/avoidance is often political, as well as &omal, act on
behalf of the individual.”

Another related issue on the subject of politicghis potential mismatch over the
goals of the individual and the goals of the orgation and how there is the potential
for an imbalance there. The idea of personal deweémt will have inevitably a

political dimension to it. The set member may noavéd a political dimension for

change that is problematic for the organisationit€often personal development is
pursued and to some extent is decontextualised.t Wiz seem to be perfectly
feasible in the context of an action learning sehot so readily acceptable in an
organisational context. Reynolds (1998:198) wrhs:t

“The aim of management education should not bét joebple
into institutions as they currently exist, but taceurage them
in questioning and confronting the social and poalt forces
which provide the context of their work, and in gtiening

claims of common sense or the way things shouldone.”

By its very nature, action learning calls for sedmiers to be open to change, both in
the way that they think and the way that they ofpp@malise their new and emerging

thinking, which may have political consequencegigRrand Trehan (2004:41) advise

that:
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“Caution that there could be adverse consequenoesaf
manager who begins to challenge inappropriately @erthaps
naively; they warn that sponsoring employers do waint

disillusioned, unsettled or demanding managers.”

Lisa, one of the interviewees said:

“Sometimes when someone come into the xxx theg esh
eyes and that's quite helpful but in another wayscoof the
ideas they have cannot come into fruition becadiskeoculture
of the xxx, so sometimes he’ll come up with a gided and
you'll think “that will never work in the xxx”, buyou have to

explore before you can say that.”

In summary, politics, both within the organisat@md within the learning set play an
important role in an action learning set. Politicspacts on what members are

prepared to disclose to one another, and how #laterto one another.

Manager/subordinate hierarchy

This particular hierarchy is concerned with therh@ag set that comprises two
members from the same organisation who are in @ telationship i.e. one is
subordinate to the other. Jenny who was the maragarother member in the same

set said:

“I work with xxxx (subordinate set member) everydag some
of the people | might be talking about might be ¢tateagues,

you know people she works with.”

Jenny’'s comment raises the issue of what can amaotde said in the learning set.
This may be for a series of reasons. Possibly gheei of politics, in that Jenny is
unable to say things that may have political uratess, as discussed in the section on
politics, within the learning set. It may also Ibattthere is an issue of feeling safe to

disclose. As discussed in Chapter Seven, PageEd8ondson (2002:3) refers to the
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concept of ‘psychological safety’ and defined it“asshared belief that the team is
safe for interpersonal risk taking” with “interperal risk taking” meaning “a sense
of confidence that others will not embarrass, te@cpunish someone for speaking
up”. This may be applicable to Jenny and limit whlaé feels able to say. As such,
psychological safety goes beyond interpersonat tausnclude, (1) respect for each
other’'s competence, (2) caring about each othpeaple and (3) trust in each other’s
intentions. The trust here for Jenny’s subordimatamber in the learning set is that
what is disclosed will not be held against thatvithhal manager at some future date
or perhaps change or colour a currently held péi@epf that individual. Edmondson

(2002:3) added:

“Most people feel a need to manage this risk tomise harm
to their image, especially in the workplace andeeggly in the
presence of those who formally evaluate them. Thiboth
instrumental (promotions and other valued rewardsy rhe
dependent on impressions held by bosses and otresocio-
emotional (we prefer others' approval than disaygd)o One
solution to minimising risk to one’s image is sippb avoid
engaging in interpersonal behaviors for which ontes are
uncertain. The problem with this solution is thaprecludes

learning.”

In the case of the Jenny’s subordinate, therepigsaibility that psychological safety
may be an issue. Alternately, the set member wiiteisnanager may be in a position

of having to screen or filter what they say becafdbe presence of the subordinate.

In summary, a manager/subordinate relationship ¢ketts within the set may limit
what both members feel able to say. This may bausecof a political dimension that
restricts discussions. Alternatively, they may blodlve a need to feel psychologically

safe, which may mean they filter their contribui@r do not contribute at all.
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Dominance hierarchy

Dominance hierarchies are often observed in sod@reteneral and have important
implications for the way organisations, groups #ardilies are understood in terms of
politics and power in normal and abnormal socilagions. Important factors include
age, gender and assertiveness of individuals isetkéuations, which would include
action learning sets. Assertive individuals witleaper hierarchical and social status
tend to displace those ranked lower than themselMaesse hierarchies are not fixed
and are dependent upon any number of changing blkesiaHogg and Tindale
(2007:352) argue that:

“Several decades of research into psychology amiblsgy
have demonstrated that widely held status belietaibactors’
distinguishing social characteristics play a powenmole in
organising the patterns of influence, respect, defdrence that
develop among actors as they interact. They shdqmespeaks
up with confidence, who gets noticed and lister@dvwithose
ideas ‘sound better’, and who becomes influential the

group.”

Bales (1950, 1970) carried out a seminal study witite, American undergraduates
who were socially similar. He found that the amooindir time an individual had in a
group influenced their standing in the group, iatttheir ideas were given greatest
consideration, they were invited to contribute mofeen and ultimately had more
influence on the group and were more likely to eyaeas the group leader. As a
consequence, Bales (1970) concluded that, in thesgs of undergraduates, stable
hierarchies emerged in the areas of participatiotiated; opportunities given to
participate; evaluations received and influence rowéhers. This process was
highlighted by Carol who commented:

“It depends on personalities doesn’t it, if you'someone
that's quite assertive, | think there is potentiai someone to
try and take over and | think at that point therople might see
them as a higher being type thing.”
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In contrast to Carol, when | asked Michelle thesiiem “Did you feel equal to other

set members?” she said:

“Yeah because we were all equally bewildered ath edber....
| think because you don't really know what you'aeng to get
to do and you don't really know where other peogte in
relation to that, you could have someone that knevesything
about action learning and so in a way that's qugeod
because then you all learn together and that allges to ask

more questions because if nobody knows anythisgadife isn’t
it?”

Carol in responding to the same question added:

“Yes and coming into it without a degree was onethod
worries that | had because you think they are useatcademic
writing and I’'m not. So in a way | came in | supppt me, as
less experienced than them because in a univesgifgtion

they had already been through that process?”

In some respects | felt that these were very sinfple insightful responses that
revealed and contributed a lot to the view of @ff@mness of an action learning set.
Was a state of equal group bewilderment an ide&t $h that it allows individuals to
ask the naive questions that, because of polipiczdsures, we are not expected to ask
because it reveals our lack of knowledge and leavesdividual in a vulnerable

position?

In summary, aspects of an individual set memberssgnality, in this case
assertiveness, can create a form of hierarchyhahthe more assertive set member
may dominate, in that they receive more air timantkthe others, they dominate the

discussions and ultimately their opinions are seemore valid.

To summarise it appears that there were a numbleieadrchies operating in the sets

at various times in their existence. Theoreticabpectives suggest that set members,
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as members of society, in general will naturallyjnpare themselves with one another
on first meetings. The interviewee’s experiencexuksed here show that this does
happen. Also as a result, differing forms of stattes accorded to members in the set
as differing hierarchies emerge both immediately ever time and have differing life
spans. Analysis of the transcripts has shown tiafdllowing hierarchies are likely

to emerge:

Social hierarchy - based upon society’s tendenagigoriminate on the basis

of gender and age.

Academic hierarchy — differing levels of academiadaprofessional
qualifications held by set members. Whilst demaistg an academic level
and prior experience of Higher Education it alsdigates differing levels of

knowledge held by members in the learning set.

Seniority hierarchy — differing levels of organisaial seniority within the

action learning set.

Experience hierarchy — differing levels of conttiba according to contextual

knowledge and experience of other set member'ssu

Positional hierarchy - the introduction of shiftipgwer bases may occur as a
result of some members of the action learning b@ramoted within their
organisations structure resulting in other membyesponding differently to

them.

Political hierarchy — differing positions in thensa organisation resulting in

the possibility of organisational politics occugim the learning set.

Manager/subordinate hierarchy — managerial subatelinelationship in the
same action learning set. The existence of a ket@ionship in the set and
how that impacts upon the relationship that theyeha the learning set and

its impact on the other set members.
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Dominance hierarchy - the differing levels of ‘pease’ within the set and the

impact that may have on the learning set.

The impact on the individual’s, of perceived praseaf these hierarchies, was seen in

different ways in the learning sets, these behasiomcluded:

A possibility of being treated differently becaudeage.

Concerns about whether or not a set member woutdibef their depth.
Assumptions that others set members have morayabili

Needing reassurance from the facilitator.

Engaging in political behaviour in the group be@aas perceived work status

differences.

Engaging in political behaviour because set membersk in the same

organisation.

Selective contribution and reporting because of agen subordinate

behaviour.

Trust in action learning sets

The following section will discuss the issue ofstrun action learning sets. The
concept of trust was first introduced in Chapteve®e Page 146. Here issues of trust
and associated themes, including honesty, opennesfidentiality, reciprocity and
vulnerability, were introduced. The chapter theoved into the area of the creation
of trust and safety within action learning sets.isThection will discuss further

research questions, these are:

Was your action learning set a safe place to be?

Did it remain a safe place to be?

Do you feel that members were honest and open?

Who did you think created a trusting climate in yaaction

learning set?

185



Did you establish ground rules in the set?
How were they established?

Did set members adhere to them throughout thefitbe set?

The discussion will address the specific issues Hrase from these questions,

namely, psychological safety, honesty and openaiedground rules.

Psychological safety

When opening the discussion with the question; yas action learning set a safe
place to be? Both Carol and Michelle reported Fant, the learning set had been a

safe and non threatening environment. Carol said:

“Yes it was. It was safe. The first couple ofenit was like
what

are the boundaries? What are the limits?”

Michelle added:

“It was somewhere where you don'’t feel threateryea, don’t
feel like you're going to be ridiculed or judgedade to feel a

fool.”

Carol’'s comment refers to the state of being ‘safefeeling safe in that an individual
is safe from physical, psychological or emotionatrh (Dindia,2002). The feeling of
safety referred to by Carol appeared to emanate the idea of ground rules as Lisa

described:

“Absolutely, because we lay ground rules down befaith the
action learning set with the training leads we haeey similar
agendas and I've known those people for quite g lome and

there is complete trust there certainly from mynpoif view.”
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Psychological safety was briefly introduced in CleaSeven, Page 163, in that the
interviewees felt safe after the set had estaldisheclear set of ground-rules that
declared where the boundaries were, what behawasracceptable and what wasn't.
This resonates with Tuckman’s (1965) first staggrotip development where there is
a focus on understanding the rules of the grougkman (1965:385) described the
nature of the group’s task as being “a persondliaierpersonal one in that the group
exists to help the individuals deal with themselaes others” and the first stage is
concerned with ‘orientation to the task’ and howe tjroup will achieve that task,

essentially discovering its ground rules. Thedwihg exert from Phil illustrates this

as he refers to how acceptable standards of balravire recognised:

“People like | said valued each other’s contrilaris, and their
experiences, and we weren't a judgemental groupweee
generally supportive of each other and | think wéem a
background where we respect peoples right to cenfidlity
and | think it does seem, obviously it was all laigt at the
beginning you know “this is how we are going to rape” but |

think we all just generally came from that backgrdwanyway,
what was said within those four walls stayed wittiase four

walls.”

Acceptable standards of behaviour in terms of tynand openness, confidentiality
and reciprocity, as discussed in Chapter Severe tarefore established before the
set could start to be effective and achieve itk tdshelping individual set members
deal with themselves. This enabled the action Iegreet be a safe place to be. The
next extract comes from Lisa, who directly discdsske first phase of the sets

development:

“Yes, | mean | felt very comfortable about the vehapproach
the whole set-up | thought you could discuss thogenly and
honestly without any concerns about informatiombgeshared
in a public arena. | think we all understood thencept that it
was about development and in order to achieve that

development you needed to be open and honest.”
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Accepting that boundaries have been establishedretdjround rules have been laid
down, there is an understanding and that for ackamning to be effective, set
members need to be honest and open. | asked Lsba ifelt that as a result it became
a trusting climate, she replied:

“Yeah it did, and I think it's also about findingibwhat you're
actually there for and understanding it and thirkithat this
could be of value with an element of scepticismmybeople

come in with things like that.”

When invited to expand upon this she added:

“I didn’t know what to expect | was expecting ithe more of
an academic environment and that was a relief beeatiwas
quite relaxed and you could actually discuss thiagd find out

where you were going.”

Lisa had declared that what had occurred in st iction learning set on a Masters
programme at the University had not met with hétiahexpectations, so it was a
‘relief’ because she had entered this environmbat tvas proving to be relaxed
enough for her to discuss things and find out wislre was going. This resonates
with discussions in Chapter Four of the relativifedences between andragogy and
pedagogy. In this instance Lisa’s need to expeeepsychological safety in the
learning environment had been met by her feelinglpslogically safe in the action
learning set, and in this instance allaying hermpscism of this type of learning

environment.

Jenny responded to the question of whether orheottion learning set was a safe
place to be by stating:

“I'm absolutely sure it was a safe place becauget to choose

how much I disclosed, I'm talking personal stuff.”
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Here Jenny refers to the issue of psychologicatgdly referring to the choice of
whether to engage in personal disclosure or nelinig that she had control over what
she disclosed. In that respect the psychologidatysahe experienced was created
internally to her as opposed to externally via tireup and/or facilitator. She

continued:

“And you can also leave as well... | tend to think foyself, |
mean I'm quite happy to follow a pack and go wité tliow but

if I really don't like something I'll bring mysetfut of it.”

When | asked Michelle if her action learning seswssafe place to be she replied:

“Yes, | knew three people in that learning set,new XXX,
XXX and | didn’t know that XXX was going, but | \kreer, so
there were people there that | knew and | probdbly more
comfortable that there were people there thatdvknhan if it

had been a group of strangets

Knowledge of other members in the learning senisnéeresting point, in that it can
either be a positive or negative force that impactshe comfort of the set members
or adds to their anxiety. Carol’s view on this, &xample was almost the opposite of

Michelle’s:

“I think that can be difficult, so in a set if ey@ne is equal and
they don’'t know you its alright to say whatever dnese it's
almost like it's a new reflection its somebody ¢ a feel of
what you'’re like and feed that back to you withknowledge at
all so its purely off the bit they see, there’s eograined
knowledge of you they have no prior concept of wiuatre
like and that is refreshing because if you wanwiark in a
leadership role which is why most of us do thisyhyou are
seen as a leader, you only get one shot, so ithsyau are so if

someone thought you were really abrasive you whaice got
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that back from the group after a while they’d hawene back
to you and said “actually this is how you preseotisself” and
that would have been accepted not again and agaiaxe to
grind and | felt that would have been pure, whatyttwere

saying to you was unsoiled by previous experience.”

McCallister, (1995:26) discussed the idea of ‘sbsimilarity’ which resonates with
Michelle’s experiences of stating that similaritgtlveen individuals can influence
trust, initially citing the examples of race, agender. Roy and Dugal (1998:566)
used the term ‘like-minded individuals’ and addeg@ezience to McCallisters’(1995)
list of individual characteristics. In this instantwould cite occupation, particularly
in some occupations where the underpinning valfi¢seoindividuals are similar i.e.

in the caring professions.

Carol concluded by saying:

“So for me it's been a group with nobody that knee or
anything about me and that meant that you can go anwo
ways you can either put on a face about how yout \waaple
to think you are or you can decide to be how yai arnd see,
but one of my objectives from this was to be sesn dthers
see me, so you have to be open and honest themudegeca

otherwise you're just play acting.”

Honesty and openness

When asked whether they felt that set members ogea and honest, in relation to

honesty, Lisa reported:

“You can’t do it from day one, because you haveust people
and you can’t trust people from day one, so you hinig
introduce it as a concept and if the people aretlom course
because that's what they want to do and therefbey tare

developing they will respect that won't they.”
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Michelle stated:

“Possibly not and again | think that comes dowmwtieether or
not people had an experience or enough experiemaethey

were able to share.”

Michelle continued on to discuss her experiencarmther member in the learning
set who she felt had limited experience which tfogee may have restricted her

ability to contribute to learning set:

“I don’'t know whether it was about openness andédsiy or
whether she just genuinely didn't feel that she tied much to
share, I'm not saying that she was dishonest atlllst think
there was sometimes a lack of things that she vids @

contribute with.”

The issue here is whether there is a reluctanceritribute because of a desire not to
be honest, or whether a lack of contribution is tmeéhe set member feeling they
haven’'t enough experience to offer anything mednirtg contribute. In this instance
Michelle is using attribution theory to make sen$éer fellow set member as a way
of understanding the situation of apparent nonlasce and therefore reluctance to
be honest and open. Attribution theory is defingdbrt et al (2007:11) as a situation
where:

“Individuals, groups and organisations possessherent need
to understand “why” events, or situations, occuw.ofder their
world, individuals attempt to uncover the causabfyevents.
Causal attributions are made by people to aid thredealing
with, and reacting to, events occurring in theivieBnment
through gaining a better understanding of the dafssdors
leading to an event, individuals are able to modifeir
behaviors and control the likelihood of the futoczurrence of

the event. Individuals assess the outcomes of Ipalsaviors
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and adapt strategies to increase the probabilitguatess in
future endeavours, thus minimising the risk ofuesl As such,
current behavior is based upon the causal attabstof past

events (i.e. the application of new knowledge).”

In response to the same question, Michelle reported

“I think sometimes they were too honest and open.”

She continued to say:

“...but I think that xxxx came a lot, maybe someheftime for
her own needs, which is fine but that didn’t alwgyge other
people, I'm not saying 20 minutes and that’s yoonetup for
the day, I'm not saying that but it did switch pkopff... I'm
talking about length, not appropriate, because itasw
appropriate within the context of the action leami set,
because it was about work, what you were doing,twioa
were learning and how you were trying to changedhifor
yourself and at work but it was appropriate but stimes it
was the length, not knowing when to stop, like qeally not

knowing when to stop.”

There are a range of responses here; includingssiue that some members were too

honest and that Michelle was embarrassed (Din@i082). When asked about the

creation of a trusting climate and who they thougbktated that climate Phil stated:

“The group created it, feeling comfortable, feelisgfe, and

feeling at ease with one another.”

Jenny, similarly felt that it was a collective respgibility:
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“It was everybody’s because we are all adults arelawe all
there to learn, or another way of looking at itti&t it may be
your role to lead that in terms of expectations amid is how
we do business in relation the ground rules andrtbens but
we are all adults in that group we are all there gmmething,
and if you want to be cold and brutal about its il Masters in
Leadership at the end of the day, so if you wabktat the side
of it, but you're leading, you're teaching us bu¢ weeded to
come on that journey with you.”

Lisa, on the other hand, highlighted the role ef fécilitator:

“Well | think the facilitator had a lot to do with because it all
starts from there, it's a good starting point, yagnound rules

are laid out from the start, people share thingsd anere

encouraged to talk about it, say how it feels.”

The above responses are interesting in that teere consensus of opinion as to who
they think created a trusting climate in the leagnset. Certainly it seemed to be
accepted that a trusting climate existed. As path® discussions on this both Carol
and Jenny started to explore a little deeper tha @f a trusting climate. Carol started

to describe how she had experienced the emergémicesbin her action learning set:

“Well you start to know things about people, peiothings
about people, so you know you might go and haveffae or
have some lunch, we’'d go in the morning before a dlass
and go for a coffee or something you never knew ivinas
going to be but you always had a conversation w@imebody

S0 you built up a relationship within that group.”

Jenny introduced the idea of group cohesion thrabhghsympathetic stance the set
took to one of its members, she explained:
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“it was quite a support network because xxxx hatbtaof
problems | mean she had a pretty horrendous tinteaatually
she was quite open about it and | think people wesgy
supportive of her and she felt that in that envinemt she
could, I mean there wasn’t anyone in that group wvaidn’t

have an issue or some kind of problem.”

In summary, honesty and openness are major fatats action learning sets. There
are differing opinions on the extent to which setnmbers are prepared to be open,

however, with time, most set members will becomeaenmnest in the set.

Ground rules

Chapter Four introduced the concept of ground rudlesse are usually set at the start
of the learning set’s life and over a period ofdilmecome ‘norms’. They refer to how
the set will operate. When asked about the rulethéengroup and how they were
established, Jenny was clear that her set had beearned by a set of rules

established by the facilitator, she stated:

“We are all adults and we are all there to learm, another
way of looking at it is that it may be your rolel&ad that in
terms of expectations and this is how we do busimeselation
the ground rules and the norms but we are all aluit that

group we are all there for something.”

Phil gave an example of one of the ground ruldsisrset and introduced the concept
of confidentiality, neither referring to it as bgieither a rule or a norm, but he felt it

was clear and was needed within the set, he said:

“I'm fairly sure that in the early days the facaitor would have
said that we needed a bit of confidentiality and ceeald say
what we needed to within the group and it's notngoio get

back to your manager or public forum.”
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He then gave a clear example of confidentialitysaying:

“Yes, | don't think that there were any doubts veoatver that
the group knew that you could feel comfortable ahkalking
about your manager, issues in your workplace, seesand
personal issues without feeling that there was e@mnce that

that would get outside the group.”

Michelle suggested that confidentiality was perhapse a tacit dimension in her

learning set:

“I don't know whether we formally established thémnt I'm

sure that somewhere right at the beginning wetplked about
the nature of action learning sets, what it is aband how the
set would sort of function and within that you knevhether it
was actually spoken out loud | don’'t know, it wastjan

understanding | had of it.”

Michelle wasn't clear about the process of esshintig ground rules in the context of
her learning set. However, she was clear that slegvkhere were ground rules that

would operate in this arena based on her experieihsienilar settings. She continued:

“Well my background is group work anyway, that'sawi do
with clients so to me its almost like doing witafstvhat we do
with patients and those sort of norms and rules $ast of are
how we function so for me it was fairly easy togf@r into that

setting.”
When asked about what the ground rules were, L&&s the term ‘normal stuff’

alluding to a form of tacit knowledge in the way seembers understand the ground

rules, she made the following comment:
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“Well there’d be the normal stuff around being ame, being
respectful, listening, not monopolising, not toochnariticising,

and it being private and staying within the roorayal stuff.”

Jenny elaborated with examples of the ground rules:

“the rules were whatever we say doesn’t go outsiseroom,
that we’d let other people speak, that we wouldi@tangry,
that we’'d value other peoples’ opinions that wasvésn't it,
and be open about things, and | think that's whatsigned up
for, it's a bit like the truth the whole truth amwbthing but the
truth.”

Carol took a rather unusual but interesting slanthee idea of the ground rules and

said:

“It was yes, and it was also about we weren't, vevar
anybody said, we weren’t going to take offenceaisnit going
to be a judgment it was going to be a suggestiod ae
weren’t going to take offence.”

She confirmed that ground rules had been establish&er learning set. However,
her set had also somehow reversed the idea ofea Indtead of agreeing to the
actions as a set, i.e. we are going to do sometlshg maintained her set were
agreeing on what they would not do in the set, tvigcthe same action but presented
in a different form. This topic was then concludeith the question regarding

adherence to the ground rules, Michelle explained:
“Yes | think they did, I think they did, | don’ta&l any major
upheaval | think we had discussions but | donhkhi ever got

particularly heated, | don't think it did.”

Phil also remarked:
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“Yes | think most people stuck to it, those normisgl this type
of work are pretty standard most people can re@nthoff,
whereas as a group when we became more establishidd’t

think about norms because everything was ok, it s&s, it

was alright.”

Phil's comments can be seen to suggest that tganariground rules, which served as
a guide to the set’s behaviour in the early daysrieav become the norm and as such

had become part of the culture of the set. Caoolexample, concludes:

“Umm, yes | think they evolve, | think the grouplees but |
think you have some basic things that people sigto wwvhether
they are said or you just know that they are theand you kind

of know what is ok to do and what'’s ok to say ahdtis not.”

This brings the discussion back round to the ideasground rules are introduced to
the set and over time become norms and exist ablarsnal level within the sets. As

discussed in Chapter Four, unlike ground rulesciwvhend to be stated, norms are
unsaid and become part of the set’s normal behaviou

In summary, for the people | interviewed, actiorarieng was seen to be a
psychologically safe environment with a climate ttha relaxed and therefore

facilitates individual set members to discuss isstieat are relevant to them.
Psychological safety emerged as a facet of anteféegroup and that can be created
and controlled in one of two ways. Firstly, at adividual level and, secondly, at a

set level which includes the facilitator.

Disclosure of personal information

Chapter Seven introduced the concept of persoseladiure as part of the presenter’s
role and concluded with the notion that as set nesmbecome more comfortable
with each other then a climate of trust emerges @disdlosure may become less
problematic for some, but not others. The chapten suggested that this area should
be further explored by probing a little deeper itite individual aspects of disclosure,

seeking to discover the individuals’ perspectivas ppposed to the widely discussed
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group perspective that general literature in the field has tended to focus on. This
facilitated the creation of a series of suggestadstions for the second formal
interviews. The questions for the second formanriews probe a little deeper into
the individual aspects of disclosure seeking tealisr the individual perspective as
opposed to the widely recognised group perspettigethe general literature in the

field has largely tended to focus on. These questeere:

Did you feel comfortable with disclosure of persoimformation at the first
learning set meeting?

At the start of the learning set meetings did yeel inder pressure to disclose
personal information?

Were you honest with yourself and the group atsthet of the action learning
set meetings?

At what stage did you feel comfortable with discles of personal
information?

What had changed in the learning set to make yel ri@re

comfortable?

All the interviewees were asked “Did you feel condible with the disclosure of
personal information at the first learning set nmggt” Phil comments:

“I didn’t personally have a problem with it.”

This was echoed by Michelle who said:
“it depends what you're disclosing about yoursklinean yes |
don’t tend to bother particularly and speak asndi and tend
to say what I think and feel so that wasn’'t a pesh!”

However Carol and Jenny expressed some reservalawo| stated:

“I was probably alright, but that’s difficult as vlébecause in a

way it was a bit of a safe harbour because if yanage a
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department then you keep a lot to yourself so yanitdit's

very difficult to disclose an awful lot about you.”

Jenny said:

“You're talking personal, it's not something thdml always
comfortable with unless | know somebody, and somthat
knowing would have to be around trust, I'd hav&éve known
them for a while... No not so much sometime batveho get a
feeling that | like them, that they’re ok, I'm jusbt used to
talking about me with people | don’t know... Yesd, dvell
saying more than | normally would have said, likeew | was
talking about xxxx, that's not something that | \Wdonormally

do with people that | don’t know.”

Lisa also expressed reservations but for politieakons, she explained:

“Well at first you have to be very wary becausetaialy
within the xxx | suppose it's everywhere you goeahse
certainly if certain things got out they could ey career

limiting to say the least.”

Overall, there was no consensus opinion regardieglang of comfort with the act of
disclosing, suggesting that perhaps this is a patschoice. This could be based on
both the experience of disclosing and whether ot individual has been exposed
to the action learning set situation or somethimgilar or, secondly, a personality
trait that describes individuals having a privatspdsition when it comes to
disclosure. Jenny, in referring to the two yeaicactearning programme she had been

a member of, explained that:
“I contributed more in the second year than thetfibbecause |

got used to it probably towards the latter end o first year,

to be fair.”
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She continued:

“l suppose | think | consciously decide what I'mndortable
with doing... me letting bits of me go in stages..s@eaal stuff
it's in stages and getting to know people but whelecide...

sometimes taking a bit of a risk.”

Issues of interest here are that Jenny descrilsetodure as a conscious decision,
based upon what she feels comfortable with, antlatiss incrementally as she begins
to get to know others in the learning set. Thiansexample of what Bandura (1977)
describes as ‘social learning’. Jenny describes #s a risk, | would say in this
instance a psychological risk and in the case s&,La political risk. The point to note
is that the process of getting to know other setibyexs is an important one. Lisa in

relation to disclosure discusses the political disien and stated:

“Yes... Because of some of the scenarios that wakspbout,
and it's funny, because before we say anything weys say
“obviously we are aware that this is a completebnfidential
environment and we can say, and be completely @reh

transparent™

She clearly acknowledges the part that organisaitipolitics can and does play in the
action learning set. She uses the norm that mu& haen established at the start of
the set’s life and reminds her fellow set membéegt they have an obligation to
adhere to those norms, clearly confidentiality his tinstance. She uses the word
‘obviously’ as a way of telling other set membehsttthis is something that they

know and should do.

When asked the question; “At the start of the leayiset meetings did you feel under

pressure to disclose personal information?” thie¥ahg replies were given:

Carol, possibly referring to social norms, said:
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“No it was just that people held back because ttheyp’t want

to be seen as “oh she’s going to be a mouthy one™

Carol may also be highlighting other issues, howliszlose and what is appropriate
to the set, not wanting to get it wrong as in sdioren of saving face, avoiding

embarrassmentisa refers to holding back:

“Well it was interesting but certainly not pressufgut it was
interesting because we all had to come with a ibseie and it
was interesting to see who would go first, becansbody
wanted to go first and | think for God’s sake wed&lé senior
people here and | think it was strange but nobodpted to be

that first person.”

When | asked her how she could see this was hapgpestie stated:

“Oh you could just tell, it was the way people wéreking at
each other and you just knew, but you also knewdhee the
first scenario had been discussed that would be lat it was
just somebody... | just knew, it was just instigoy could tell it
was quite uncomfortable and a little bit awkward fast,

nobody actually said it but you could tell by bddgguage, by
glances around, things like that... You know likejtdike I'm

doing (closed position).... Yes *laughs* and the vpapple
were looking at each other, you just knew, verstlyriand

quite insular.”

When discussing who should go first in the learrsag Michelle stated:

“No | think that’s the thing that just evolved, lean obviously
you were there to share your experience of youar ibgue, and
update, and we knew that was part and parcel rightn day
one, but in terms of disclosing things about yolfiraed your
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situation and how its affecting you | think thatsyast natural

progression of the group.”

Possible explanations for the reluctance to ga &ogild include, as said earlier, the
embarrassment of getting it wrong, i.e. disclodimg much so as to make the other
members of the learning set feel uncomfortableolild be the type of disclosure,
perhaps expectations of the other set members warilthe set would be concerned
with work related issues, and the presenter comasemith something that is

personal. This may not meet the expectations ofother set members who have
joined the set to discuss work related issues,aaedeluctant to be involved in what
they may perceive to be a self help group. It maypk/ be some set members are
inexperienced at disclosing. Maybe disclosure hesnbsomething that they have
engaged in previously that has not being a posexgerience, perhaps the culture
that the set was not one that could handle diseoguerhaps there was a political

dimension which was problematic for the individual.

Phil introduced the personality of the facilitatord commented on the effect that had

on him in terms of feeling at ease with the setsta¢ed:

“No not at all, like | said there was something abahe
facilitator’s abilities as a lecturer, teacher, cda mentor, call
it what you want, that put you at ease you justtfet it was
the right thing to do and | mean it was a lovelpgp of people
and that's the best way to describe it and whetinat’'s a

dynamic you get in a every group | don’t know.”

Phil describes how the composition of the groupmfrhis perspective, was one in
which he felt comfortable, so it was therefore appiate for him to disclose. He also
cited the skills of the facilitator as being a tacthat added to his comfort, stating that
irrespective of the facilitator’s role, it was sameg about the facilitator that put him

at ease.

When | asked the question; “Were you honest witlrgelf and the group at the start

of the action learning set meetings? Carol, ineadmng to this question, gave an all
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embracing account of how she felt about the is$ieimg honest, she explained:

“so in a set if everyone is equal and they don'dwnyou it's
alright to say whatever because it's almost liks & new
reflection its somebody can get a feel of what yierand feed
that back to you with no knowledge at all so itsehu off the
bit they see, there’s no engrained knowledge ofthiey have
no prior concept of what you're like and that's nething
because if you want to work in a leadership rolaclwhs why
most of us do this, how you are seen as a leaderopnly get
one shot, so its how you are so if someone thoygihtwere
really abrasive you would have got that back frdma group
after a while they’d have come back to you and $aadually

this is how you present yourself” and that wouldvéaebeen
accepted not angst and again no axe to grind aneltlthat
would have been pure, what they were saying to was

unsoiled by previous experience.”

The caveat here is that everyone is equal and thast’before, so in that respect set
members can be honest with each other and carmgivest feedback because of the
perceived lack of political dimension in the sabr Carol’'s perspective the absence
of knowledge of the individual therefore createg thpportunities for unbiased

feedback. This is in contrast to Jenny who said:

“Honest with myself yes, with the group no becaudeln’t

know what to expect.”

She qualified her statement by adding

“Well as long as you don'’t lie and you’re not ungtworthy,
and that what you say is honest... You don't lie, glon't
mislead people, and you don’t give false promisesatse
expectations. | don’'t see that as not being honist, me

choosing not to say something.”
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In contrast, Lisa reported:

“Yes because to me that’s the only way it's gomgvbrk and
I've been in action learning sets before so | kriesm before
that if it was going to work you had to be compietgpen and

honest.”

At this juncture, it is quite clear to see thatréhare different interpretations of the
term ‘honesty’ as discussed in previous chaptesseftially honesty can be placed on
a continuum with some set members saying that éineycompletely honest and open
and others choosing to say that they are honest thémselves but not the set. In
relation to being honest, Michelle acknowledged #tee couldn’t always be honest in
her work capacity but found it liberating to be behin the context of the learning

set, she explained:

“It’s quite liberating really, because we’re not @ys open and
honest with other people and we always have tite & work
and we always sometimes have to do and say thiregswe
don’t personally believe, it's not our values ants iquite
difficult but obviously the more senior you get there you
have to do it and detach yourself so it's quitknéw | said it’'s
liberating and it is once you've done it but actydiefore that
it's quite challenging within yourself to think “@al do this?
Can | actually say what | want to say, what | fédit then

once you realise you can it's very quite liberating

Carol said:
“I think we were honest in terms of this is theeligsue and this
is what I'm dealing with and then | think we wereirly as

honest and as open as we could be given what our

understanding of this process and journey.”
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Lisa said:

“Because you can only share with others what youkat that
time and your knowledge is such when you startptioeess
that this is what you can tell people, this is whaii can share,
its only as you get a bit further down and you Imeeamore
aware that you become more insightful to your own
experiences, how you learn, how you don’t learnatwjour
barriers are, what your challenges are, and it'dyoonce you
start going down that journey that you start torbally honest
because you can put wool over your own eyes, whdi...
Well you don’t realise that you're not being hondbat's my
point .... Because you only know what you know atiirtiee and

you don’t know what you don’t know at this stage.”

Again, no real consensus of opinion here, in facdme respects a polarity of views.
Jenny who maintains that she is honest with herdelf not the set, which is
something that Jenny had acknowledged before, tol @dno maintains that she was

being as honest as she could in her discussiomsrdive issue.

When | asked the question; “At what stage did yarel Eomfortable with disclosure of
personal information?” all of the interviewees ddsed the significance of group

cohesion:

“I think when you've had a few coffees in the mogniand
you're all in the same “I'm not quite sure aboutslassignment

what do you think” when you start to discuss thihd€arol)

“We didn’t come across it to the extent of whercame to
Christmas time instead of going out for a Christrnasal we
ordered food in, it's just a stupid little thing bactually we
were just so comfortable in our own little worldathit was
easier for us to be catered for than to go out omn own... |

mean we always went for coffee together, we alwagrg for
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lunch together, we spent the day together, that hveas it was.
It was never a case of “Oh | need to nip to thelbditl see you
back here this afternoon”, the social sessions werg as
important as the working sessiongPhil)

“To the extent that, this was very obvious, in thatt went up
to the dining room in the Harold Wilson buildingcawe pulled
three or four tables together just so that we remaditogether
as a group, we never had three of four disparateugs we
always had one, that was just the way it was amehi never, it
was never felt that we needed to ask that quedtiwas just we
need another space, let's make another space, levdyywas
included, the group was all inclusive there’s no tways about
that.” (Lisa)

As the set matures and set members become moreortabté with one another,
Bourner and Weinstein (1996) suggested in theilyaisathat other hierarchies would
emerge. At this juncture it is useful to returnTiockman’s (1965) theory of group
development and consider the second and third phagerming and norming.
Tuckman (1965) wrote that every group or in thistamce, set, will then enter the
storming stage in which individual's have differemdeas that compete for
consideration. The set addresses issues such as pablslems they are really
supposed to solve, how they will function indeperttyeand together, and in the case
of a group (other than a learning set which wasudised as being different from a

group) what leadership model they will accept.

Set members open up to each other and acknowledge ether's ideas and
perspectives, or as Michelle, one of my interviesvphrased it'getting to know
them”. In some cases storming can be resolved quicklypthers; the group never
leaves this stage. Tuckman (1965) argued thatttmnmg stage is necessary for the
set to start to work or as Phil, another of mymitavees saidgel” . At this stage in
the set’'s development tolerance of each set mearigetheir differences needs to be

considered and at some point the set will ententitening stage.
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In the norming stage set members adjust their behato each other as they develop
learning habits that make working together seememmattural and fluid. During this

phase set members begin to trust each other antvathmt increases as the set
becomes more acquainted with processes involvadtian learning. In the course of
the interviews, some of the interviewees gave htsigto how they became more
comfortable with disclosure. Phil made a link betwedisclosure and the group

gelling; he then introduced the idea of the faaibt’s tacit knowledge, he said:

“I don’t think that XXXX (facilitator) would haveet us go to
the next stage of the learning set unless heHattthe set had

gelled in a way.”

Michelle introduced the idea of getting to know titker set members:

“By getting to know them, it could be work, it cdube
personal, and when | say personal | don’'t meanlati@nship,
basically listening to people, how they talk abthihgs, and
just generally how they come across as a persontlagl that
makes me feel comfortable in myself, at ease, lamdnakes
me more honest about the emotional side, | donfiktht’s

dishonest not saying stuff.”

She later added:

“I think it's me feeling comfortable and safe to diat. |
contributed more in the second year than the fipstcause |
got used to it probably towards the latter end o first year,

to be fair...”

In summary no consensus of opinion was evidenhengsue of feeling comfortable
with personal disclosure. Much of this was basedirmhvidual’s personality and
previous experience of disclosing in open forumshsas a learning set where issues
of a personal and professional nature are the fotastention. It was acknowledged

that there can be a political dimension to an actearning set, which will have
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implications for whether or not set members chadoseéisclose, and if they do, how

much, particularly if the sets are organisationbliged.

The social aspects of a set will start to encouthgeset to bond. It appears that by
ensuring that the set have time to become acqubwitdh one another, examples in
the interviews included coffee before the set staét business, at lunch breaks
encouraging eating together as a set as oppogsaditidually in different locations.

This seemed to encourage set members to chat atmrtaspects of their lives, the
more intimate knowledge disclosed to one anothpeaged to have a bonding effect

on the set.

Facilitation

Chapter Severonsidered the semantics of the term facilitatiod described what
skills an effective set advisor should have. Frowat tanalysis, | devised a series of
guestions that would be asked at the second roufwidoal interviews, these were:

What role did you expect the facilitator to play?

In playing the facilitator’s role, what skills dite/she demonstrate?

Set member expectations

When asked; “What role did you expect the facibitad play?W Michelle initially reported:

“I didn’t have any expectations about what the liaior

would be like because | had no idea.”

Carol, on the other hand, stated:

“I think | expected them to be the catalyst, stihk that the
facilitator did what | expected them to do whichswast to
push it along. You're given little snippets butiye not given
a lot, so that depending on your perspective thatgod thing
or a bad thing, you find something to hang your &t which
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is really what you were giving us, like a quote have you
thought about this or that but not to be given actlally have
to go away to do the work, so it's not like leagioy rote and
its quite loose, it's not really like the power safggestion like
Derren Brown type of thing, but actually it is at&@igst and you
choose, there’s a lot of choice in action learnipgu either
choose to go with it or you don’t and if you didthe only

person that’s not going to benefit is yourself.”

Lisa, similarly stated:

“To be honest, | expected them, because I'd readrupction
learning sets, | expected them to be a gate keepethe
group... just making sure we were on track not @ein
directional, you know just not exactly part of teup because
you wouldn’t expect them to be part of the groupabise you
expect them to sit back and just make sure everytinas
happening and when it needed the little nudge sorme more

flow just to intercept or interact then.”

Jenny and Phil both remarked that they initiallpested the facilitator to take a more

traditional teaching approach, Jenny said:

“My initial, | expected it to be more taught, madeectional...
Well yes, as | got my head round the whole conckpiction
learning that | realised that you were there justguide the
whole process and you did actually give directibmvas just

never in the way that | envisaged.”

With Phil stating:

“Probably more of a traditional lecturer, | didn'treally

understand what an action learning set was.”
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Initially Michelle held similar views as stated kar, but then she began to reframe
the experience, which in her case had begun to opendiffering perspective on the

experience which had been previously unknown todtex reported:

“Well because | thought that you would send, likeaid more
of a teacher mode, send me down a path to lookedgtio
things in a very certain way, but you didn’t, youalk people
through situations and in advertently lead me daymath that

| didn’t always know was there”.

Carol echoed the above by giving an example ofaraing’ (Revans, 1984) when she

mentioned'making people think in different waysshe stated:

“So in a way that’s like a blank canvass, you'retjihere to
push ideas in and make people think in a diffevemy, but it's
not forceful it's not you have to take that but stimng about it

makes you want to take it, which is different...”

As the above shows, there was a variety of difteresponses to this question. Each
particular interviewee had some form of expectatibout the role that the facilitator

would play, with only one person saying they hacerpectations. This indicates that,
from the outset, it is difficult to meet all set miers’ expectations, therefore the

facilitator has to be skilled at responding as sudelnny highlights:

“Yes and we probably all had very different exp#otas so
from that point of view when you're teaching yowda set of
learning outcomes and when you’re presenting iné&drom
people you know what you are going to present icedain
way and hopefully at the end they will all go outhva similar
kind of perception of the subject matter, this esyvdifferent
it's very fluid and loose, so in terms of suppaytieight
different people from different backgrounds withmgbetely
different perceptions of what action learning midhg and

getting us all to an end point where we have leamt’'ve
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grown, we've developed, | think is really... wetlan’t imagine

| can only expect that it's a really difficult thgrto do...”

Phil, when speaking of his facilitator commented:

“I think that it was an awful lot to do with xxxkmean he was

the catalyst that made things happen.”

Lisa, in discussing her expectations, introduttedlrole of the gate keeper into the
discussions, who is essentially an intermediarthengroup. The facilitator in starting
the process is also demonstrating to the resteoét a way of working that supports
the presenter and isn’'t simply giving advice tontheBourner and Weinstein
(1996:60) stated that:

“In the early days of a set, the set adviser modeddpful”

behaviour: not pressing advice, but asking questiceflecting
back, challenging and supporting where approprideeor she
sometimes holds up a mirror to the set to let tsemhow they

are working and what are processes that help aiehih

Jenny, in discussing helpful behaviours, initiaaw the language used in the learning

sets as being problematic:

“| found it a rather strange concept for the firsfw months
until 1 got into that whole sense of, and beingstantly told by
you every time we asked you a question you jusé gmsv
another question “Well what do you think you'd saghd |

used to think “Why does she keep asking me whiaihk? |

wouldn’t have asked the question if | knew” buttthahat you
did and that was very different but | think thabscause we’d
been used to being taught and it's a completelyerdint

concept...”
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Here Jenny acknowledges that at first in actiorrnieg it can be difficult to
understand how the set works. Specifically, in éxgperience, she questions why the
facilitator did not give specific answers when akkén accordance with her
experience of school and the role of the schoahea In action learning programmes
held in a university, and, which lead to a quadifion, there are situations in the early
stages of the set’s life where the facilitator, alsua lecturer may have to give
direction. This is particularly the case, in thentext of programmed knowledge (P)
as outlined in Chapter Four, where the facilitattay have to change the approach

given. Bourner and Weinstein (1996:60) advised that

“Shifting out of this role to give “taught input$S possible but
needs to handled carefully otherwise confusion arése about
where to draw the boundaries of expecting “expleefp. This
is a particular problem now that action learning tgained
entry to the universities and other institutions logher
education. The set adviser is likely to be a cotus®. As such
he or she is likely to be seen (and be) a sourcexpértise
about course regulations and policies. It can g d#ficult to
disentangle this role as conduit of information w@thihe course
from that of set adviser.”

Pedler and Abbott (2008:185) stated that “faciiathas to be flexible, mobile in
direction, purposeful, supportive but not mollycbadg’. There was no real consensus
of opinion here, interviewees’ expectations ranffedh the traditional lecturer who
would play a predominantly taught didactic roleg ttatalyst with in the set, i.e. a
person who starts the process by offering thoughterent ways of looking at the
issue with a view to offering the set member préagrand the ‘gate keeper’ whose

primary concern is the process.

This next section considers responses to the guesti playing the facilitator’s role,
what skills did he/she demonstrate? In listenintheovarious interviewees’ responses
| have also expanded this to consider personaltoasahs well as skills.When asked
the question Carol, although not speaking aboulisskiirectly, made both an

interesting and profound comment, she said:
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“I mean | could come up with a list of people thahink could
never, ever do an action learning set so if you came up with
a list of people that couldn’t do it you must béealm come up
with a list of people that could or what characgtigs is that

make you able to do it.”

Pedler (2008:192)n discussing the importance of facilitation cadrigut a review of
a development programme of a health service heww#led with. He interviewed
people who had been in action learning sets on pincgramme. One of his
interviewees echoed Carol’s point and said:

“I have been in an action learning set before whegehad six
months of facilitation but which fell apart whenretfacilitator
left — facilitation is the glue that holds the segether. I'm not
sure if it should be like this, | know that set niesrs should
take responsibility and so on, but for me facilgatis crucial

and central. Facilitation skills are key.”

From the above quotation and Carol’'s commentaipisarent that the facilitator plays
a crucial role within the action learning proce$his prompts the question of a
facilitator’s personal qualities and skills theywla require. From Carol’'s comment |
was able to code the other interviewees’ respoasesrding to what themes emerged
and consider what interviewees felt were the esdeguersonal qualities and skills of

an action learning facilitator.

Personal qualities

Rogers (1983:157) wrote that “the personal qualiéied attitudes of the facilitator are
more important than any method he or she emplaylg’.explained that differing
methods and strategies will be ineffective unléssfacilitor demonstrates a genuine
desire to create a climate in which there is freedo learn. Ringer (2002:62)

advocates freeing the facilitator in saying:
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“The illusion that leaders are in control of thegp. We see
our interactions with the group in a new light; iafluence

rather than control.”

The set then benefits by the facilitator's preseaseopposed to control by the
facilitator. The facilitator role is influenced psychodynamics as Ringer (2002:18)
outlines, “maintaining yourself fully present inetlygroup and providing appropriate
support for the group to achieve its goals”. Follagvon from this, Weinstein

(1999:138) argues that a set advisor’s qualitiesilshinclude:

The ability to be non-judgemental, accepting ankbwahg others to be
themselves;

A genuine belief in the potential of everyone, edmg them and trying to
understand them;

A commitment to helping people learn and develo affering them the
power to do so and take responsibility for themsglv

The ability to allow people to do and learn thimgsheir own time and at their

own speed;
An enquiring, inquisitive mind that seeks to untkens; and

Personal, intellectual and emotional integrity, mpess and honesty.
The above list offers an insight onto the meaniagitd Carol's comments on ‘who
could’ and ‘who could not’ facilitate an action taag set. Weinstein’s (1999) list
offers an insight into the characteristics thatbdmasomeone to facilitate an action
learning set and perhaps underpin her thoughts.

Honesty and warmth

In relation to personality traits, Phil describdg theed to for the facilitator to be
honest and warm:

“I think | talked about personality and if you lookt

personality traits xxxx had, he was very warm, les wery
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open and honest, he was very focused, he knewlyexdwtre
he wanted us to get and | always got the impresianhe got
a lot of delight when we got to where he wantediauget
without actually having to guide us there, a lotloé time you
could come out of the session and actually see xkat had
enjoyed the session as much as anyone and a tbe dime he
didn’t really participate he just sat back and leflow, it was
an ability to step back which was probably his sgest

asset...”

For Phil, honesty and warmth were crucial elemémtseing a good facilitator. He
saw his facilitator’'s honesty as part of the sgéseral approach to the action learning
process, which, coupled with the facilitator's wénmmovercame the difference
between the facilitator and the set, in many wéasfacilitator was becoming a part
of the set, Phil stated:

“He was very open and honest as we all were, IkHia lived
by his own rules and the rules he expected of staed | think
he didn’t differentiate himself from the rest of tjroup, | mean
you knew he was the lecturer but you never realy kim as

such, if you know what | mean.”

Phil felt that his facilitator was passionate abebat he did. He continued:
“I mean I'm a great believer that life revolves ad
passionate individuals. | mean passionate abouttwba want
to do and what you want to deliver, | mean you n&edbasic
skills but without the passion you’d never achithag.”

Intuition

Phil also raised the subject of intuition:
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| mean he had a fantastic intuition, and I'm sunatthe’d been
trained and I'm sure that he was well read, I'm esdre would
know what to look for, | mean | can’t tell you Hisought
processes but I'm fairly confident that he knew wha was

doing.”
This resonates with the work of Weinstein (1999)18Bo argued that that:

“The role of the set advisor is to judge, or pesh&ense’ is a
better word, how best to help participants to le&or instance
will they learn best when pushed or cradled? Wairsh
confrontation bring more results, or is a gentlenpre
supportive approach more likely to encourage dereknt and
change? Each individual reacts to different goalset advisor

has to make sensitive assessments.”
As well as intuition, Phil also described how Hgarhning set facilitator ‘had talent’:

“He had a talent that is very, very difficult tostzibe and I've
never come across it in any... | mean I've studedmany
years and I've never come across it in any of duturers that
I've ever dealt with and | mean it was part of personality
but it wasn’'t even just his personality, it was a#inlike a gift
he had, he was so well suited to what he was damdj he

made it look very easy but I'm sure it was hardkvor

Is the “gift” the intuition that Phil referred to? Had his faator sensed what the
appropriate response was at that moment in timbaps sensing when to challenge
or support by having a feel for what was happemmthe set. In Phil's description
there is a suggestion of the idea of a facilitat@e&cit’ knowledge of group processes.
Knowledge has a number of differing facets to italhinclude: explicit knowledge,
implicit knowledge, and tacit knowledge. Tacit kredge seems to suggest that we
actually know more than we perhaps know or carotékrs about. In research studies

from a variety of disciplines, tacit knowledge hasen characterised as follows:
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personal, difficult to articulate fully, experientased, contextualised, job specific,
held within, both known and unknown to the holdeansferred through conversation
and narrative, and capable of becoming explicittdedge and vice versa (Gourlay,
2004). This highly personal, subjective from of whedge is usually informal and can
be inferred from the statements of others (Steqieéral, 1999). Tacit knowledge
consists often of habits and culture that individwae usually unaware of. In the field
of knowledge management, the concept of tacit kadge refers to a knowledge
which is only known by an individual and that idfidult to communicate to the

organisation they work for.

Wagner and Sternberg (1985:3) use the term to ithes¢knowledge that is not
openly expressed or taught.” McAdam et al (2007dEcribe it as:

“Knowledge-in-practice developed from direct expade and
action; highly pragmatic and situation specifichsonsciously
understood and applied; difficult to articulateually shared

through interactive conversation and shared expeeié

McAdam et al (2007:45) identify two issues ass@uatith tacit knowledge. The first
is whether tacit knowledge is an individual traitaotrait that can be shared by both
individuals and groups, and the second is whetheit knowledge can be made

explicit.

Intonation in the facilitator’s voice

An issue raised by one interviewee, Carol, waddb#itator’s voice, particularly the
intonation. This suggested that a person’s voicgdcalso hold differing properties:

“It's the voice as well, that's the other thing thhthink I've
learnt.
How you say things, it's not judgemental just caind

suggesting.
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To make you think about things, have you thougbttvhen
you say that what do you actually mean... Yes, andneitral
and non-judgemental. Yes, a lot in terms of volcéhink
intonation and non-judgemental just sort of encgimg.”

In the first part of the above quotation Carol eferring to ‘paralinguistics’.
Townsend (1988:36) defined paralinguistics asw we say things as opposed to
whatwe say” and divided the subject into seven categori

Timing/length of utterances.
Emotional tone/inflection.

Speech errors.

National or regional accent.

Choice of words/sentence structure.
Verbal "tics".

Tonic accent or stressed words.

In her comments regarding her facilitator's voicearol was referring to the
emotional tone or inflection, intonation as sheeredd to it, and her feeling that it had
the properties of being calm, neutral, encouragimg) non-judgmental. The impact on
Carol was that it encouraged her to think. Towns@r@88:37) discusses the use of

emotion in voice and states:

“As we can see, pitch and speed are important ipgrastic
elements of our speech which let other people khow we
feel. They are also important when we want to ereabods
and emotions in other people. Think of the diffénemces used
in TV advertising. A soft, fruity slow-speaking ee+-over is
used to create a mood of contentment for advegtisiocolates
or expensive perfume. When the advert is for aetasple we
are exposed to loud and strident exhortations $b and hurry
to the shop and beat all the other bargain hufiters.
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Nurturing

A particular personal quality raised by one of ierviewees, Jenny, was nurturing,
she reported that:

“I think there is a lot of nurturing and gentle lésg people
down paths and then letting people explore it foent and
bring it back a bit and then send people off onrtet bit of the

journey.”

Phil similarly stated:

“Well | think because it was an alien concept tbadlus | think
we had to start right from the basics and | thirtkatvyou were
very good at was getting us to understand the m®0o¢ action
learning but still be able to get on with our livesue, and
develop and learn and almost see ourselves infardiit light,

a bit like a parenting role in that sort of senbearing in mind
we were all very different people coming from déig

backgrounds, with different experiences, and youfret

teaching as such, your not teaching a subjectinktthat was a
skill.”

Jenny added:

“I think it was about empowerment and nurturing,uyaere

both very good at that.”
The above points resonate with Weinstein’s (1999ments on the genuine belief

that everyone has potential and the set advisouldhioe patient and support the

individual as he/she grows and develops as a seibere
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Skills of the facilitator

The interviewees raised a number of ‘skills’ wheiscdssing their learning set

facilitators, namely:

Listening

Memory

Concentration and assimilation
Questioning

Dealing with emotion

In Chapter Seven | discussed the work of Beaty €1393) and O’Hara (2001) and
cited their respective lists of skills that theyt fan effective facilitator should have.
Both the lists covered the expected skills anceiistg was cited by both. However,

Weinstein (1999:138) qualifies listening further:

“Listening, and hearing what is being said and hamd

noticing what is not said or expressed.”

Listening was the most popular skill mentioned iscdssions, interviewees giving
different illustrations of this overarching themm.relation to listening skills, Jenny

states:

“Well you were very good listeners and you werey\astute at
picking up on key themes, very, you seemed to fhiags out
of nowhere sometimes and then you were very goodadly
drilling down into what the problem or issue is rrp just

random words and phrases.”

Jenny’s definition is a good example of ‘activadigng’ or ‘complete listening’ as it
is sometimes known as. In contrast to that of ‘paskstening’, where people are
often not listening attentively to one another ytheay be distracted, thinking about
other things, or in particular thinking about wllaey are going to say next. Active
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listening is a structured way of listening and wegging to others. It focuses attention
on the speaker. Suspending one’s own frame ofeefer and suspending judgment
are important in order to fully attend to the spalEgan (1990) cited in McGill and

Brockbank (2004:169) suggest that the following poments are included in active

or complete listening:

1. Observing and reading the speaker’'s non-verbal vietna posture, facial
expressions, movement, tone of voice, and the like;

2. Listening to the whole person in the context ofgbeial groupings of life;

3. Tough minded listening;

4. Listening to and understanding the speakers veneakages

Carol added:

“It's hard (facilitating action learning sets), yomake it look
easy but it's hard because you have to listen gd had pick
up on the right thing and know what to say withgiving a

solution, by asking leading questions.”

Listening can sometimes be a difficult thing to ecause the facilitator is actually
listening to what is being said, and also what & being said. Carol describes
“picking up on the right thing”which highlights how the facilitator has understoo
the essence of what the presenter's story is. Nc&itl Brockbank (2004:170)

advocate ‘tough minded listening’ saying that:
“This requires that our listener places himselthe frame of
the presenter so that he really understands winerésscoming
from.”

Jenny introduced the concept of memory and added:
“Say there were times when you were talking to »amok Xxxx

might chip in and say something supportive if yike,| or

encouraging, you know to be helpful and when iteapund to
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XXxx turn you picked up on, you did it a numbetiraks, you
kind of picked up on some of the things that x&sxdaid, but it

might have been 20 minutes ago.”

A key skill is remembering who said what at vari@tages in the set and hold that
person’s comment and returning to it, where necggsaraphrasing what has been
said in order to check that the set have an uralestg of the correct. Lisa outlines

what she felt were positive qualities:

“Yes, one of them was very good the first one, lisegned they
coaxed to a certain degree, certainly not the wdiréctional,
they weren't dictatorial or hierarchical so it wagry good and
they didn’'t keep interrupting and speaking overeotpeople
they let the conversation and it was only when thegw that
the conversation was completely exhausted that 'dhey

interject.”

Lisa, in an animated fashion, referred to anotleérfacilitator she had worked with,

she went on to describe an aspect of listeninghthdtbeen a problem to her:

“He’s a bloody pain in the arse, sorry! He speak&r people
when we're talking about a certain subject he setntkink he
knows more than anybody else and he interjectghalltime
with his opinions and he talks far too much, heutho't be the
one that’s talking he cuts the conversation dowremnwlyou
know that there is still more to explore, and hady ‘right
we’re moving on’ and we’ll say hold on a minute rgehot
moving on we don’'t want to move on we want to egplis

further.”

In terms of listening to the presenter, here iseaample of what not to do. When |
asked her the outcome of this scenario, she saidhh set had folded, which in some

respects is not surprising.
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Michelle introduced the concept of concentratiod assimilation, she reported:

“You listened, you obviously paid attention to whats being
said in the group because if you don’t pay attentigou don’t
listen and you're not going to be able to cope vgitimething
or encourage something and | think you were veriglkgto
grasp that, even though we all came from different
backgrounds we all had very similar problems fronwark
point of view, which could be around the xxx assiat the
moment and concentrating as well, concentratingwdrat is

going on around you.”

Action learning sets, as discussed in Chapter Thusaally take up either a half day
or, in the case of the MSc programme here at theetsity, a full day. The sets
usually comprise of at least six set members withaximum of eight set members.
As discussed in Chapter Two, each person has ¢heir live issue, so discussions
focus on those live issues for the majority of dlag, other than for hospitality breaks.
This requires the whole set to concentrate for lp@agods of time. It is essential to do
so to ensure that nothing vital is missed. Forf#leditator, he or she must also listen
and, whilst listening, pay attention to what is paping in the set in terms of the
group dynamics. Allied to that, as Michelle pointedt, is the issue that the set
members come from differing backgrounds so theme need for flexibility in terms
of understanding the differing issues, whilst bemige to quickly assimilate the
information that is been provided by the presenter.

Questioning

Two interviewees discussed the significance ofdtye of questioning used by the

facilitator. As Carol stated:

“It's hard (facilitating action learning sets), yomake it look
easy but it's hard because you have to listen sd had pick
up on the right thing and know what to say withgiving a

solution, by asking the right questions.”
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Carol draws particular attention to the type of gjisms used, using the term ‘right

questions’. Jenny expanded this idea in her desmnipf facilitator questioning:

“Sometimes you’d say things like “that's an intereg word
you've just used there” or “I'm interested to knowhy you
used that phrase” or “why did you say that in theantext
then?” and “what were you meaning?”, you'd say thmlike
that which then made you think a little bit moredahink well
why did | actually say that and what do | mean tgnd you'd
drill further and further down until we actually gto the crux
of what it was and often it wasn’t where we started

Jenny introduced examples of the differing typesgoéstion that could be asked.
There are three aspects to this; why questionsasked; what questions are asked;
and how the questions are asked.

Firstly, questions are asked in the learning setdip the presenter articulate their
perspective on the live issue they are consideriitgs is the essence of action
learning and the concept of ‘insightful questionifl@evans, 1988) as discussed in
Chapter Three, Page .Zbhe primary aim of asking questions isn’t to elam answer,
but to encourage the presenter to learn how t@asktions of themselves by thinking
and reflecting as a way of responding to questmrsed. Questions may sometimes
engender a defensive response from the presemiters tusually addressed by the set
by asking the presenter why he/she is feeling d@&fenor creating a sense that they
are feeling defensive. Often this is a way of opgnup an underlying issue.
Alternatively, it may be that the questioner iseelittle over zealous. If that is the
case, then they are likely to receive some feedbrack the group on that, creating a

learning opportunity for that individual.

Secondly, enabling questions help the presentetrtmgle with their live issue. It
also allows the presenter's dominant paradigm toclallenged in a supportive
environment by encouraging the presenter to refrimag issue and entertain other

possibilities without providing a ready made salati Jenny previously gave
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examples of enabling questions when she discubgedse of the right question. This
style of questioning resonates with Socratic qoesig described by McGill and
Brockbank (2006:180) and Revans (1982) describe@hapter One, which begin
with one of the following: What, how, why, when wheand who. Phil talked about

his facilitator’s style of questioning, he said:

“He would introduce some themes and once that he'd
introduced those themes we’'d explore and talk adothose
themes, and | mean quite often it was “what doesritean to
you and your workplace, do you have any problemgoiar
workplace around this, is there anything we carcas” and

for a lot of people it was almost like seeking help

This type of questioning invites the presenter ngage in dialogue as opposed to
closed questions that encourage a word one angwerpr no. Michelle gave an
example of this approach:

“I think it was nice how you did it, you kind ofcked on one or
two little things, which was very good and that dand of

draw somebody out and they can start talking maow you've

got your knowledge, you knew about the subjectemaind it

was helpful when people were stuck about ‘wheré mieed to

go to get the answers’, ‘what sort of things doeked to be
reading’, it wasn't a case of there it is get orthwi

| found Socratic questioning useful in other aspeat teaching and certainly in
working with Masters Students embarking upon theing of a final dissertation, it
encourages individuals to both explore and expancither a verbal or written

format.

Finally, how questions are asked. The questioesl m@ be phrased in such a way as
to encourage the presenter to explore differenecspor hidden meanings behind
what has been said, but not in a way that createstamosphere that becomes

oppressive, almost like an interrogation as opposecdreating dialogue. Carol
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thought this could be achieved by giving the prémethe confidence to speak and

articulate their own opinion:

“l think it's about allowing people and giving peepthe
confidence to speak and allowing them to have aimiap
which in normal education that I've been throughu yeeren’t

allowed to have an opinion.”

To have that confidence requires that the faailitaisks enabling questions (McGill
and Brockbank, 2004). The main purpose of an emglgjuestion is for the presenter
to be able to learn from the question as a formeflective dialogue in which the
presenter, with the help of the facilitator and e, will reflect on their actions,
consider new actions and then decide upon a neveeai action. In other words the
questioning process is not an interrogation butoagss that encourages the presenter
to action change in some way, which is the essehaetion learning. Through skilful
questioning they learn about their own actions aitinately change. Donaghue
(1992:20) discusses the idea of effective learsiegfacilitation in terms of change
and change in the individual set members. He dsssushe fundamental issues that

underpin effective facilitation:

“First, learning is about change. Therefore if atica learning
set is to be effective, the individuals in the seist change in
some way as a result of the process. Second, thexists to
achieve outputs in the form of successful projactsd so to be
effective these require completion. This balancevbeen the
nature of task achievement and the nature of dpwegeople
forms the fulcrum of effective set advising thawisy the set is
there and it is therefore why the set adviseresdli

Dealing with emotion

For Carol the concept of emotion and the managermkpinmotion in the set were

particularly important, she states:
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“I get the impression that it wouldn’t have mattéré someone
had absolutely flipped and shouted, neither youxnow would

have reacted to that.”

Here Carol is referring to the idea that any mendée¢he learning set may engage in
various expressions of emotion and how the fatdisaused emotional intelligence to
deal with this situation. Carol uses the term fflgd’; a term commonly associated
with an individual losing control and stepping odésthe bounds of our culturally
accepted behaviour. This particular quotation lwimg various points worthy of
consideration. This includes the role of emotiorthia set in that the purpose of the
action learning is about change in the individudis can, and often is a painful
process, and inevitably a range of emotions areesspd, and not every set member
can deal with emotion. Weinstein (1999:74) wrotdef experiences of facilitating a
learning set in which one of the set members cawdd deal with expressions of

emotion, she wrote:

“In one set | worked with, a man decided to leaveirdy the
section meeting. What prompted his exit was anothember
recalling in tears, an upsetting moment at workr téars and
speaking were controlled and fluent. However the fiedt that
the show of emotion was inappropriate. On beingtioreed by
the set, he admitted that he could not cope witherst
emotions. If there was a chance that such miglfidseiiagain in
the set, he preferred to leave right there and.thAed he did.
The others in the set were sad at this becausefehidye might
have learned something about his discomfort if & thosen

to stay and work on this.”

It is useful to look at the background to the cquiad emotion, and the complexity of
emotion in both the set and, in the set memberis omganisation (which is discussed

in the next section).

Salovey et al (2004) introduced one of the firasnpoehensive theories of emotional

intelligence. They combined the theoretical conseptoth emotion and intelligence.
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They defined emotion (2004:189) as “an organisegarse system that coordinates
experiences of moods and feelings, such as happiaager, sadness and surprise”
and intelligence (2004:232) as “a primary emphasisabstract reasoning and may,
secondarily, refer to adaptation.” They suggesthdt tintellect and emotional
intelligence are different and in fact use diffdrparts of the brain. Goleman (1998)
adapted the Mayer and Salovey model, focusing ostiermal intelligence as a series
of competencies grouped around the management ohdawvidual’'s feelings and
relationships with others. Emotional intelligensalefined as:

“The capacity for understanding our own feelingd #mose of
others, for motivating others and ourselves whilsing
leadership, empathy and integrity.” (1998:82)

His model focused on emotional intelligence as dewarray of competencies and
skills that underpin leadership performance. The@houtlined four main emotional

intelligence constructs:

1. Self-awareness — the ability to read one's emotamasrecognise their impact
while using gut feelings to guide decisions.

2. Self-management — involves controlling one's emm#i@nd impulses and
adapting to changing circumstances.

3. Social awareness — the ability to sense, understand react to others'
emotions while comprehending social networks.

4. Relationship management — the ability to inspimuence, and develop

others while managing conflict.

Goleman (2001:28) included a set of emotional cderpees within each construct of
emotional intelligence and believed that emotionampetencies are not innate
talents, but rather learned capabilities that nmhestworked on and developed to
achieve outstanding performance. These competeaoteasually depicted as a list;

however | have chosen to tabulate them. The compieteare:

Self or personal competencies Social competencies
Emotional self-awareness Social awareness
Accurate self-assessment Empathy
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Self-confidence Service orientation

Self-management Organisational awareness
Emotional self-control Relationship management
Trustworthiness Developing others
Conscientiousness Influence

Adaptability Communication
Achievement drive Conflict management
Initiative Visionary leadership

Catalysing change

Teamwork and collaboration

Building Bonds

Goleman (2001) posits that individuals are borrmwitgeneral emotional intelligence

that determines their potential for learning emmdilocompetencies.

Emotional intelligence can be demonstrated throtigh concepts of both tact and

diplomacy. Carmeli and Tishler (2006:11) define &wd diplomacy as:

“Exhibiting consideration and sensitivity in deagiwith others

and avoiding giving offence.”

To summarise this section has looked at the conoépfacilitation and asked
interviewees to consider two aspects of facilitati&irstly, to consider their own
expectations of their facilitator’s role, and sedlgnthe role they actually played and

what personal qualities and skills they demongtrate

In asking; “What role did you expect the facilitato play?” | found that there were a
variety of differing expectations held by the inviewees. These ranged from the
individual who expected the role to be more didaaind in keeping with a typical
pedagogic approach on one hand, to the contragpeetive of the dominant role of
the facilitator as gate keeper; not a member oE#tdut responsible for the processes
that occur within the set and the set facilitatotoks and understands the set

members’ expectations.
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The second part of this section was concerned thighrole actually played by the
facilitator and the interviewee’s views on what liskihe/she demonstrated. The
discussions were divided into two parts; personsllijes and skills, each seen as

different issues.

Personal qualities, or characteristics, of theviadial included:

Honesty and warmth shown by the facilitator;
Intuition that he/she has when working with a set;
Intonation in their voice; and

Nurturing individuals within the set.
The skills included:
Listening and hearing;

Questioning in both a challenging and supportivg;wa

Dealing with emotions that may be brought to the se

Impact on the individual's job performance

Donaghue (1992:20) asks “What are the outputs wiktermine the effectiveness of
the set advisor?” Simply stated, outputs coulda&)endividuals who have changed in
someway and (b) individuals who have improved tipeirsonal work performance.
This following section considers the second parthat particular question, although
not directly attributing individual effectivenessitiv the effectiveness of the set
facilitator, it indirectly considers the impact thaction learning has had on the

individual set member’s job performance.

When | asked the question; “What has been the itrgfaaction learning on your job
performance?” a whole host of interesting respomgae given. What struck me the
most was how this question was universally appredaehith such enthusiasm. Carol,

for example, explained that:
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“I know I'm in a room full of consultants but | witrlet them
talk over me which | would have done before, I'déhgust let
them get on with it but now if | need to take cohtr’ll take

control, not in a nasty way just in a reasoning veayl whereas

before | would have just let them get on withvitdn’t now.”

She carried onto say:

“I think it's just self-confidence it's having cadénce that
actually | do know what I'm talking about most bé ttime and
even if they react I'm not going to take it perdbnas if it's
“you don’t know what you're doing therefore we csay what
we like” so in that way | think the consultants anea bit of a
shock because in a meeting they’ll think nothinguef talking
over you but now | make a point of carrying on god can see

them all just shut up, its amazing!”

Carol's statementif | need to take control, I'll take controlemonstrates her self
efficacy, particularly, confident and assertive dabur. Bandura (1997:2) defined self-

efficacy as being the:

“Beliefs in one’s capabilities to organise and @xe the

courses of action required to produce given attaims”

Particular pertinent to Carol’s experiences is poet made by Wood and Bandura
(1989:364) who advocate “exercising control oveeras”. Allied to self efficacy is

the concept of self confidence. Lindenfield (1995:8iscusses the concept of self
confidence and describes the idea of outer conéeletie confidence that can be seen

in an individual’'s behaviour. These include:
Communication

Assertiveness

Emotional Control
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Emotional Resilience

Reflection

Communication

For Carol, communication was an issue which shéligigted in recounting the way
in which more senior people in her organisation higtbrically spoken over her; she
now feels that this is no longer the case.

Assertiveness
Assertiveness is relevant in Carol's account, irmge of how she control of the
situation, she say$ot in a nasty way, here differentiating types of methods of

taking control; the difference between being ass=ds opposed to being aggressive.

Michelle, however, demonstrates a more assertiveneraand said:

“Umm, I'm more outspoken than ever before, but jaidp in a
more constructive way, | tended to only be outspaked have
a point of view when | was rattled to the point vehed got so
frustrated that | ended up quite unconstructivegust blurting
out what | was thinking and feeling whereas nowavehthe
confidence to say what I'm thinking at the timeanmore
constructive matter, particularly at the early sesgand in the
planning stages where I've started to value my opinion.”

Lisa also describes assertiveness and outer coctde
“I've put my views forward, and once upon a timd Have
been scared to death to do that because | alwaysgtit that

other people knew more than me and knew betterrti@h

Tennant (1982:3), in defining assertiveness, staggs

“Assertiveness is defined as a self expressiorutitrovhich a
person stands up for his/her own rights withoutlating the
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rights of others. Assertiveness theory assumesetatybody
has certain human rights that these rights shoaldebpected
and that assertiveness skills can be improvedrdsponse is to
be truly assertive it follows that it should be kenh and
appropriate both to the people involved and theasion. In any
situation one can initiate a conversation or redptinothers.
Assertiveness theory emphasises the fact thatgzoties in all

situations have resources and that effectivenessdtseif both

sets of resources are used. Therefore the ideagyemef having
the ability to shape a situation and also be shapiidout

losing sight of the definition of assertiveness.”

As a communication style and strategy, assertiveisegistinguished from aggression
and passivity. How people deal with personal botedatheir own and those of other
people, helps to distinguish between these threeepis. Passive communicators do
not defend their own personal boundaries and thos aggressive people to harm or
otherwise unduly influence them. They are alsodsiby not likely to risk trying to
influence anyone else. An individual who commuresatssertively by not being
afraid to speak his mind or trying to influence ety but doing so in a way that
respects the personal boundaries of others istagséfennant (1982:3) gives reasons

as to why individuals need to be assertive, thesede:

It is respectful of both oneself and others.

It leads to better feelings between both parties.

It gives a person more control of his or her bebiai

It provides independence and responsibility.

It helps a person to communicate what one feelakshand
wants.

It provides more independence and responsibility.

It has a high "success rate" albeit the objectigésbeing

assertive are not to win.
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Emotional Control

Phil introduced the concept of emotional intelligernon the issue of emotion and
skills of the facilitator, as discussed in the pding topic. He discussed how he

successfully transferred his learning on emotiomflone context to another:

“it certainly makes me very aware of other peopl#ioughts
and needs... it comes back to the action learnety Ismean
you learn from those that have the experience aitvever
level, so yes I'm sure it has impacted possibly -sub

consciously.”

Emotional Resilience

Carol's description resonates with Goleman’s (20@&ysonal competencies of
emotional self-control and emotional self-awarenes® is aware of the emotional
dimension to her professional life and demonstriiessthrough her description of a
workplace event; éven if they react, I'm not going to take it peaidyi. This also

resonates with the concept of ‘Emotional Resiligncere she is acknowledging that
even if the discussion gets a little over heatedlrstw feels that she has the ability to
keep calm and remain professional. Dulewicz andyBli@003:196) define emotional

resilience as:

“Being able to maintain one's performance, espigciahen

under great pressure or when being challengedtaised.”

Michelle discusses risk taking and describes howattdude has changed. Within this
she is demonstrating Goleman’s (2001) personal etenpy of adaptability and how

she has changed, she states:

“No, I'm not worried about things; I'd take a riskow that |

wouldn’t have taken before...”
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Reflection

Carol introduces the idea of a more reflective eapph to decision making, she

explains:

“I think from a reflective point of view | will resh around
things, | do a lot of reading and | didn’t do thagfore because
| always thought ‘well | haven't got the time’ badtually if you
put the effort in it helps so that's the other thingetting
background information and not just working on bo®f, it's a

lot better you don’t get caught out as many timasglthat.”

She discusses how she feels her approach to deamsiking is now more considered,

thus avoiding difficult situations in her workplace

Lisa adds the dimension of reflection and takimgetiout in order to develop the idea

of looking at something from a different perspeetishe said:

“Well the first thing is that it gives you time oute never ever
get time out, and we can actually discuss realdifeations not
like when you go into a training session and you ge
hypothetical scenarios that really aren’t relatimg your work
at all so it's actually something that you reallyamt some help
with and you've got your peers who understand wiinet
situation is and come up with different optioneiplore, and
it's funny because when you are in one of theseegssor one
of these dilemmas, you know there’s that old sajyong can’t
see the wood for the trees”, and actually you caoimetimes
so fresh eyes it’s really interesting.”

She continued on to say:
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“I think it gives you fresh eyes when you go bagckiti sort of
recharges your batteries and gives you that satigfa that
you are doing a good job, well as well as you cadar the
circumstances and that other people are feelingptiessure or
the issues as well as you so like | said it reckargour

batteries and you think I’'m not as bad as | thoughas...”

Jenny introduced the concept of increased self evess, stating that she now feels
that she has a better understanding of herselbnatimig with Goleman’s (1998)
accurate self-assessment as evidenced by an afimat her knowledge and ability,

she explains:

“Well because you think you know yourself, well yiouknow
yourself, but to then put it to the test in a whdiléerent variety
of ways and to have all the answers coming baglototelling
you all the things you thought you knew already.”

She further illustrates Goleman’s (1998) accusaié assessment competency as she

contextualises that better understanding of sdikinrole as a leader, she said:

“My leadership abilities, I'm more aware of my d$kiand my
weaknessesyes, definitely, self-awareness is one of thedsigg
gains that | got, and insight into yourself, whiththink is
valuable when you’re leading and managing a teand an
change, you need to have that level of insightwag and a lot
of people don't and don’t have the opportunity todf it
either.”

Similarly, Phil stated:

“Yes absolutely in terms of what my strengths arhtwmy
weaknesses are, very much so there’s not many mjies in
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your life where you get to explore yourself in saccmdetail as

painful as it was.”

The nature of the leadership role and task achiemems also tied in with the nature
of improvement in an individual’s job performandéumford (1986:12) discussed the
relationship between *“effectiveness in managemend a&he effectiveness in
management development” and was concerned withidea of the connection
between inputs and outputs in the development peodde argues that “effectiveness
is defined clearly by the results actually secuaad not by the knowledge someone

possesses”.

In summary, it is clear from the analysis of theoxa comments that the action
learning process and being a set member had aveosifect on all the interviewees.
Two clear themes emerged; (a) individual develograed (b) the impact that has on
the way they carry out their professional respahsés. Each interviewee gave
examples of how he or she had developed and theg @xamples from their

professional lives, these included:

Self efficacy and self confidence;

A move from passivity to assertiveness;

A better understanding of self including leadersbip;
A further development of emotional intelligencedan

The ability to reframe situations.

Conclusions to the analysis: Reflecting back on datcollection and analysis

At this point in the analysis process | think tiias useful to reconsider the concept
of saturation that was discussed in Chapter FduawuSs and Corbin (1998:212) cited
in Bryman and Bell (2003: 330) wrote that satumatis a situation in the research

process when:

“(a) no new or relevant data seem to be emergiggrding a

category (b) the category is well developed in terof its
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properties and dimensions demonstrating variati@), the
relationships among categories are well establislaed

validated”

When | commenced the data collection process,irggavtith the pilot interviews, |
started with an open question: “What is it likergea member of an action learning
set?” This allowed me the freedom to ask whatevestions | liked in response to
the replies | was given by the interviewees. Witthat particular process that | had
begun to create quite a rich picture of their eigreres and within that process | was
able to build supplementary questions into the séqgoilot interview, based upon
what | had been told in the first interview. Thegestions were not radical departures
from the main theme being discussed but merely pterthat elicited richer data
from the interviewee, almost as a way of coaxifgtie bit more from them. From
these interviews | was able to determine what aressonated between the
interviewees and what | would like to use as printhemes in the second subsequent
interviews. This is the essence of grounded tha&orthat issues of interest were
pursued and greater breadth was added to the cbs@dmis opened up more areas of

to be discussed in the next round of interviews.

In the following interviews | opened with the sameestion as asked in the pilot
interview; “What is it like to be a member of artian learning set?” | then added the

following questions:

What about the expectations of set members priowladge?

What about the expectations of performance of sghbers in the action

learning set?
What about the disclosure of personal issues?
What about the facilitator?

What about personal confidence?
As discussed in my reflections throughout the datidection process, this is not a

straight forward process and the interviewees ditdatways answer the questions in
order. This was challenging to me at first but iyvguickly realised that | would get a
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greater richness if | encouraged the interviewegast talk, and | could occasionally
interject with a question, or alternatively, | couhterject with a point of clarification
that wasn't on the list of questions. It also akalvme to follow up on points that
previous interviewees had raised, ensuring thatinegl another angle or insight into
that point. So to some extent the questions abepessent the areas | wanted to
discuss but also associated areas that | had itiatlyjnconsidered. At the end of this
round of interviews | was left with a series of ittgpthat | wanted to pursue. | knew
that | was digging much deeper and gaining a vietypicture.

As part of my reflections in Chapter Seven, | wagpssed with the richness of the
data | had collected from the four interviews, whimould be argued is a relatively
small number of interviews. | had realised thatieai lot of insights could be gained
from using a conversational approach and with kedgé that | had five more
interviews to carry out | began to feel confidebhbat the quality of the data | was

capturing.

The third round of interviews started very much faene. | had, by now, quite an
extensive list of prompts on which | intended teddhe interviews (see Appendix
One). As in the previous interviews, intervieweeseya very rich account of their
experiences of being a learning set member. | wkedquestions and interjected
where appropriate. Again, anything that was saad Was slightly different | picked
upon because at this stage | was becoming comferiralthe data collection method.
| was beginning to use the skills that | use inagtion learning set; listening and
remembering different points so | could return herh at an appropriate moment.
Again the data collected was rich, but the proseas not quite the same; a lot of
what was now feeling like old ground was being dssed, offering no new insights.
Certainly there were examples of affirming point&l aeaffirming points; however,
when | arrived at the end of the interviews | was filled with a sense of needing to
know more as | had experienced in the previous dooh questions. | was also
concerned that if | carried on collecting data thies richness would start to become
diluted.

At this stage | had now made up my mind to ceasartterviews and concentrate on

the analysis as a whole. | felt it was useful téume to Strauss and Corbin’s
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(1998:212) definition of saturation as cited in Bian and Bell (2003:330) and use

that as guidance. They advised that saturationavgitsiation when:

“No new or relevant data seem to be emerging réggrd
category; the category is well developed in ternisite
properties and dimensions demonstrating variatamg the
relationships among categories are well establislaed
validated.”

As | said earlier, | was starting to feel that weravgoing over old ground and nothing
new of any real interest was being introduced. diiffg topics that had emerged had
been looked at from a variety of differing perspexs. The categories had become
quite complex and as they developed it became app#nat there was an inter-link

between them which had been uncovered as intereewiscussed their experiences.
As a result | was sure that each point had bedy dieiveloped and that all the topics
had been fully saturated.

At this stage in the research process | was sgartifieel a lot more confident with the
analysis of the transcripts. | was able to usedag1993) template effectively and
worked through each interview line by line alloogtia code to it. A systematic
approach to data analysis was now in place. Thistasl me in dealing with the task
of working through the transcripts. It was througding that | began to see themes
emerging. The literature provided a range of exgiary frameworks through which
to conceptualise the issues associated with efeeetttion learning sets.

Chapter summary

This chapter has considered five specific themeasaof interest | believed to be
important in determining interviewee’s views on #féectiveness of action learning

sets, these themes included:

a) status and hierarchy in action learning sets;
b) trustin action learning sets;

c) disclosure of personal information;
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d) facilitation; and finally

e) the impact on the individual's job performance.

In relation to each theme, conclusions have beawrand questions of the data have
been asked at various stages. The chapter hasideddby considering my reflections

on the research process and what | had learnda ésearch process to date.

The following chapter considers the details offindings and conclusions discussed
in this chapter. The focus for this chapter was dnawing together of the data
gathered from eleven interviews on the subjecbaher set member’s experiences of
being an action learning set member and their viemvsffective action learning sets.
It progresses with a consideration of the main fgoiaf the analysis and the
subsequent impact on the effectiveness of actiarnieg sets. Through the
development of these discussions | then draw outcomtribution to knowledge

within the fields of organisational behaviour, aati learning and grounded
methodology.
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Chapter Nine - Discussion and Conclusions

Introduction

This chapter considers the primary purpose of thesis: a consideration of what
makes an effective action learning set from thespective of action learning set
participants. The chapter considers the findings subsequent analysis from the data
gathered from eleven interviews, in which intervé®s were asked about their
experiences of being an action learning set meniiiex.chapter commences with a
brief review of the literature explored in Chapteyur on the evaluation of action
learning programmes in general. The chapter themwarises the main findings from
all the interviews held and their subsequent impactthe effectiveness of action
learning sets. It then considers the contributmhkrtowledge that this research makes;
specifically in the areas of organisational behawiaction learning and grounded

theory. The chapter concludes with the limitatiohghis thesis.

Current thinking on evaluation of action learning programmes

Chapter Four considered the differing perspectioeshow the process of action
learning is evaluated and cited the views of vai@aeademics, practitioners and
researchers. Revans (1984), the founder of actiaming, felt that an increase in an
organisation’s productivity was one indicator of thverall success of action learning.
Weiss (1996) considered the achievement of bo#nded and unintended outcomes
resulting from action learning. A university awasda good example of an intended
outcome and unanticipated learning, such as steaahing, would be an example of
an unintended outcome. Owen and Rogers (1999) atealuhe success of action
learning by the change in an individual's behaviddnockbank and McGill (2003),

however, felt that too much emphasis was placedpositivistic methods of

evaluation that largely ignore a range of stakedioldews.

The actual effectiveness of the learning sets tkeéras, however, remains under
researched. The following findings from intervievemd the subsequent analysis,
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whilst acknowledging existing literature, widen® ttlebate on the effectiveness of

action learning sets by adding the views of theigpants.

Summary and discussion of research findings:

Status, equality and hierarchy in action learnigis s

In relation to the issue of status, equality aretdnchy within action learning sets, the
analysis has shown that there are a number ofrbiees operating in the sets at
various times in the life of the set. Theoreticaigpectives suggest that set members,
as members of society, in general, will naturabynpare themselves to one another in
the first action learning set meetings, but withirshort period of time, alternative
hierarchies begin to emerge and have differing digans. Analysis of the interview
transcripts has shown that interviewees experietteedollowing hierarchies in their

action learning sets:

Social Hierarchy

A social hierarchy was shown to be applicable tthhbaction learning sets run by
Universities with the primary aim of achieving atademic qualification, and action
learning sets held in organisations where them®iaim. This hierarchy is based upon
society’s general tendency to discriminate on thgidof gender and age (Hogg and
Tindale, 2007; Strodtbeck et al, 1957).

Social hierarchy is likely to impact upon the effeeness of the action learning set in

the following ways:

One individual set member commented that she expezd a feeling of being older
than the other set members. The issue here revateemd her perception of her age
and whether she will be treated differently or #&.outlined in Chapter Seven, Hogg
and Tindale (2007) suggest that social characiesistich as gender, age, occupation
and ethnicity play an important role in the iss@istatus and hierarchy within groups.
The example cited here relates to older individuadsvever, this is very likely to be
the same for the younger people. In terms of affeness in the set, there is a danger

that this may detract from the willingness of thdeo/younger members to fully
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contribute or have their opinions dismissed forsame reasons, thus diminishing the

set’s overall effectiveness.

Academic Hierarchy

An academic hierarchy was seen to be specific tioraéearning sets in an academic
environment that has the specific aim of achiewdrgualification at the end of the sets
life. Set members interviewed have differing levefsacademic and professional
gualifications, and from their perspective, createstualities in both knowledge and

experience.

This hierarchy caused some concerns amongst sebenerwho did not have an
academic degree; raising concerns about theirtyaldicontribute to the discussions
in the set and their ability to complete the coursealysis also showed concerns
regarding the perception of the other set memtaerd, whether or not they would

value the contribution of the set member withoet$hme formal qualifications.

Seniority Hierarchy

This hierarchy was concerned with differing set rhers’ levels of organisational
seniority within the action learning set. This negply equally to action learning sets
in a university and an organisational based sethodigh the literature discussed
issues that set members had experienced with thaserdinate to them, the main
points here relate to those who were senior to thethrevolved around the idea of
knowledge attached to status, with set members tohmulihe validity of their
contributions because of their absence of equivaatus. The analysis suggested
that sets that are held in organisations and campof members of the same
organisation are likely to have issues around sipidAssumptions that set members
have more status in the organisation, thereforeenstatus in the set, will create a
feeling that the set is unequal in terms of abildaycontribute to the workings of the
set. This can lead to a degree of over credibgiten to the contribution from the
more senior individual and the opposite for the ensubordinate set member. This
may impact upon the subordinate’s willingness tatebute to the learning set and
the remaining member’s willingness to hear thaiviodial's contribution.
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Experience Hierarchy

The analysis revealed that differing levels of sup@re given to the set presenter
according to the contextual knowledge and expee@ithe set members as a whole.
This has the effect of creating a hierarchy bagemhia member’s ability to contribute
to the presenter’s live issue. From this, a situatirises in which both too much and
too little contextual knowledge can be problematioe analysis has shown that too
much contextual knowledge by set members, whichacdras a barrier, is naive but
inadvertently insightful questions are unlikely tme asked of the presenter.
Encouragement to look at the live issue in questidgferently, because of over

familiarity and what McGill and Brockbank (2004:)2@escribe as the ‘taken-for-

granted’ (TFGs), only perpetuates a single loopnieg approach. This denies the
presenter the opportunity to reframe the issue &Rev1984) and work through

personal assumptions (Mezirow, 1991) as a way o¥imgoon from single loop

learning to double loop learning.

A further problem revealed through the analysih&t too little contextual knowledge
may result in set members abdicating from the disiom, believing that they have
little to add yet. However, through the applicatmnRevan’s (1984) questions, it is
this set member that is likely to make a signiftcaontribution to discussions through
naive questions. Experience hierarchy was showrelasing to differing levels of

support and could be offered to the presenter doupto contextual knowledge and
experience of other set members. This createsrarbigy in terms of differing set

member’s abilities to contribute to the discussion.

Positional Hierarchy

This hierarchy was shown as relating to the castefset member who received a
promotion in their work organisation and was sulbsetly seen as occupying a more
senior position in comparison with other set mermbeho worked for the same
organisation. This then created a form of positidnararchy within the set. This
essentially changes the perception of the newlynpted member’s position in the
learning set to some of the other set members. fEkisived around individuals who
were contemporaries previously having an equal pdase within the set, but this
equilibrium shifted due to the promotion of ondled members. The impact on the set

was evident in the following ways:
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Change of attitude from some of the set memberstaule other member’s
promotion;

Increased overt political behaviour which may coompise some of the
quality of the set discussions;

Reluctance to challenge the newly promoted memirethe reasons outlined
in positional hierarchies; and

Set members attempting to extend their personavarks via contacts from

the newly appointed set member.

Ultimately changing power dynamics, that have tfilecé of both reducing and
diminishing some members’ contributions to setus@ons and outcomes, often with

increasing political behaviour, ultimately impact thhe quality of the discussions.

Political Hierarchy

Political hierarchy was seen to concern membersatipg in the same set occupying
different positions, or working in different secgt®of the same organisation, resulting
in the possibility of organisational politics ocdag in the learning set. The
effectiveness of the set may be compromised fofdlh@wving reasons:

Selective contribution and reporting because ofdmecern of what may be
discussed outside the learning set in a politicetha that is not safe or as safe;
Facilitator neutrality: if the facilitator is an ganisational member, they may
have an additional agenda other than that of fatiitig that set, e.g.

introducing change. If the facilitator is extermalthe organisation, e.g. a self-
employed business consultant, then the agenda emtheldongevity of the set,
thus ensuring a regular source of income;

The perception from set members that the Chathaomséloule may not be
applied in reality; and

Dissimulation on the part of set members becauseonterns of political

safety and impact on careers.
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Again, all the above issues immediately impact uffenquality of the work carried

out by the set, and the subsequent impact upootekeess.

Manager/Subordinate Hierarchy

This hierarchy was seen to emerge from the marad®rdinate relationship existing
in the same action learning set, primarily the ioighat relationship may have on the
dynamics of those set members involved in it. Thealysis shows that a

manager/subordinate hierarchy is likely to limite titontributions that both the

manager and subordinate make to the action leasghdiscussions for the following

reasons:

A possible political dimension that results in tensoring of each member’'s
contributions to the set;

Limited input from subordinate who may feel intiratdd by the manager;

The manager may feel that the subordinate collehgsdittle to offer because
of the subordinate’s position in the hierarchy; hagrs the subordinate

individual is unaware of the issues at a more sdai@l.

Dominance Hierarchy

Dominance hierarchy was shown through the varyemgls of ‘presence’ of the
differing strengths of personality within the sadahe effect on the dynamics in the
set. It was revealed to concern a member’s stremigiersonality’ and ‘presence’ in

the set and the subsequent impact on the effeetsseof the set. Examples include:

Members who are seen by other set members as roor@aht and therefore
more powerful tend to shape the set’s behaviowhgiman et al 1973). This
often reflects their own values, which may not alsvaenefit the set, leading
to a less effective learning set.

Members who hog airtime, dominating with their sswill take away time

from other set members, creating a rush at thet@meesure that all members
receive airtime. This may impact in the sense that set is not operating
effectively as not everyone gets the chance toritaé and as such there
becomes a focus on the equity of the process assegpto the content of the
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discussions. This may also create tensions fofatiétator who may begin to

hurry set members.

In summary, the analysis revealed that there avarigty of differing hierarchical

factors that impact on the action learning setfeativeness. To some extent to
present these hierarchies discretely detracts fremmcomplexity of their presence in
the actual learning sets. Inevitably these hieiaschre interlinked and will be present
at differing times in the set, creating a more cboaped richness of tensions which

ultimately impact on the effectiveness of the set.

Trust in action learning sets

The analysis suggested that trust is an importacgtfof an effective learning set.
Interviewees placed emphasis on both psychologiedlpolitical safety as important
facets of trust in the set (Dindira, 2002). Thelgsia highlighted the need for a safe
environment in which the psychological climate eédaxed. This had the effect of
encouraging individual set members to discuss ssghat could also make them
vulnerable. There is a need to feel that the set $aife place before they disclose
sensitive or personal information about themselwegheir organisations. If the set
does not feel a safe place then members may betartuo discuss contentious issues
and, as was seen in the analysis of interview trgrts, members will actively engage
in dissimulation as a way of protecting themselfi@sn psychological harm or
reducing the effects of cognitive dissonance they rfeel. In dissimulating, a set
member may appear to be taking part in the seusssons; however, there was a
degree of self protection with set members workatga superficial level and not
really engaging honestly in issues relating to,s@dfis directly impacting on the

effectiveness of the personal outcome for the iddiai concerned.

Trust also takes time to create and starts to esna@sgpart of the socialising process
which engenders a greater degree of personal coaridrtrust experienced in the set.
Time for socialising, which may be seen as wastet,toften has the effect of
building cohesion into the set, contributing to tneation of a positive psychological

climate in which members may feel that they domesd to dissimulate, coupled with
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other set members who have not experienced the sgmaeof concern, will have a

positive impact on the effectiveness of the set.

Personal disclosure

Tuckman (1965) suggests that groups develop atfaromrate and that all members
progress through the various stages of developraerthe same time. From my
analysis of the data for this research | would ssgghat in the context of an action
learning set there is an individual perspectivet timérrors the work of Tuckman

(1965) and focuses on the individual set membeodgmession with the set. The issue
of progression is linked with the notion of perslogiaclosure, citing a situation of an
effective learning set as being a parallel situatio that of Tuckman’s (1965)

performing stage in his model of group development.

The findings of this thesis support the above sagfijom in that the individual set
member’s experience of personal disclosure occuatean individual rate. The set
member’s individual experience can be located @orginuum, ranging from being
very comfortable with personal disclosure to beimgry uncomfortable with
disclosure. This creates a situation where indaislprogressed at different rates until

a situation where the set was an effective one.

It is the norm that ground rules are usually agraethe start of the learning set’s
active life, and on some occasions they includexgrectation of personal disclosure
from the individual set members. Analysis has shdkat this experience presents
itself as being problematic for some set membeds occasion this results in the
individual resisting pressure from the group by aaling what they actually think
and feel (McKenna, 1994:301) by engaging in distatmn as a method of dealing

with cognitive dissonance.

Building upon the above points in relation to trustvas shown that if set members
feel there is a political dimension to an actioarieng set it will have implications for
whether or not set members will disclose, andef/tto, how much, particularly if the
sets are organisationally based. This clearly hegdi¢ations for the effectiveness of

the set in that contribution may be both limited amtruthful.
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There were also differing opinions as to degreescarhfort and discomfort in

personal disclosure. Some set members preferrediondtave colleagues as set
members so they could present themselves to thassatblank canvas. Others felt
more comfortable with set members they have knoremipusly (McCallister, 1995).

As was shown, an absence of comfort will impactr@amount that is disclosed and
therefore the effectiveness of the set. Some sethaes felt more secure when they
realised that they would not be pressurised tolalisc(Lieberman et al, 1974).

However, there was an expectation from some set beemthat disclosure was
essential to the effectiveness of the set. Theyaisatevealed that from the outset this
is therefore a problematic situation in which samembers will dissimulate as a way

of dealing with cognitive dissonance.

Facilitation

| found a variety of differing expectations held the interviewees, these ranged
from the individual who expected the role to be endidactic, in keeping with a
typical pedagogical approach on the one hand,amgposite perspective, that of the
gate keeper; someone who is not a member of theusdias responsibility for the
processes that occur within the set. The remainddghe sample were placed at
various locations on this emerging continuum. Imm& of maximising the
effectiveness of the set, the facilitator needbeé@aware that set members will bring
different expectations to the set and need to ltle lnaderstood and addressed, if this
is not carried out, a situation may occur in whselt members are confused and feel
there is a mismatch between the expectations ancketlity of their experience. It is
then very likely that some member’s contribution#f diminish in the early days of

the life of the set, a situation that may not soheed

The second part of this section was concerned thighrole actually played by the
facilitator and the interviewee’s views on whatliskihey demonstrated. This builds
on existing work concerning facilitator skills whidist various skills required to
effectively manage an action learning set (O’'Ha?2@01; Beaty et al, 1993).
Interviewees cited the following as some of thespeal qualities and skills their

respective set facilitator had possessed:
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Personal qualities:

Honesty- demonstrating personal trustworthinesiealings with set members.
Warmth - showing a form of empathy, sympathy anugassion.

Intuition - understands the group dynamics presetite set.

Intonation in voice - has a quality in the voicattbngenders a feeling of safety

Nurturing — helps individual set members to grow develop.

Skills:

Listening - demonstrates a variety of differingnfisr of listening and hearing.
Questioning - is able to use questions in such ya tha presenter is encouraged to
fully explore their live issue.

Dealing with emotion - is able to manage the enmati@lynamic of the set.

In terms of impact of the effectiveness of the setjon learning is a very specific
way of facilitating, which requires a range of difhg skills that encourage the set to
work together on difficult live issues. If the fhEtor does not have the appropriate
facilitation skills to understand the group pro&ss®ccurring, it may be that set

members’ contributions will be affected as the nggmaent of the set will be affected.

Impact on the set member’s job performance

As discussed in Chapter Two and the start of thepter, there are different ways to
evaluate the success of an action learning progenimis research has built upon
that literature in that it is clear from the anadysf the discussions above that the
action learning process and being a set member hade positive effect on all the
interviewees involved in interviews. Two clear thesmrelating to personal
effectiveness have emerged here; (a) individuakldgwment and (b) the impact that
has on the way they carry out their professionapoesibilities. Examples of this

include:
Self confidence leading to self efficacy. All integswees reported an increase

in personal self-confidence as a result of engagmghe action learning

process.
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A move from passivity to assertiveness. Some ig@rges were more
assertive in their daily work encounters, whereatheé past, passivity was the
most prevalent stance taken.

A better understanding of self including the indival’s leadership role and
the impact of that greater understanding on thdse ave subordinate to them.
The employment of emotional intelligence in orderengage with people
more effectively by being aware of the needs oérh

The ability to reframe situations creating a moeseloped understanding of

the situation or issue.

It is clear from the analysis carried out in thiggis that the action learning process
and being a set member have had a positive effealldhe interviewees. Two clear
themes relating to personal effectiveness have gedenere: individual development
and how they carry out their professional rolese &halysis suggests that change in
the individual will have a direct bearing in howethconduct themselves within an
action learning set. As they begin to change aneldp so will the strength of their
contribution to the discussions held in the set. damfidence grows within the
individual so will their capacity to challenge insapportive manner, perhaps seeing
weaknesses in the arguments that are presentld ohidcussions which culminate in

a much richer experience for set members and ukigna more effective set.

Contribution to the field of Organisational Behaviaur

The following section discusses the formal contitiu to knowledge that has
emanated from the analysis carried out. This makdisect contribution to the field of
Organisational Behaviour. The thesis contributesatliy to the study of group theory,
adult learning, reflective practice and communaati Additionally, by including
other disciplines such as psychology and counggetdiindies, | feel that | have added a

richness and differing dimension to the study oj&isational Behaviour.
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Hierarchies in learning sets

The findings show that an action learning set dostea variety of differing
hierarchies at any one time and that these higeschave a direct impact the
effectiveness of the set. Hierarchies will impact ihe set members and, as a
consequence, affect the contribution they makédaperation of the set. Hierarchies
create power differences amongst set members. Tpeser differences lead to
dominance of individual set members and suppressfoothers at differing times,
impacting on the individual set members’ contribod and, in turn, affecting the

effectiveness of the set.

Trust in action learning sets

Analyses highlighted the processes involved indéeelopment of trust in the action
learning set. Trust, has been shown to be vit#heoeffective working of the set. Set
members need to feel both psychologically and ipally safe before they are willing
to discuss sensitive issues in the set and be habeat how they think and feel about
those issues. The level of trust experienced irséidhas a direct affect on the content
and amount they are willing to disclose. Trust akces time to create and starts to
emerge as part of the socialising process whiclerhgys a greater degree of personal
comfort and trust experienced in the set.

Personal disclosure in action learning sets

The analysis of the transcripts reveals disclosoilee on a continuum which ranges
from being comfortable with personal disclosure tie learning set, to feeling
uncomfortable with it. Within the analysis is alsonsideration of the notion that set
members will actively engage in dissimulation whiecomes to their turn to present
their issue. One explanation for this is that setnibers dissimulate as a mechanism
of reducing the impact of cognitive dissonance hentselves, so will use

dissimulation as a dissonance reduction technique.

Contribution to Action Learning Practice

This thesis offers a unique view on what makescéffe action learning, thus

enriching both the understanding and practice tibadearning. As stated in Chapter
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One, this area of research has been dominated dythibughts of researchers,
academics and consultants who have presentedvikgis on what makes effective

action learning set. The thesis adds practical kedge, specifically addressing:

Location of action learning sets

The thesis explored issues surrounding the locaifaaction learning sets, in that it
has considered the issues involved in action lagreets, held in either universities or
in differing organisational settings.

In-house action learning programmes

There are several issues here. A situation wheoeset members work together in a
manager/subordinate role can be problematic ase ti®eran automatic power
imbalance which may impact on the nature of whatisglosed and the extent they
can disclose personal issues and thoughts. Theaésasthe possibility of politics
being an issue within the set. For example, set loeesnmay pursue different agendas
within the organisation and actively lobby in thet $0 progress those particular
agendas. Added to this is the question of confidétyt or the ‘Chatham House’ rule.
The uncertainty of whether what is actually saidl stay in the room’ is a concern

for some set members. In summary, the questioask@re:

To what extent can work colleagues in action leggrsets be truly ‘comrades
in adversity’, given the politics and problems ofhouse action learning
programmes?; and

Does the organisation and the political agendagsoémployees get in the

way?

From an organisational perspective, there is ameissvolved in work place action
learning and the extent to which action learningy agork effectively in the

organisational environment. Within the issue thisra consideration of the extent to
which action learning fits with the corporate co#u Here | acknowledge the
dichotomy of how the action learning process fosuse the creation of the double
loop learner returning and his or her contextutibseof that acquired knowledge into
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what may remain a single loop organisation, witmsideration of the subsequent

impact on the effectiveness of the organisation.

Facilitator’s neutrality

If the facilitator is a member of the organisatiand has another role in the
organisation, there may be a conflict of loyaltiese that could be a concern for some
set members who may have an involvement in tharatble. Again, the impact of

this is seen in terms in terms of disclosure bez@afishat political uncertainty.

Facilitator’s skills

This thesis has added to the existing body ofditee on the skills required of an
action learning set facilitator (see inter alia @td, 2001; Beaty et al, 1993) by

discussing the learning from the differing expecemof the all the interviewees.

Naming the facilitator

It is useful to consider the influence that naméshe roles have on the action
learning process, in particular that of the indiratlleading the set. Whether the set is
managed by a ‘facilitator’ or ‘set advisor’ may kaan impact on the set member’s
perception of the role and the style employed keyitidividual leading the set. For
example, the role of the ‘facilitator’ is to ensute set works and that power is
distributed equally in the group and there is nggastion that the ‘facilitator’ is the
expert. In contrast, ‘set advisor’ suggests anviddial occupies the role of advisor to

the set and therefore has expert power within ¢he s

Set member expectations

This analysis has shown that individual set membeif have differing
understandings and expectations of the action ilgguprocess at the start of the life
of the set. These range from the traditional telatthéhe gatekeeper whose concern is
the processes of the set. These expectations haeekad effect on the success of the
action learning process. It would be useful to exanhow the set facilitator knows
and understands the members’ expectations, whatlkdge of group processes they
would need to have in order to both identify andenstand them, whilst considering

the subsequent impact of that on the effectiventtise set.
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Contribution to research approaches concerning aatin learning

Set members unigue perspective

The contribution to knowledge here is the uniqusight of action learning set
members and how it informs the knowledge that weehaf organisational
behavioural processes in this particular contexbrter to do this a method has to be
used that puts the set members’ views at the famefof the research. One of the
reasons | chose to use grounded theory was tlsatdbearch approach does exactly
that.

Giving voice to an under researched group

One of the principal drivers of this research wasbt able to give a voice to
participants of action learning sets and placeremord, their views of what makes an
effective action learning set. | think that the udegrounded theory as a research
approach allowed me to do that, primarily in tmstance, the research approach has
placed the perspective of the interviewee, i.etetbtheir story from their point of
view, choosing to include what they see as relevabbtve the perspective of the
interviewer, who has a prepared view of the impdrigerspectives that need to be
spoken about.

Dual imperatives in the research approach

| have written this thesis in such a way that makesresearch process a transparent
process. The thesis shows how the research praoésisls, whilst demonstrating the
evolving skill of the researcher. This is illusgdtthrough personal reflections at each
stage in the research, which have been writteherfitst person. This dual approach
contributes to knowledge concerning general rebgaracesses by offering an insight

into how grounded theory has been combined witaAudo-biographical approach.

Limitations of the research

As with any task that has been carried out forfitst time there are always things

that could have been done differently. | don’t khilor one minute that this is any
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different. There are some aspects of this resaaathcould be improved upon. These

include:

Sample composition

The sample is predominantly female. Some may atlgaethis may impact upon

the findings in that it could be considered thatsitan over representation of a
female view. The counter argument to this is that thesis was constructed as a
consideration of participants’ views generally dhat both the questions asked and
the discussions were, as far as possible, genddraheThe stance taken has left

scope for further research centered around the iskgender, if so desired.

Emphasis on the public sector

The vast majority of the people interviewed arenfrthe public sector. There are
parallels with the point above, in that it could begued that there is an over
representation of one sector of the workforce,the.public sector. This is simply an
issue of access and that more individuals from ghblic sector have elected to
become involved in the action learning process.r@rae inevitably a number of

reasons for this, cost possibly being an imponpaohibitor.

Researcher bias

| have to acknowledge the possibility of personakkthat needs to be considered.
This is not to say that the work is in anyway behdsut simply an acknowledgement
that there is always the possibility that an indinal researcher has the potential to be
biased. | acknowledge two aspects of my professipasona that could have been
problematic had | not been conscious of them. Ilgjrety background as a lecturer in
Organisational Behaviour, and the influence thay mave had on grounded theory as
a research approach. Conscious that suspending kewledge is difficult and |
have a knowledge of relevant topics that may hadeiged early coding, therefore
could affect the findings of the thesis. Howeuegndeavoured not to let this be the
case. Secondly, my passion for action learning imaye induced me to seek out

confirmatory data and viewed interviewee’s respensea more positive light.
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It was useful to take a reflexive approach to #search exercise, as this did allow me
to both experience and acknowledge the potentiphghl may have on the research

process, and respond accordingly.

Chapter summary

This chapter considered the primary purpose of esis: a consideration of what
makes an effective action learning set from thespective of action learning set
participants. The chapter commenced with a brieifere of the literature explored in

Chapter Four on the evaluation of action learninggmammes in general. It then
summarised the main findings from all the intengewonsidering the impact on the
effectiveness of action learning sets. | then natithe contribution to knowledge that
the thesis makes; specifically in the areas of misgdional behaviour, action learning
and the research approach taken. The chapter cmuchvith the limitations of this

thesis.

The following chapter considers the secondary pgepof this research; an auto-
biographical account focusing on learning the coafbeing a researcher. The chapter
is divided into two parts; the first part addres#es issue of my learning from this

experience and the second part, reflections ojotireey.
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Chapter Ten - Learning and Reflections

Introduction

This chapter considers the secondary purpose sfrdsearch: to learn the craft of
being a researcher. The chapter is divided into pents; the first part addresses the

issue of my learning from this experience and treosd part, reflects on the journey.

Learning

After experiences in general, but in particular,eaperience such as the writing of a
large piece of work, it has become common to reflgzon the personal learning
gained from that experience. The following discasstonsiders what | have learned
from that experience. The section is divided iritceé elements: learning about the
research context, learning about myself and la&lrning to learn (Pedler, 1996).
The reason | have used this particular model isithg useful for capturing all round

learning. It allows an individual to consider natlypthe knowledge gained from the
experience, but also includes the ‘self’ in thapenence, and how that individual
‘learns to learn’, moving the individual from beirg ‘learned’ individual to a

‘learning’ individual.

Learning about the context

Learning about Organisational Behaviour

When | started writing this thesis | had certaip&otations that | would learn about
the broad subject of Organisational Behaviour.dested to increase my knowledge
base by revisiting subjects that | have taughtniany years at differing levels, in
differing ways with differing audiences. As a fgidccomplished teacher, my overall
expectation was that if | knew more, the result \ddoe an even clearer picture of
organisational behaviour and therefore | would bawch more confident lecturer.
What | didn’'t expect to happen is that | would b# feeling that | had so many gaps

in my knowledge and that there is so much moreaonl. | didn’t expect that | would
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move from a situation of being, what | thought wamnsciously competent’ to
‘consciously incompetent’ in a manner of speakirftad come to realise that | started
to question my basic assumptions about my own kedgd (Mezirow, 1995) and
how that might be a result of absence of skilla assearcher. | had imagined that text
books alone would give me grounding in this ardaafly they are a useful starting
point, but there is a need to delve deeper in terdiure, coupled with a need to
identify development possibilities in literatureathl can make a contribution to.
Certainly in instances where the literature makesumptions about individuals in
groups, purposely or otherwise, ignoring the indiislity of experience within those
assumptions. There is a need to look for opporesiwithin the action learning

literature to contribute.

Learning how to do research

I intuitively feel that grounded theory as a metblodical approach is seldom used
within the Business School and a more positiviatiproach seems to be the dominant
research paradigm. This is supported at grass leats, in that as the leader for the
dissertation module on the Business School’'s MB®le last five years, it is one of
my roles to sign off the dissertation proposalsdtring so | was able to build up a
picture of the type of research students were cetimgl, which tended to be case
studies with a blended methods approach. Very yaneduld a dissertation use
phenomenology or put a grounded theory approaciaiar for approval. Having
experienced grounded theory | now feel that | ara stronger position to encourage
students to consider alternative approaches améftine broaden out our research
approach used on the MBA.

Developing research skills

In carrying out this research | have learned anctld@ed certain skills:

Confidence and expertise in interviewing
In terms of interviewing, | think there are two mlents to this. Firstly, the issue of
confidence and how that increased as | carriechare interviews and secondly

how my expertise in this area grew.
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Confidence

I think that action learning is one of the most polwl learning and teaching
mediums that | have encountered. It has the etieaculcating a strong belief
and confidence. In the course of the interviewspoadents have reported that
their levels of confidence grew, and as a resuthat | feel my commitment and
confidence has also grown over the years | havetipeal it. When | started to get
such feedback in the actual interviews | knew theas a great deal of belief in
what we were discussing, that emanated from bottiiepa this was really
important as | could both see and feel my confidegrowing with each interview

that | carried out.

| am committed to grounded theory and feel thas ivitally important to the
immediate community that former set members hage tfoice heard. | felt that |
was making that contribution and, as a result, dabge more psychologically

committed to my research.

| feel that | developed the confidence to trustittierviewee and suspend my own
preconceived ideas of what should be discussed,agssentially important to the

process of rounded theory.

Expertise in interviewing

Kvale’'s (1996) advice on how to carry out an inteww was useful. Some of the
advice he gave sounded quite simplistic but praeetle very difficult to do in
reality, i.e. try not to talk too much. In the aafinterviews it felt strange at first,
very reminiscent of my early days of facilitatingtian learning sets in which |
was consciously trying not to interrupt. As theemiews progressed | started to
see the value of this advice as my silence encedréige interviewee to talk, but
not to stumble. | felt that if |1 created the rigimivironment then we could both
settle into the interview, and a sense that we wexeng a conversation about a
common experience unfolded. As my expertise deweelop felt that | was
developing a sense of the appropriate momentstéojest with a question and
sensed when to be quiet so the interviewee codldotdheir thoughts or pause

for breath. In a sense | developed the idea oihgm.e. when to be quiet and
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when to press on forward, a situation where | was # reflect in action (Schon,
1983) and adapt to each interviewee, reflectintpeamoment, considering where
to go, holding points in my mind as | would retdorthem later to fully explore as
| didn't want to interrupt the interviewees poirparticularly if they were

impassioned about a particular point or were ifleith an important anecdote.

Reading and writing skills

Learning to read different journal articles provedbe both interesting and, on
occasion, frustrating. | was able to start to disabffering styles and the differing
intentions of the author. What | found was thatrhéay to decipher academic
language took practice and perseverance. Artiblaiswere difficult to understand
were read on several occasions over a period of tionbecome accessible.
Through the process of reading and writing my kmalge was becoming
sufficiently deep enough to make the majority ofkvbread understandable.

Assimilation skills

Learning to read and understand more carefulljliexdeto the point of being more
analytical. In the past there has always been atanthpressure and emphasis has
usually been about speed of assimilation, butakssmilation has tended to stay at
a fairly superficial level. In the process of coetpig this thesis, | have needed to
work with some complex issues where superficialitgs not enabled my
understanding. In order to understand | have guer a process of reading and

reflection.

Listening Skills

| listen to what is being said to me, both in thierviews and in tutorials with my
supervisor. It has been invaluable in the coursedhef interviews to try and
develop the ability to listen and hear what wasl 4ai me. When in interview
situations | was conscious to listen for what wad what was not said as a way of
judging whether to probe a point a little furthér.the context of supervision, |
consciously tried to listen and assimilate difficWoncepts prior to asking

guestions.
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