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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines an under resedrehnea in the field of action learning: how
learning set participants experience action legrrand 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 anchtf@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 operationsienget. 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 aimoum 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 efiéthe 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.
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Chapter One — Introduction

Introduction to the live issue

It has taken some time to come to a point wher@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 | Wasilitating 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 talitation of learning groups, in
which we all listened to the presenter’'s ideasientencouraged 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 soméem 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 gdstavanted 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 Managdnaeu wanted action learning
as an embedded philosophy with in both programiness asked to be the director
for both programmes; | gladly accepted this inwatatas | 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 theogmmme 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 Businesfid®l 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 Richarle was a very dear friend and |
missed him both personally and professionally, tuede 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 ttexdiure 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 sstwdssions, 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 [Eros996; Mumford, 1996;
Robinson, 2001; Hoban, 2004; Lee, 2006), but ngthispecifically dedicated to
hearing their voices and opinions on what they ¢t@usidered 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®éekperience 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 nagk became one of establishing
exactly how | could turn my thoughts on this lissue 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 underdtdre 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 bgtildent as being an effective action

learning set?

At this stage it became apparent to me that wiadnited 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 haddéoHrom 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 expergthereby 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 ithhobught would be useful in this
field.

Current Literature in this field

Within the field of action learning,diature has historically been dominated by the
contribution of academics, researchers or prangti®, with learning set participants’
views remaining largely an under researched am@@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&bipner and Frost (1996), in an
article entitled “Experiencing Action Learning”. &lhesis 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 r@@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 literaturees@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 precedelements 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
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Research Methodology and Methods

Methodology

As a person with limited experience of carrying magearch, | 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 consideatvhwanted 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, insightsnd
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 artitulation
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 niectontextual

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 representativhetet 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 &ivs about being an action
learning set member. Given that little is known atlaction 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 whef@adothem, in
order to develop his (sic) theory as it emerge® pitocess 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 leathiaigare common in all interviews
and, in order to draw conclusions about the haoligigws 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 approagdserning 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 Mbaalso 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 dpposites 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 imperagivirst, 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 researclere3olve 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 simultaneouslye®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 retehis 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 thrious 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@aw 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 intatiesis (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 otherugy®, 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 Learnirgntext
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 refstlop 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 enwramt 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 procad#sis 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 intervietwsth 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. Wés 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 fihs interviews and uses both
