Title : Reflections on a failed action learning intervention

Abstract
This paper reflects on the failure of a recent action learning intervention with a  UK television company. The aim of the project was to gain insight into the reasons why the viewing figures of their factual programming channels were in decline and to develop a new strategy enabled by the action learning methodology. Unfortunately, this intervention was not successful and resulted in the project being cancelled after only one set meeting. The purpose of this paper is to reflect on the reasons for this failure and to share my thoughts with others in the action learning community. The paper concludes that the reasons for this failed intervention were due to; my presence being considered by some set members as a threat to their credibility; a resistance to engage in the process of assumption breaking and reflective practice; and due to the perceived time it takes to apply the action learning methodology. 
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Reflections on a failed action learning intervention
 Background

My academic research and practice based interests lie in the area of strategic management, and in particular, the process and practice of making strategy in commercial organisations. Furthermore, I find the question of how to capture, harness and develop organizational learning to facilitate the process of making strategy is one that intrigues me. I have gained some insight into this question in a previous action learning intervention with a leading health & fitness organization (Oliver, 2006) where the deployment of an action learning methodology was able to capture the process of strategy making and successfully led to the development of a service management strategy.    
In an attempt to build on this success, I recently engaged in another action learning project with a UK television broadcaster to develop a new strategic approach with them. However, this intervention was not successful and resulted in the project being cancelled after only one set meeting. The purpose of this paper is to reflect on the reasons for this failure and to share my thoughts with others in the action learning community.
The organisational issue 

The future of the television industry has never been more uncertain. The rise of digital content generation and delivery has resulted in unpredictable and unfamiliar market conditions and encouraged an invasion of new, non traditional entrants (eg. BT Vision) which has increased competition and choice for the viewing public. In such a turbulent environment, visibility of the future is clouded and the strategic way forward for television broadcasters remains unclear. The most effective way to develop organisational strategy in this type of environment is widely advocated as involving a process trial, error, incremental change and experiential learning (Quinn, 1980; Mintzberg 1987, 1998; Rees and Porter, 2006).  
The broadcaster in question was facing many strategic challenges, but they were particularly concerned with how to reverse the decline in viewing figures for their factual programming channels. 
They had been discussing this issue within the company for two months, but as yet, had not come up with any viable solutions. I became involved in the project following a request from one of their Channel Heads’ who knew me and my interest in strategic management and action learning. Discussions with him lead to me to conclude that action learning, with its focus on exploring unfamiliar subject matters and problem solving could be used as an effective methodology to gain insight into the issue and generate a range of creative, yet implementable strategic options.  

The Composition of the Set
The set consisted of the Channel Director, the Head of Strategy, one Channel Head from factual programming, the Marketing Manager, and myself acting as an action learning coach. The varied composition of the group not only ensured that multiple perspectives of the problem could be explored, but also, that strategic implementation could be achieved more efficiently as a result of the buy-in and group consensus that they, as senior staff, would develop over learning cycles and set meetings.  
The first set meeting

Following the formalities of introducing themselves, I asked each member of the set to outline the nature of the issue facing the company as they saw it. Not surprisingly, the ‘headline’ responses all corresponded to ‘a decline in factual programme viewing’. 
However, further and more in-depth discussion revealed that the set members had viewed the issue differently, with some members seeing it as a broad social issue that was prevalent in the UK and USA, whilst others regarded it as an issue which related more specifically to the company, and that the decline in their viewing figures, at a rate greater than the competition, was more specifically related to their programme offerings. These two different perspectives, may well have been the reason why the set members had not come to terms with the exact nature of the problem they were trying to tackle, and as a consequence, the more they discussed the issue, the more they were unsure about what they were doing, where they were going, and how progress could be made. 

I then asked set members to think about the consequences of not solving this problem, which was something that none of them had considered before. With no answer forthcoming, I asked them to reflect on the question and provide a response in the next set meeting. 

At this point I provided them with an outline of the action learning process and how this methodology could contribute to solving their problem. After this overview things started to go wrong. The mood of the Head of Strategy darkened and he asked a series of questions and made several statements that ultimately closed the meeting and lead to the cancellation of the project. 
My reflections on the Head of Strategy’s assertions and the closure of the project is the purpose of writing this paper, as I believe it has important implications for action learning practitioners. 
The objections to implementing an action learning programme
The criticism of action learning as a methodology for the project centred on the following areas.

Firstly, the use of assumption breaking and insightful questioning (Brockbank, McGill and Beech, 2002) was perceived to be a luxury afforded to academics and not practitioners in the commercial world. The idea of engaging in a reflective dialogue enabled by a cycle of planning, action, observation and reflection was perceived as a rather laborious way to investigate the problem at hand. Allied to this, a process of recurrent questioning would lead to further confusion amongst set members and other members of staff who would eventually become involved in task related projects occurring outside of the learning set.
A second and related objection, was the notion of assumption breaking as a concept.  The Head of Strategy argued that as an experienced strategist in the television arena, he had recently been employed by the organization on the basis of his previous work experience and how he could contribute to the future direction of the company in a fast changing industry. His existing assumptions had been shaped by his experiences, and these experiences had landed him a good job with a leading media company.  
This statement is more than justifiable, and yet, Hamel (1996:74) notes that “in industry after industry, the terrain is changing so fast that management experience is becoming irrelevant”. I would argue that in such a turbulent marketplace, all existing assumptions need to be re-evaluated and that this process needs to be regularly undertaken by managers to successfully develop their business and remain competitive. 
The group were ‘implicitly’ split on this issue. I have used the word implicit to reflect the view that it appeared that none of the members wanted to engage in open conflict, especially as the Head of Strategy ultimately had responsibility for this project. Having said that, it was apparent that the Channel Director and Channel Head wanted new insights and a fresh perspective on the issue of factual programming, and as such,  wanted to challenge their existing assumptions by engaging with action learning.  

The third objection related to the perceived timeframe involved in a process that encouraged reflection. Again, the Channel Head thought that the introduction of an action learning methodology was an ideal way to re-assess the issue and their existing assumptions, whilst the Head of Strategy believed that his thinking on the subject had progressed significantly and that it was not reasonable to re-evaluate and reflect on the nature of the problem and the underlying assumptions again. Generating a new perspective would mean that he would miss the deadline he had been given to present a new strategy going forward. Time and progress were of the essence. 
Conclusions
The intention of this paper was to reflect on the nature of this failed intervention and disseminate the findings to the action learning community. However, as I have reviewed drafts of this written this piece, I have come to the conclusion that these reflections have a greater significance to me and my practice of the action learning discipline.  

There was undoubtedly an element of internal politics and ‘turf war’ involved in this set meeting. As a new employee of the company, the Head of Strategy wanted to set down an early marker in his tenure, and in the same position, there is a good chance I would have done the same to defend my credibility. 
The more substantive matter I have asked myself since this intervention is not whether action learning can contribute to the process of strategy making, but, to consider the role that I have as an academic engaging in industry practice. In this specific case, my role was considered problematic by the Head of Strategy and Marketing Manager, who believed that my intervention added a layer of complexity to the project and that the methodology I proposed would only slow down progress on the project. My role also represented a more sinister presence, in so far as, I was perceived as a threat to experienced practitioners whose credibility was threatened.  

As action learners we know that this methodology encourages individual and group  reflection. In this specific intervention, the term ‘reflection’ was associated with a process primarily undertaken by the academic community, who aren’t necessarily engaged in practice, nor face the same time constrained commercial pressures that practitioners are under. Developing reflective practice is an admirable goal, but the practitioners in this case were engaged a continuous stream of work related activities and simply did not have the time to reflect on their practice and the assumptions that would underpin the strategies they would develop. So when faced with an academic promoting the use of an experiential and reflective methodology, it appeared to be an over indulgence in time wasting by the practitioner. I believe that this view is mistaken, however, if this perception is a commonly held view in practice, then my future engagements with practitioners will acknowledge this view and I would now only recommend introducing an action learning programme when there is sufficient time in the project planning timetable to allow for the iterative and reflective process that action learning involves.
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