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Action learning is a technique to tackle issues within the workplace by working 
through them together in a small group of approximately six people. By using the 
knowledge and skills of a small group combined with probing questions, individuals 
are able to focus on real issues affecting their work performance and find solutions.  

 

How does it work?  

Individuals take it in turn to present an issue or problem that they are facing and 
the rest of the group ask questions until the presenter has an action plan for 
resolving the issue.   
 

By focusing on the right questions, action learning helps participants to find their 
own solutions to their situation. It does this by: 
 

• Asking questions to clarify the exact nature of the problem  

• Identifying possible solutions  

• Taking action 
 

Action learning is not just about identifying possible solutions. Participants are 
also required to implement a solution and to report back to the set on the 
outcome, thereby encouraging ‘action’ rather than just talking.   
 

Key features  
The basic features of action learning: 

• 5 or 6 people (with a facilitator) meeting regularly to share real issues, problems 
or opportunities in a supportive environment 

• Questioning, challenging and gaining feedback from each other  

• Reflecting on learning and practice  

• Making and implementing action points  

• Reporting back on actions to subsequent meetings  
 

Individual benefits:  

• Sharing, learning and working 
through your issues in a confidential 
and supportive environment 

• Increased motivation and 
productivity 

• Confidence building and personal 
development 

Organisational benefits:  

• Improved work performance 

• Builds relationships and ability to 
find creative problem solving 

• Increased understanding of other 
peoples roles within the 
workplace 

 

When to use action learning 
Action learning works well when all the participants have real work issues that they 
are willing and able to share with the other members of the set in order to arrive at 
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a possible solution. To be successful, the participants must 
also have a degree of control over their work so that they are 
able to implement the actions that they have discussed within 
their workplace. Participants must also commit to the whole 
process, because much of the value comes from the 
questioning as well as the implementation of solutions.  
Therefore, participants should not drop out once their issue 
has been presented and discussed. 
 

Skills required 

• Being open to ideas and challenges  

• Listening fully 

• Asking powerful questions which encourage discussion and 
possibilities  

• Empathy  

• Self-awareness – being aware of personal impact  
 

Individuals acquire and develop these skills as they move 
through the action learning process. These are great skills to 
have in the workplace and can transform relationships or other 
work situations. 
 

What happens in the set? 

• One member of the group (the presenter) talks through an 
issue, problem or opportunity expressing feelings as well as stating facts. (During this time, the 
presenter should only be interrupted to enable them to clarify their issue or to help them move 
forward). 

• The rest of the group (called the supporters) help the presenter to learn by asking questions. 
Questions should aim to offer insight and to challenge the presenter. Questions can also be 
used to help the presenter to explain their issue. 

• The presenter then develops action points to work on before the next meeting. The action points 
should be realistic and focus on the issue, problems or opportunity presented. 

• The whole group discuss what they have learned during this session. Often newcomers to 
action learning are surprised at how the supporters learn as well as the presenters in the 
process. This is the learning review stage. 

• The facilitator maintains the timetable and ground rules and helps the group remain focused. 
 

Tips for the presenter 
1. Bring the right issue – an issue that is too big, too small or too personal is unlikely to be open 

to challenge and support. You may not get as much learning and development from the set 
and your organisation is unlikely to benefit either. 

2. Is the challenge important, significant, complex and real?  

3. Is the issue too big or involve too many other people for the individual to take ownership?  

4. Am I certain that I will be able to take action on the dilemma?  

Key Words 
 

Action learning – a learning 
technique that involves 
approximately six people, 
working through issues 
together within the workplace 
 

Set – the group of people 
involved in the action learning 
 

Presenter – the person 
presenting their issue to the 
set for discussion 
 

Supporter – other members 
of the set when the presenter 
is introducing their issue 
 

Facilitator – an independent 
person brought in to establish 
the ground rules and running 
of the set 
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5. What is the time frame for making progress on the issue?  

6. Am I willing to be challenged on this?  

7. Have I provided enough detail for others to understand what the issue is? 
 

What questions should I ask as a supporter?  
 
Great questions are a key part of the action learning approach. Here are some which may help: 

 

Clarification 
What are you trying to do? 
How do you see it? 
What is the difference between the current 
situation and the way you would like it to be? 
Who will be affected if you are successful? 
Who might help you? 
What obstacles do you envisage? 
Where might you get useful information? 
 

Probing 
Can you explain or give an example?  
What happened9? 
Why did you do that? 
Who are 'they' or who is ‘everyone’? 
How do you feel? 
What assumption are you making? 
Is that assumption stopping you? 
What are you expecting to happen and why? 
What are the consequences of doing that? 
What is your instinct about what is going on? 
What was the high point for you? 
What was the low point? 
What has been your key insight from this 
situation? 
 

Action 
So what can you do next as a result of this 
discussion? 
Where could you get more information? 
Who else could you talk to that might have an 
interest in this? 
What are you going to do next? 
What are your options for action now? 
What are you going to do for yourself before the 
next meeting? 
 

Insight 
What is it that is challenging about this 
issue? 
What opportunities can you see? 
What would success look like? 
What part of the problem needs working 
on urgently? 
What have you tried? Why did/didn't it 
work? 
Who have you involved? 
Who can give advice and information on 
the difficulty that you are facing? 
 

General questions 
How can we help you to make progress? 
What if9? 
How do you think the person would 
respond if9? 
When you talked about that person/thing, 
you seemed excited. Is that right? 
How do you feel about9? 
What do you think about9? 
How helpful are our questions? 
What metaphor could you use to describe 
the situation? 
What would happen if you did nothing? 
 

Great questions 
What are the effects of this on others? 
Is there another way of working? 
What more do you have to learn? 
What are the pros and cons of your 
behaviour? 
What skills do you need to develop to 
cope with this? 
How can you improve the situation? 
What will you do next?  
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Supporters learn and develop through contributing to the discussions, so will need to make 
their own contributions in order to actively gain from the set at all times, not just when they 
present.  
 

The role of the Facilitator  
A good facilitator will play a vital role in the success of a set by: 

 

• Agreeing the structure beforehand – whose issues will be discussed at each 
meeting and if possible what those issues will be. Prior knowledge of what topic 
will be discussed and when will also allow supporters and presenters to be well 
prepared and to think about the issue beforehand. 

• At the first set the facilitator will outline the process, make introductions and 
quickly gauge how the personalities will interact, formulating in their mind a plan 
for ensuring equality of contributions by all members. 

• Discreetly keeping the discussion on track and moving it along.  

• Allowing sufficient time to fully explore the presenter’s issue and maintaining 
focus.  

• Ensuring that conversation does not shift towards the issues of supporters until it 
is their turn. 

• Keep track of who has spoken and ensure that all supporters are contributing the 
discussion – bringing in others if discussion and responses are being dominated 
by one or two people. 

• Ensuring the group becomes accustomed to the way a set works, so it can 
become self regulating.  

• The facilitator may also take on the responsibility for organising the set, although 
this is not necessarily the facilitator’s role. If this is the case, they will need to 
know in advance who will be a part of it and the contact details for anyone 
involved so that any concerns can be raised before the set commences. 

  
As the set progresses and becomes more established, the facilitator may begin to 
withdraw. Set members should gain enough confidence to be able to speak up if 
they feel discussion is being dominated by certain group members or if they feel 
unable to make a contribution due to the actions of other set members. Once this 
stage has been reached the facilitator might withdraw without jeopardising the 
future success of the set. This would need to be assessed by all the group 
members as the set progresses.   
 

Composing an action learning set 
For a set to work well from the beginning it is important that the members are well 
matched in what they can bring to the set. Where one person’s experience is vastly 
different to the other members, they will quickly begin to feel their contributions are 
not valid. Group members should have sufficient shared experiences to be able to 
enter a meaningful dialogue from the first meeting. It is appropriate therefore to 
match individuals with similar levels of responsibility within their organisations. 
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When running a workplace set, topics for 
discussion need to be carefully selected to 
avoid conflicts of interest or controversy. The 
presence of senior managers or members of 
the organisation may inhibit other members 
from contributing openly or presenting issues 
which are of particular relevance to them. In 
these situations topics should be sufficiently 
neutral, whilst relevant to the whole group 
(such as relationships with external partners or 
organisations, or general information and 
knowledge sharing for example around IT) so 
that all can contribute. 
 
Confidence in your fellow set members is a key factor to the success of a set. Members should 
have confidence in the group’s ability to suggest valid ways forward and be able to share and 
work through problems in confidence. One of the values of an action learning set is the fact that 
participants should be free to discuss any issue of concern to them when carrying out of their 
duties. This discussion should not be hampered by fears over confidentiality of what is being 
discussed. It is for this reason that sets work well when all set members are of a similar level 
within their organisations; it eliminates the situation where one member of the set is hampered 
by having a colleague present about whom they may wish to raise issues. 
 

Top tips for a successful Action Learning Set 
1. Arrange meetings at times and venues convenient to all members of the set. Two hours per 

set is ample with time for discussion of two problems. 

2. Set meeting dates in advance and make sure all members are committed to them. 

3. Get the right balance of set members. 

4. Agree topics to be discussed at the next meeting, and stick to them! 

5. Ensure all participants contribute, both in presenting issues and asking questions – members 
learn and develop by formulating their questions as well as by airing and discussing their 
dilemmas. 

6. Use an independent facilitator for the first few sessions at least. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Further links and guidance: 
• Teaching and Learning: Action Learning [On-line: UK]  Atherton J S (2011) - 

www.learningandteaching.info/teaching/action_learning.htm  

• International Foundation for Action Learning website - www.ifal.org.uk 

• Action Learning Sets homepage - www.actionlearningsets.com/index.phtml 
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For any further information, guidance and support, please contact  
Bolton CVS on: 01204 546010 or e-mail: admin@boltoncvs.org.uk 

 


