
	
	
	
	

High	Performance	Knowledge	Bulletin	

Creating Highly Effective  
Action-Learning Programs 

Hervé	Da	Costa	
	
	
As	company	leaders,	HR	directors,	consultants	and	entrepreneurs	continue	to	look	for	better	
results	from	their	training	efforts,	action-learning	programs	consistently	deliver	a	higher	level	of	
satisfaction.	One	step	further	from	case	studies	and	experiential	learning	simulations,	this	process	
provides	an	opportunity	to	deliver	lasting	impact.	The	proven	benefits	that	it	provides	are	well	
worth	the	efforts	required	for	implementation.	
	
Action	 learning	 is	 a	 pragmatic	 approach	 to	 accelerate	
leadership	 development.	 It	 started	 as	 an	 approach	 to	
translate	 classroom	 learning	 into	 practical	 skills.	 After	
the	 introduction	 of	 new	 ideas	 and	 tools,	 participants	
would	be	challenged,	 individually	or	 in	 teams,	 to	apply	
the	 new	 learning	 to	 realistic	 situations.	 In	 this	 way,	 it	
was	 possible	 to	 bridge	 the	 chasm	 between	 theory	 and	
practice,	 increase	 the	 retention	 of	 new	 concepts,	 and	
help	 organizations	 increase	 their	 return	 on	 training	
investments.	
	
Over	 the	 years,	 the	 methods	 of	 delivery	 have	 become	
more	 specific,	 structured,	 and	 impactful.	 Through	 high	
customization	and	better	design,	this	method	of	training	
has	 gained	 popularity	 and	 credibility.	 Increasingly,	
corporations	 partner	 with	 outside	 consulting	 firms	 to	
co-develop	 and	 co-deliver	 a	 highly	 effective	 process	
with	tangible	impact.	
	
The	 core	 of	 effective	 action	 learning	 involves	
investigating	real	and	current	issues:	a	strategic	effort,	a	
competitor	threat,	a	product	opportunity,	a	process,	or	a	
company	 problem.	 It	 provides	 a	 stage	 on	 which	 to	
analyze	behaviors,	gauge	the	complexity	of	the	company	
environment,	 and	 create	 solid	 working	 relationships	
between	participants.	
	
Expected	benefits	for	participants:	
	
§ Increased	understanding	of	the	global	strategy	
§ Expanded	network	of	supportive	relationships	
§ Exposure	to	key	stakeholders	and	executives	
§ Higher	skills	acquisition	and	retention	
§ Immediate	applications	to	the	workplace	
§ Elaboration	of	personal	development	plans	
§ Increased	 level	 of	 self-knowledge,	 thanks	 to	 an	

intense,	robust	feedback	process	
§ Higher	understanding	of	individual	and	team	high-

performance	dynamics	

Expected	benefits	for	organizations:	
	
§ Training	with	high	level	of	customization	
§ Significant	gains	in	measurable	outcomes	
§ Control	of	the	schedule	
§ Higher	participation	from	stakeholders		
§ Balance	 between	 leadership	 development	 and	
operational	training	

§ Enhanced	 collaboration	 between	 divisions	 and	 the	
HR	department	

§ Improved	 assessment	 of	 participant	 leadership	
readiness		

§ The	 opportunity	 to	 make	 innovation	 a	 tangible	
subject	for	high	potential	employees	

	
The	design	process	includes	four	key	stages:	
	
Identifying	 specific	 competencies	 to	 focus	 on	
throughout	 the	program	 that	 are	 critical	 to	 succeeding	
within	the	current	company	context.	
	
Creating	 an	 engaging	 experience	 by	 selecting	 a	
current	 strategic	 theme	 of	 study.	 It	 must	 be	 broad	
enough	 so	 the	 participants	 can	 explore	 innovative	
solutions	without	the	immediate	pressure	of	delivering	
a	 finished	 product.	 The	 experience	 must	 give	 an	
opportunity	 to	provide	 real	 value	 to	 the	 company.	The	
program	 typically	 ends	 with	 a	 formal	 presentation	 of	
the	 project	 work	 to	 a	 jury	 composed	 of	 senior	
executives,	 faculty	 members,	 and	 experts.	 In	 some	
cases,	 the	 scheme	 can	 continue	 as	 a	 formal	 company	
project	once	the	program	is	completed.	
	
Debriefing	 the	 experience	 by	 reviewing	 what	
happened	 to	 learn	 from	 three	 perspectives:	 results,	
process,	and	team	dynamics.	The	work	produced	can	be	
analyzed	 through	 the	 lens	 of	 three	 axes	 of	 value:	
Customer	 Value,	 Business	 Value,	 and,	 important	 for	
today’s	challenges,	Employee	Value.	
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Extrapolating	the	results:	Draw	tangible	links	to	what	
it	means	for	the	leaders	and	the	corporate	environment.		
	
Some	of	the	learning	outcomes	observed	are:	
§ Real,	lasting	learning	from	real	consequences	
§ More	 serious	 and	 sustained	 engagement	 by	
participants	

§ Deeper	 understanding	 of	 shared	 leadership	 and	
mutual	accountability	

§ New	working	relationships	throughout	the	company.	
§ Understanding	 the	 human	 dimension	 at	 a	 deeper	
level	

§ Enhanced	capacity	to	drive	transversal	collaboration	
§ Refinement	 of	 your	 own	 management	 style	 and	
mitigation	of	its	risks	

§ Immediate	 application	 of	 proposed	 concepts	 to	
today’s	needs	

	
How	 do	 you	 design	 an	 effective	 action-learning	
program?	
	
Here	 are	 some	 of	 the	 key	 ingredients	 to	 design	 an	
effective	action-learning	program:	
	
§ Establish	 the	 leadership	 competencies	 and	

behaviors	targeted	in	the	program	
§ Select	 a	 project	 theme	 that	 is	 current	 and	

important;	 for	 senior	 teams,	 a	 strategic	 issue	may	
be	selected	for	the	participants	to	investigate	

§ Assess	 the	 competencies	 of	 the	 participating	
cohort	based	on	the	focus	of	what	 is	needed	to	be	
successful	 in	 the	 company;	 these	 need	 to	 address	
three	 leadership	 areas:	 you,	 others,	 and	 the	
organizational	change	

§ Help	 participants	 to	 get	 to	 know	 each	 other	 and	
establish	a	team	charter	

§ Let	 them	 work	 on	 their	 own	 while	 checking	 on	
their	 progress	 regularly.	 A	 project	 coach	 can	 be	
assigned	to	the	program	to	ensure	that	learning	is	
accelerated	and	integrated.	The	coach	can	provide	
timely	 feedback	 and	 help	 diagnose	 team	
difficulties.	 Online	 tools	 can	 help	 them	 evaluate	
team	cohesion.	

§ Provide	tools	for	strategic	planning,	brainstorming,	
change	 management,	 managing	 diversity,	 and	
inclusion,	taking	decisions	and	handling	conflicts.	

	
Executives	 require	 a	 more	 participative	 mode	 of	
training	and	a	refined	facilitation	process.	An	impactful	
program	will	also	require	a	specific	coaching	model	and	
process.	 In	 addition,	 lectures	 need	 to	 follow	 a	 tightly	

crafted	red	line	that	is	aligned	with	the	project	process	
of	 participants.	 Just-in-time	 trainings	 require	 lecturers	
to	be	well	aware	of	not	only	learning	objectives	but	also	
the	 state	 of	 project	 teams.	 Namely,	 the	 formatted	 case	
study	techniques	from	Executive	MBA	lecturers	will	not	
suffice.		
	
Participants	 and	 their	 company	 expect	 a	 focus	 on	
relevant	 pragmatism	 and	 immediately	 applicable	
concepts.	Some	pivotal	elements	are:	
	
§ Conducting	 a	 well-designed	 assessment	 prior	 to	

launching	 the	 project	 to	 evaluate	 participants’	
competencies	 and	 identify	 clear	 areas	 for	
development.	 This	 can	 be	 combined	 with	 a	 360-
degree	process.	

§ Creating	clear	criteria	to	select	the	themes	of	study.	
The	 themes	 are	 typically	 chosen	 in	 coordination	
with	senior	executives.	

§ Creating	a	list	of	internal	mentors	and	sponsors.	
§ Designing	a	well	thought	out	project	launch.	
§ Creating	 clear	 criteria	 to	 evaluate	 the	 produced	

work	by	participants.	
§ Spanning	the	training	from	two	months	to	a	year.	
§ Creating	highly	diverse	teams	with	no	pre-assigned	

authority	 to	 help	 practice	 shared	 leadership	 and	
multicultural	work.	

§ Creating	a	safe	“lab”	environment	where	participants	
can	 experiment	 with	 new	 behaviors	 without	 direct	
observation	 by	 the	 management.	 The	 less	 risk,	 the	
more	 likely	 participants	 will	 engage	 in	 an	 authentic	
way.	 The	 individual	 performance	 of	 participants	
needs	to	be	kept	confidential.	

	
How	do	I	start	creating	an	action-learning	program?	
	
An	 action-learning	 program	 is	 more	 ambitious	 and	
complex	 than	 a	 typical	 MBA-style	 project-based	
academic	program.	The	required	first	steps	are	to:	
	
§ Outline	the	context	of	the	company	involved	
§ Describe	 the	 key	 elements	 of	 the	 current	 strategy	

and	challenges	of	the	organization	
§ List	 the	 leadership	 competencies	 and	 behaviors	

that	are	targeted	in	the	program	
§ Define	 the	 before-and-after	 description	 of	 the	

learning	experience	
§ Determine	 what	 expert	 knowledge	 needs	 to	 be	

acquired	
§ Establish	what	skills	need	to	be	enhanced	

Leading	Yourself	 Leading	Others	
Leading	the	
Organizational	

Change	
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§ Assess	what	new	behaviors	must	be	observed	
§ Decide	what	situations	must	be	avoided	or	created,	

etc.	
	

Once	 the	 learning	 and	 development	 goals	 of	 the	
program	 are	 clearly	 specified,	 the	 red	 line	 of	 the	
program	 can	 be	 created.	 It	 typically	 relies	 on	 four	
pivotal	processes:	
	
§ The	 evolution	 of	 the	 project	 from	 its	 launch	 to	

delivery	
§ The	evolution	of	the	team	dynamics	and	cohesion	
§ The	 proper	 timing	 and	 relevancy	 of	 the	 training	

modules	
§ The	coaching	framework	for	individuals	and	teams	

(Just-in-Time	Feedback)	
	
The	evolution	of	the	project:	Typically,	projects	can	be	
described	 in	 four	 phases:	 Exploring,	 Converging,	
Validating,	and	Communicating.	During	 the	exploration	
phase,	 teams	 are	 encouraged	 to	 consider	 all	 options,	
collect	 data,	 meet	 with	 key	 stakeholders,	 identify	 the	
core	need,	urgency,	etc.		
	
The	evolution	of	the	team	dynamics:	When	a	team	is	
created,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 consider	 the	 need	 for	
complementary	 experiences,	 organizational	 cultures,	
and	diversity	of	 functions.	 It	 is	also	 important	 to	avoid	
putting	 a	 boss	 together	with	 a	 direct	 report.	 A	 correct	
balance	 of	 gender,	 cultures,	 and	 functional	
responsibilities	 help	 to	 create	 a	 rich	 experience	 and	 a	
better	 opportunity	 for	 challenging	 mindsets.	 As	 the	
team	 evolves	 through	 the	 forming,	 storming,	 norming,	
and	performing	phases,	proper	support	and	direction	is	
delivered.	 A	 well-designed	 program	 will	 deliver	
lectures,	 coaching,	 and	 access	 to	 important	
stakeholders,	 customers,	 partners,	 senior	 executives,	
strategists,	and	experts	at	the	right	moment.	
	
The	 timing	 and	 relevancy	 of	 the	 training	modules:	
The	design	of	the	red	line	of	the	program	must	consider	
providing	 Just-in-Time	 trainings	 (JIT).	 For	 instance,	
strategy	can	be	taught	early;	change	management	must	
be	taught	halfway	through	the	process,	when	teams	are	
clearer	on	the	objectives	of	their	project	and	when	their	
proposals	 are	 clear.	 Team	 structuring,	 communication,	

and	 self-assessment	 techniques	 should	 be	 taught	 early	
on.		
	
	

	
	
	

(*)	CCL	360	Leadership	Competencies	
	

The	training	should	be	enhanced	by	 lectures	from	area	
experts,	senior	executives,	and/or	key	clients.	Typically,	
lectures	 are	 given	 in	 strategy,	 innovation,	 strategic	
marketing,	 entrepreneurship,	 finance	 for	 non-financial	
managers	 	 etc.	 The	 case	 studies	 need	 to	 address	 the	
specific	 company	 domains	 and	 be	 expertly	 debriefed.	
Presenting	in	public	should	be	taught	in	the	final	part	of	
the	 process	 to	 practice	 and	 rehearse	 the	 final	
presentation.	 Overall,	 this	 approach	 increases	 the	
retention	level	of	the	learning.	
	
The	 coaching	 framework:	 The	 executive	 coaching	
process	 needs	 to	 rely	 on	 the	 understanding	 that	
leadership	 development	 is	 not	 an	 event	 but	 a	 lifelong	
process.	Leaders	can	never	“get	there;”	they	are	always	
“getting	 there.”	 Therefore,	 creating	 specific,	 realistic,	
achievable	personal	development	 is	 a	 core	objective	 in	
the	coaching	process.		
	
Participants	 are	 encouraged	 to	 focus	 on	 two	 to	 three	
developmental	 objectives	 throughout	 the	 program.	 An	
initial	assessment	can	help	them	identify	their	 learning	
needs	 and	 inform	 the	 coaches	 at	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	
process.	 At	 the	 end	 of	 the	 program,	 a	 peer-to-peer	
feedback	 process	 can	 help	 refine	 the	 importance	 of	
developing	 two	 or	 three	 specific	 behaviors	 further.	
Practicing	 those	 behaviors	 through	 immediate	 actions	
will	 be	 crucial.	 Therefore,	 the	 coaches	 will	 need	 to	
emphasize	 the	 importance	 of	 creating	 realistic,	
measurable,	 and	 achievable	 actions	 on	 which	 the	
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participants	can	focus	straightaway.	Some	of	the	results	
can	be	immediately	perceived	at	work.	
	
For	 the	 coaching	 process	 to	 create	 high	 value	 and	
acceleration,	 coaches	 need	 to	 be	 experienced	 in	
challenging	 behaviors	 through	 robust	 feedback,	
spending	 time	 debriefing,	 and	 telling	 the	 truth.	 They	
need	 to	 be	 willing	 to	 let	 a	 team	 fail	 and	 avoid	
“babysitting.”	 The	 coaches	 can	 leverage	 the	 team	
framework	to	ask	the	team	to	“self-coach,”	to	have	open	
dialogues	 on	 the	 dynamics	 and	 the	 way	 the	 team	
handles	the	project.	 Just-in-Time	coaching	provides	the	
right	 amount	 of	 direction	 or	 support	 as	 the	 team	 goes	
through	 the	 forming,	 storming,	 norming,	 and	
performing	phases.	
	
How	 to	 select	 a	 good	 provider:	 Careful	 attention	
needs	 to	 be	 placed	 on	 creating	 a	 matrix	 of	 selection	
criteria	to	help	differentiate	one	provider	from	another.	
Many	 institutions	 claim	 to	 deliver	 action-learning	
programs.	 However,	 giving	 participants	 a	 project	 on	
which	 to	 practice	 does	 not,	 in	 itself,	 generate	 an	
impactful	learning	experience.	Here	are	a	few	criteria	to	
assist	the	selection	process:	
	
§ Reputation	and	track	record	of	the	provider	
§ Project	coaching	track	record	and	client	list	
§ Seniority	of	the	teaching	and	coaching	staff	
§ Relevance	and	timing	of	syllabus,	tools,	simulations,	
cases	studies,	etc.	

§ Detailed	cost	
§ Participants’	documentation	and	learning	guides		
§ Coherence	of	the	red	line	
§ Balance	of	academics	to	pragmatics	
§ Teaching	methodologies	
§ Clarity	of	the	coaching	framework	and	team	tools	
§ Opportunity	to	co-design	the	program	
§ Opportunity	to	transfer	the	know-how	to	the	client	
§ Extensiveness	of	the	development	plan	creation	
§ Appropriateness	of	the	coaching	framework	
§ User-friendliness	 and	 relevance	 of	 the	 online	
learning	tools	

Answers	to	a	few	of	your	questions:	
	
§ How	 do	 we	 evaluate	 the	 ROI?	 Typically,	 hot	 (at	

the	 end	 of	 the	 program)	 and	 cold	 (one	 to	 three	
years	 after)	 surveys	with	 specific	 criteria	 need	 to	
be	 performed	 with	 the	 participants,	 their	 bosses,	
and	 their	colleagues.	Over	 time,	 the	data	collected	
documents	 the	 impact	 of	 the	 program,	 thanks	 to	
the	 numerical	 information	 and	 colloquial	
comments.	
	

§ Should	 we	 provide	 an	 individual	 project	 or	 a	
team	 project?	 Personal	 projects	 tend	 to	 foster	 a	
more	 academic	 approach,	 are	 more	 time	
consuming,	 and	 costlier,	 while	 team	 projects	
provide	 a	 better	 learning	 impact,	 thanks	 to	 the	
richness	 of	 the	 exchanges	 and	 multicultural	
perspectives.	 They	 also	 provide	 more	 global	 and	
networking	benefits.	
	

§ How	 do	 we	 select	 candidates?	 Typically,	 good	
candidates	 are	 high-potential	 employees	 with	
known	 track	 records	who	 are	 being	 prepared	 for	
higher	roles.	They	must	be	willing	to	 learn	and	be	
coached.	A	good	relationship	with	direct	bosses	 is	
important.	 The	 goal	 is	 also	 to	 avoid	 having	
“tourists,”	 so	 the	 selection	 process	 may	 ask	 for	 a	
statement	 of	 purpose	 and	 recommendations	 from	
more	 than	 one	 executive	member.	 In	 some	 cases,	
program	 alumni	 participate	 in	 the	 selection	
process	 and	 help	 create	 a	 dynamic,	 participative,	
and	excited	cohort.	

	
§ How	do	we	organize	the	virtual	teamwork?	

Teams	need	to	create	a	solid	charter	and	timetable	
in	the	first	training	module;	they	must	ensure	that	
the	technology	is	there	to	support	their	work:	
conference	calls,	Skype	access,	document-sharing	
platforms,	etc.	The	training	is	optimal	when	teams	
can	also	meet	physically	throughout	the	program	
to	advance	their	project.

	
	
“Leadership 
development is critical; 
the next generation of 
executives needs to be 
exposed to other cultures 
and receive training in 
global management.” 
	

Hervé	 Da	 Costa	 is	 an	 executive	 coach	
and	 the	 managing	 director	 at	 Softlink	
International.	 He	 has	 been	 a	 senior	
executive	 at	 Xerox	 PARC,	 HP	 Labs,	 the	
University	 of	 California	 at	Berkeley	 and	
two	successful	startups	in	Silicon	Valley.	
He	 is	 an	Affiliate	Professor	of	Executive	
Education	 and	 has	 coached	 over	 200	
innovation	 project	 teams	 worldwide	
within	the	past	eight	years.		
	
Contact:	 info@sli-associates.com							
For	 more	 general	 information,	 visit			
www.sli-associates.com.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	


