[image: image1.jpg]The
Bare/‘aa/

Guide

organisaﬁons
and social




Leadership for Learning
By Jacqueline Verhagen, PSO,
September 2012

A thought-piece based on the Barefoot Guide 2 Action Research Reports of South East Asia, South Asia, Southern Africa, East Africa, West & Central Africa and Europe

H

ow do you know that there is leadership for learning? What do you see, feel, maybe even smell when it is there? In my mind it is not only about organising learning activities, or getting the time and resources for that. It is also about having the feeling that you are doing something important for others, for yourself, for your organisation and maybe for the sector. Leadership for learning means giving attention and support, working through resistance and organising buy-in from everybody who needs to be involved.
In this article I will look at two issues and how these were dealt with in the BFG2 Action Research. 
Firstly I will look at buy-in of management and leadership. What kind of positive leadership for learning did we see and where did we experience the lack of leadership for learning? What insight did we gain from these experiences? 
Secondly I will look at the leadership of the people who were involved in the action research? What kind of involvement did we see? What kind of involvement is needed to have an action research which can contribute to organisational learning and social change?
1. The Buy-in of Formal Leadership

When there is leadership for learning, we don’t speak much about it. Few stories are told about the good things that happen. We saw that in the European HUB. Because most of the participating organisations were struggling with management buy-in it was one of the theme’s we spoke about a lot of. However, when you see the report and stories of, for example, VVOB, one of the involved organisations where there was really management buy-in, they only mention it in their learning journal on the question what was helping:  “Support of the management based on internal value and drive of continuous improvement”. 
The South Asian report is more explicit on it. They mentioned that in all the five organisations which were involved in the action research from start to the end, they had fruitful discussions with the senior management. With regard to helping factors they said very explicitly: 
“It was found that in most organisations guidance and interest of senior leadership, particularly the head of the organisation, towards the learning question and the AR process, assisted the process tremendously.” 
The organisation which didn’t stay involved till the end also faced lack of interest in the organisation and leadership. 
The report of East Africa isn’t very outspoken about leadership for learning, although they did mention plans to enhance transformational leadership in communities. One of the insights of their harvest workshop was a new understanding of how individual learning in the organisational context needs to be consciously managed as a continuous cycle that leads to shifts at the level of organizational practices, systems and key principles. 

In the Southern Africa HUB you see again that when leadership for learning is in place it isn’t mentioned. The VVOB Zimbabwe wrote: 
“With VVOB the two facilitators were able to move responsibility for the action research not only to the entire programme tea; all team members as well as their partner organisations became co-researches.”  And  “The organisation combined the process of gathering information with transformation in its practice of providing support to its partners as well as in its relationship to partners. Information and transformation were brought together.” 
I assume that leadership for learning was in place and enable this. But maybe because leadership of learning wasn’t a problem it isn’t mentioned. As I said earlier, when it is there we rarely speak about it.
One paragraph in the report of Southern Africa is on the authority for leading the change, it said: 
“Those with the authority for leading for leading the change are not only part of a process of learning but, take responsibility for driving and grounding the desired change. For the organisation to actually change its actions or practices takes courage and such courage has to be demonstrated by those in leadership”. 
Although I totally agree, the report didn’t mention if this was also their experience during the action research or not. Is it wishful thinking or did they really have some best practices? That could be interesting for further investigation. 
The action research in South East Asian was done among a mix group of organisations. They made a distinction between bigger, larger organisations and small organisations.  
“One of the organisations was the country office of a large INGO and another was the regional office of a large international organisation. Both these large organisations were going through periods of considerable change. The facilitators were not particularly supported by their line managers who were more focused on the larger organisational change. The smaller organisations had some or all facilitators in leadership position. The learning could in most cases quickly be applied to action and so people could see the benefit of the learning activities.” 
In the reports of the other Hub’s such a distinction is not made. However it is assumable that the buy-in of management, when they are not the initiators or champions of the action research, is much more challenging, than in small organisations.
Buy-in at the start
The buy-in of the formal leadership in the start is very clear in the South Asian report. For example in PRIA they worked with a writers group, formed by people from different programme divisions. The selection was done in consultation with the senior leadership.  
In PSO, part of the European Hub we saw that for the real buy-in of the management in the starting phase it was important to change the original question. 
“We begin this action research in January 2011 with a staff meeting in presence of the middle-management. Based on that meeting we came up with the question: How can we value our small stories of success around our practice, so that we can learn what the added value of our way of working is?  We start making plans, inviting an external to guide us in storytelling, set a date for that training and then it was April. The context of the organisation has changed enormously in that month. The board had proposed to the members to close the organisation. Although the decision was not made yet, there was a feeling that this wasn’t the right time for learning and doing action research anymore. The management was very clear on this. We were not allowed to go on, but in the same month we had our first HUB meeting, still not knowing if we could do something in our own organisation. Together with VVOB we start working on our own question. Inspired by their way of thinking we changed our question to: “How can we best identify and present concrete results and the added value we provide as organisation in supporting capacity development in Dutch NGO’s as online legacy”.  The words “results” and the mention of the “online legacy” were the words the management wanted to hear. Now they saw that this whole action research was also in their interest.”

 What struck me in this example is that it isn’t only about the need for a question which is related to practice and strategy of the organisation, but it is also about the formulation of the question. For different people in different functions we could use different words. What is important is that the question appeals to them; so that they feel ownership for the question and are intrinsically motivated to deal with question. For some it could be useful to use such words as results and outcomes, where others are more motivated by words as value or change.
Leadership has to provide an enabling environment and resources
In West and Central Africa, Kafui stresses the importance of leadership providing an enabling environment, through the provision of resources and opportunities. She stresses that leadership plays an important role in holding individuals and organisation accountable for the learning. She said:  
“By inference, for organizational learning to be effective and meaningful, first the individual must take responsibility for it. On the other hand, the organization must provide leadership and enabling environment, through the provision of resources and opportunities. And to hold both individual and organization to accountability, learning objectives and processes have to be reflected in management agreements, as seen in the case of GBU, so that it can be measured. After making my presentation on the findings, I noticed in our discussions that there was the need for organisations to provide staff with opportunities to become responsible for their personal learning first. Within the new corporate business plan, staff members are not only restricted to structured forms of training, but can choose self-directed e-learning, learning and development on the job,  training seminars and links to platforms including communities of practice, where feasible. The leadership of GBU gave the staff members the freedom to choose their own learning targets. Overwhelming results were achieved. The GBU staff member themselves understood they were accountable for their own agreed outcomes and carry out the learning tasks within the framework of the organisation’s corporate goals.” 
Facilities, such as training, are part of an enabling environment; however as we see in this example, the freedom of choosing your own way of learning is also part of an enabling environment. It means that this organisation has faith in the capacity of their staff to develop their own learning path. Faith and trust, which speaks out this example is empowering and means that people are not only accountable for what they are doing, but want to be accountable.
The report of Southern Africa speaks not only about time and resources, but makes it more concrete by stressing that reflective learning processes are human processes and therefore requires quality time. “Without devoting quality time and space to such processes, they become technical exercises that fail to inspire and motivate the people”. Quality time and space isn’t measurable and appeals to others things; states of mind, active listening, focus, motivation, the will to receive feedback, the courage of stepping out of your comfort zone.
Obligation to inform leadership about the learning

Buy-in of formal leadership was needed at the beginning and also during the action research. This gave the facilitators the responsibility to inform the leadership of what was going on. Without taking that responsibility seriously, the learning would stay in the action research team. In the report of South Asian it is mentioned several times that the internal reflection workshop was shared with the senior leadership. The information was not only given, but they had a dialogue around the information and from that found that the leadership supported them in the on-going process.
In the story of Liesbeth from the European HUB you can see a wonderful example how leadership can help you, just by letting them know what is hindering learning. 
“Although we have a shared learning agenda with pre-defined learning activities, I experienced some reluctance and resistance from my team leader to put especially the social innovation topic on the agenda of the Thematic Learning Community (TLC). He had told me a few days before in a one-on-one he would not allow me to discuss this centrally. He repeated that in front of all CP members in a following team meeting accompanied with his well-known deadly stare. Luckily Saskia who coordinates the learning, had discussed this with her team leader and the director. The director then endorsed her support and stayed with the TLC the first 15 minutes to express her support to us. In the end, also my own team leader expressed how much he had valued Saskia’s contribution in the TLC, who had facilitated the first part on social innovation.” 
Sharing with your leadership what isn’t working or what is hindering is not as easy as it sounds. However if you don’t do it, how is leadership able to support you? To get supportive leadership requires involving them, to invite them to play an active role.
2. Leadership of people involved.
Enabling and making organisational learning happen should be one of the tasks of the management. They should give direction and stimulate the dialogue between learning activities and the practice and strategy of the organisation. However leadership isn’t something which is only asked from the formal leaders or managers. In the reports and stories we saw examples where the commitment of facilitators and staff or even the community made the difference.
“When we started the AR, we called for a meeting with leaders of the membership organizations so we could identify the advocacy theme that will form the subject around the AR. “Access to public water tap” was taken up as an advocacy topic after several deliberations because individual organisational programmes were influencing what advocacy issue NWADO should collectively take up e.g. organizations dealing with waste management wanted a waste management issue to be advocated. Then we had to do a quick scan of social issues and that of water distribution came up and was agreed on because it was the pressing issue for the community that we operate in. When we moved into the community to discuss this issue, there was a massive mobilization behind us. So now that we’ve started the public campaign for fair and affordable public water distribution, we have the community’s signature.”

The ownership of the community for water distribution, which speaks out this example is an enormously powerful driving force. It is a burning issue for the community and to build on this burning issue in the action research gave the action resource its relevance. As I said in the beginning of this article, you  can only take leadership for learning when you have the feeling that you are doing something important, for others, for yourself, for your organisation and maybe for the sector or even bigger.
Personal leadership is what we can notice by ourselves. In the report of the south Asian Hub we found a wonderful story about how the decision for the subject of the action research was made. 
“When I visited Ahmedabad, we had a joint meeting with the director and there decided to concentrate on Dalit Organising and Mobilising. Though earlier, I had been in the civic leadership programme, currently my being in Rajasthan made undertaking an intensive process in Gujarat difficult, more so when we were still not aware how we were going to go about it. Geeta was enthusiastic about exploring the participatory training for trainers in disability programme but was concerned that the English teaching required a great deal of time and involvement. The clinching factor in favour of the Dalit Organising and Mobilising theme was my enthusiasm and the desire to create some knowledge product from the learning’s of the programme. I do not know how confident he was but our Director just said, “Yes! Go ahead, why not?”

Due to her own enthusiasm the formal leadership supported her in the choice for the subject of the action research.

Personal leadership can also be noticed by others. Many times when we admire people it is about the personal leadership they show, like in the story of the European Hub about Carolien. 
“Carolien and I decided to work together on making a film on the theme of management buy-in. Carolien is a middle-aged woman and at this moment unemployed. However that doesn’t stop her from trying to get the action research off the ground in her former organisation. I admire her to spend her free time and energy on this action research, while she knows that the current management isn’t supporting learning and doesn’t have much interest in the action research” 
And also in the story of MCNV you feel the admiration for the facilitators who were so deliberated to writing their experiences in diaries. 
“My organisation and I learnt most from the interviews with the facilitators of learning of the NGO’s and CBO’s. In the action research, they were asked to write learning diaries. After every activity, based on the learning diaries, I did in-depth interviews with them to re-call what happened, share what they felt and why they felt like that, exchange the lessons learnt and make recommendations for improvement. MCNV invited the facilitators to participate in planning for the following steps with application of the lessons from the previous activities. Those small changes were mapped for MCNV to monitor the changes of the organisation and its partners.” 
Without this commitment to the diaries the in-dept. interviews wouldn’t have had much learning opportunities.

However, sometimes we face the lack of personal leadership. The facilitators in one of the stories of the South Asian Hub shared their frustration:
 February 2011: “Let’s take on the AR reflection project” “Yes. We are excited to be the facilitators. It will be a wonderful learning opportunity”.
 April 2011: “We have seven committed learners”.
 May 2011: “I’m so busy… I won’t be able to find the time outside my project commitments.” 
August 2011: (and then there were 6)… “My project commitments just won’t go away.. I can’t find the time to reflect… 
October 2011: (and then there were 5)… “I was so excited, but now I just feel burdened… “
December 2011: (and then there were 4)… “I have a family emergency… “I’m leaving the organisation…”
This example is even more remarkable when you know that in this organisation there was real support from the senior leadership. It shows that formal leadership and personal leadership must make a pact. 
3. Conclusions
Leadership for learning is important, from the start, during the process and after the process. When the leadership isn’t initiating and holding the process, we need to undertake action to get them on board. The first action is to inform them about what you are planning to do, what you are doing, what kind of insight you gain from that and how that could influence or contribute to the development of the organisation; to invite them to come on board, to invite them to support you and maybe to advise them what role you expect them to play. 

The second action I want to stress is the importance of a research question which is related to the burning issues in the organisation. A good question is related to what the organisation wants to be, to what the organisation has to do to fulfil what it wants to be, and to whom it wants to relate, to do what it wants to do and to become who it wants to be in her own context. Related to that, what are the real burning issues for the organisation? Who are the owners of these burning issues? What burning questions do we have around that burning issue? And bear in mind that it could be helpful to formulate the burning questions in a different way for the different people who are involved, so that everyone, including the leadership, feel the connection with the question. 

The third action we need to undertake is raising awareness that action research and learning needs quality time, spaces and resources. Reflection and learning can’t be done when your head is full of other obligations or when the time is to limited to get into a reflective frame of mind or when the place is too distracting.

The ideal leadership for learning is the leadership who never stops asking questions about the organisational practice and strategy; who connects learning with the broad objectives of the organisation to make change happen; who allocates quality time, spaces and resources; who is centrally involved and takes responsibility for driving and grounding the desired changes; who models the new action to help others find the courage to change.

The action research among the six regional Hubs gives us lots of insights in how leadership for learning is experienced. The lessons we can gain from this experiences are not new. They confirm the importance of having leadership for learning in place. However I like to close with a question:

What is leadership for learning asking of us, of you, of me? 
We can’t say that it is only in the hands of the leaders of the organisation, although they play an enormous role. They need us; facilitators, staff, fieldworkers, communities. And for all of us we need to be informed, we need to see the relationship between learning, action research and our own practice, our own burning questions. We need to allocate quality time and energy for reflecting and learning and we need to put ourselves in an inquiry mood where we stimulate ourselves and others to question what we are doing, what our values are, what we believe in, how true our assumptions are, what we are planning and what really motivates us. And when that leadership is in place change will (maybe slowly) happen.
1 | Page Barefoot Guide 2 Action Research - Leadership for Learning by Jacqueline Verhagen


