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G a ry  Wa G e n h e i M

Facilitating Managers’ 
Reflection for Individual and 

Organizational Learning 

Abstract

It is not simply by experiencing, but by reflecting on our experienc-
es that we learn, change, and grow. The purpose of this article is to 
explore how an action research project engages participants in re-
flection that impacts individual and organizational learning. This 
project was designed to both study reflection and to mirror the re-
flective phenomenon being focused on. I use a reflective approach 
to help managers challenge their assumptions and generate new 
solutions for creating a leadership development program, as well as 
to encourage the dissemination of this new knowledge throughout 
the organization. This exploration uses a participant observer per-
spective where I construct a system of reflectivity by triangulating 
reflection from participants, my company contact, and myself. 

Introduction

I am consulting with a global market research firm on an action re-
search project to design and implement a new leadership develop-
ment program. This consulting project is intended, first and fore-
most, to help the participants co-create a leadership development 
plan, and second, to introduce reflection as a viable technique to 
better understand individual and organizational learning inherent 
in creating the plan. In the process of guiding reflection while mir-
roring the reflection being studied, I have two roles. I am an ob-
server reflecting and deriving meaning from the experience, and I 
am a participant orchestrating the action research project to im-
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merse others and myself in the lived experience of reflecting. 
Throughout the paper, I include self-reflectivity (in italics). 

I refer to action research (Lewin1, 1951) as a process that is fun-
damentally about changing a system. The intention of this particular 
action research project was to use a participatory reflective method-
ology to actively engage participants to create and own a new leader-
ship development program. My aim was to design a format that gen-
erated participant learning in terms of new ideas for a viable leader-
ship development plan as well as learning from the experience itself. 
In essence, the process served as the basis for individual and organi-
zational learning.

Reflection and learning

Managers working in today’s fast-paced companies face a dilemma 
about the practice of reflection. Paradoxically, organizations re-
ward managers for speed, action, and productivity, while demand-
ing new solutions to problems that require something increasingly 
in short supply: time for reflection. Simply put, managers get paid 
for doing, not thinking. When facing this dilemma, most managers 
tend to err on the side of proven action and forego the longer  
reflective process needed to generate alternative solutions. They 
engage in increasingly more efficient execution of the same mana-
gerial actions regardless of whether the problem is routine or  
new. This is single-loop learning–applying the same action in an 
automatic, unreflective way. Ironically, organizations create the  
opposite kind of manager than they want or need. They create 
technical experts who are efficient at solving routine problems in 
routine ways rather than creating reflective managers who frame 
problems in ways that generate new and better solutions in an ex-
perimental cycle of individual and organizational learning. What 
are needed today are reflective managers, and collectively, organi-
zations, who engage in double-loop learning (Argyris & Schön2, 

1 Lewin, K. (1951). Field theory in social science. New York: HarperCollins.
2 Argyris, C., & Schön, D. (1974). Theory in practice: Increasing professional effectiveness. San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
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1974; Schön3, 1987). That is, they can frame and reframe how they 
act by questioning underlying assumptions and constructing new 
realities to produce different outcomes. I propose to explore two 
research questions on reflection and learning in this action re-
search project: does the use of participatory communal reflection 
assist individuals in moving toward double-loop learning, and does 
it enable organizational learning by encouraging disseminating of 
knowledge throughout the organization? To explore these ques-
tions, I attempt to facilitate communal reflection in the participa-
tory action research project at Universal Horizons4. 

Learning at Universal Horizons

Initial contact: I met Jarid, the Director of Information Technology 
(IT) for Universal Horizons (a global market research firm), at a 
leadership seminar I was teaching. He asked if I would talk with him 
and Lisa, the Manager of Human Resources at Universal Horizons, 
about developing and teaching a series of leadership sessions for his 
VP and seven IT managers. In our exploratory meeting, Jarid sug-
gested that his managers had “strong technical skills but need to 
learn better interpersonal skills for developing their teams. There’s 
lots of wasted effort; they don’t know their roles and ask for clarity or 
even a job description. They need to learn to change their mindset 
and be more autonomous; and, at the same time, they need to learn 
to work together better as a management team.” He went on, “In 
crisis mode, I would say most managers revert to a command and 
control ‘putting out fires’ model and quickly use their superior tech-
nical skills to solve the problem for the team rather than facilitating 
the team to solve the problem.” Jarid also reported that “the com-
pany has grown rapidly the past year to over 500 employees in multi-
ple global locations and the focus has been on the business side, not 
the people side, but now this is the team we want to invest in.” To-
ward the end of our meeting, Jarid asked me for a list of potential 

3 Schön, D. A. (1987). Educating the reflective practitioner. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.
4 Universal Horizons is a pseudonym as are all names of participants
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topics and was ready to create a training schedule right then and 
there. 

I quickly realized Jarid was espousing double-loop learning for his manag-
ers in an attempt to break their cycle of doing the same actions at a faster rate, 
rather than finding new ways. Yet ironically, he was advocating a single-loop 
learning approach by prescribing an old solution–a structured leadership ed-
ucation program–that he assumed would be the remedy to their problems.  
I chose to reflect with him on the spot and challenge his assumptions for pro-
ceeding in this manner. 

In our conversation, he realized this approach would result in 
role-modeling the very command and control expert model he was 
trying to move away from, and that using a more participatory ap-
proach would signal a symbolic and real leadership change. We dis-
cussed the idea of facilitating a conversation with the group that 
would empower them to decide what to do about leadership devel-
opment rather than presenting what we thought would be material 
they needed to learn. While Jarid loved the idea, Lisa looked sur-
prised and expressed concern that, “You better have lots of back-up 
material; these guys don’t talk much!” 

Based on our exploratory meeting, I drafted a letter to Jarid to 
convene a brainstorming meeting for managers where we could col-
laboratively explore their ideas on leadership development. As an 
action researcher, I tried to be transparent with the team about our 
previous meeting and the intent of the session, which was to invite 
their active participation in thinking about and co-designing a cus-
tomized leadership development program that served their unique 
needs. I respected Jarid’s knowledge of himself, his team, and his organiza-
tional culture. I felt we were aligned philosophically about how to proceed, 
especially around the importance of participation. I was confident the team 
had the answers. 

First session: I started our first session with a fairly long introduc-
tion of myself, explained my helping philosophy built on a basis of 
reflection, shared the agenda, and then asked if they would intro-
duce themselves to each other. Prior to this session, I coached Jarid 
and Trevor (VP IT) to participate fully but to avoid being overly di-
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rective or “pulling rank”. This is a group that has been together for 
a long time except for two newer managers who have been there 4 
months and one year, respectively. They appeared surprised that I 
would waste time having them introduce each other instead of get-
ting right to the real issues. I asked if they would share the typical 
demographic information, their biggest leadership challenge, and 
something unique about themselves. Interestingly, Trevor went first 
and was quite open in sharing a story about his hobby of cooking 
that few, if any, knew about. There was genuine interest in finding 
out more about one another, especially about new revelations from 
those they thought they already knew well. Afterward, I asked them 
to reflect on the introductions. They were surprised to learn that 
they did not, in fact, know much about each other, and thought that 
knowing more would help them work better together on technical 
and interpersonal issues. They generally felt closer and recognized 
that they were more interested and engaged in the introductions 
than they were at many business meetings. They also thought of how 
they could apply the idea of getting to know each other better to 
their respective teams. I was trying to build the same trusting relationship 
with them that I was encouraging them to build with each other and their 
teams, while creating a safe learning environment. Through the act of com-
munal reflection, they discovered that what they thought they knew (assump-
tions) about each other was superficial, and that knowing more about each 
other was beneficial to their working relationship. Revealing and challenging 
their assumptions may indicate fledging double-loop learning at the individ-
ual level, while applying the technique and knowledge to their teams may 
indicate the start of organizational learning. These are definitely small gains, 
but what may seem inconsequential can amount in total to important learn-
ing about how to learn. 

I used a story-telling methodology for sharing an example of 
their best leadership experience at Universal Horizons. In the words 
of one manager, “This was inspiring, both to relive my story and to 
hear others’ stories. We should do this more often.” After the stories, 
we collectively reflected on the actions and assumptions that charac-
terized those best leadership experiences and gleaned from our re-
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flection together the lessons we had learned. We then brainstormed 
how we could create more “best leadership” opportunities in the 
future. All of this was a warm-up to the real facilitated conversation on 
leadership development. I wanted to engage them in reflection to move them 
toward an inquiring mindset that revealed assumptions and generated new 
learning, while getting them comfortable with each other and me. 

Next, I hosted a facilitated strategic planning discussion about 
their leadership development program. I used a participatory meth-
odology to foster a diversity of ideas, gain commitment, and develop 
a common decision-making process for better implementation. 
Managers were asked to individually brainstorm ideas on Post-it 
notes in response to questions and then to combine their ideas in 
small groups by creating affinity categories, effectively making a sto-
ryboard. Our long introductions depleted our time for brainstorm-
ing so instead of combining all the groups’ results into a final story-
board, I decided to leave them as three separate storyboards. I left 
feeling good about the interaction, and negligent for not asking them to com-
bine their storyboards into one big storyboard. I had a hunch this would come 
back to haunt me because we did not get to closure, although we got lots of 
participation and many ideas.

Second session: I designed a session to combine the original 
brainstormed storyboards into a prioritized list of ideas we could use 
to develop a leadership development action plan. I wanted to create 
clarity and structure around a one-year plan with 90-day action steps. 
I was trying to help them come to a consensus around their leader-
ship development plan by merging the storyboards of the three sep-
arate groups. It was messy, confusing work and I found myself writ-
ing titles on categories made from their original Post-it notes in a 
feeble attempt to gain commitment and move forward. The conver-
sation seemed to repeatedly bog down. Managers were more inter-
ested in telling “war stories” from their work that were particularly 
frustrating, unresolved, or contradictory to what others, specifically 
the director and VP, were espousing about management style and 
the organizational culture. There was a series of somewhat heated 
exchanges between managers, some even pitting managers against 
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Jarid and Trevor, challenging each other’s perspectives. I intervened 
the third time this happened to get us back to the storyboarding, yet 
just as quickly another manager moved us back to the [real] issues. 
Those issues quickly emerged when Trevor asked the group, “What 
is our biggest problem?” In rapid response, with members talking 
over each other, they called out, “defining roles and responsibilities; 
following through and finishing projects, clarifying expectations; 
maintaining quality; tracking projects.” This confirmed many of the 
problems Jarid talked about in our first meeting. It was then that I 
belatedly recognized these were the real issues, not what was on the 
storyboard, and that allowing time for a free and informed exchange 
would be more responsive to their needs and learning. I realize upon 
reflection I was being co-opted to create more structure and tangible outcomes 
than I produced at the first meeting. I wanted and pushed for that one story-
board answer, and that preoccupation prevented me from seeing the interest 
and energy of the team. I was late to change my perspective, which led to inef-
fective interventions until I finally went with the flow of the conversation. 
Ironically, this was a good double-loop learning reminder for me–test my as-
sumptions!

I asked the group to summarize where we were at and they quick-
ly agreed to a series of leadership seminars to be held each quarter 
from a list of prioritized topics, and surprisingly suggested an unex-
pected outcome: a series of monthly facilitated reflective conversa-
tions. They thought these conversations were more important than 
training sessions, and that they needed a facilitator to help structure 
and manage the process. In the words of one participant, “While 
topics like project management and communication are important, 
I never get to share my fears and problems with peers. I need more 
feedback from others. How do I know if I am doing this manage-
ment thing right unless I compare with this group? How do we really 
know what our culture is and if it is the right culture if we never talk 
to each other?” 

While I thought those reflective remarks about why they wanted 
facilitated conversations more than a training program were accu-
rate and insightful, the session ended with less enthusiasm and less 
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clarity than the first session. While there appeared to be good sup-
port for the two ideas–quarterly training programs and monthly fa-
cilitated conversations–not everyone seemed entirely onboard, and 
there was a sense of some confusion. Upon further reflection, the team 
may have paradoxically espoused agreement to finish the meeting–something 
they stated they were not good at doing–while covertly disagreeing or at least 
being unclear or uncommitted to the action plan. They appeared conflicted by 
their lack of energy for the brainstorming and their spontaneous energy for the 
real burning issues even though the discussion provoked some negative emo-
tions. This suggests deeper assumptions were driving their interest and the 
conversation. I tried to relate this insight as we reflected at the end of our 
session, but I am not sure if the message was heard. I endeavored to test my 
assumptions about the process with Jarid and the team.

Third session postponed: Then, a number of postponements of 
my meeting with Jarid and the third session really bogged us down. 
This was due to the upcoming holiday season, increased business, 
yearly corporate strategic planning process, and implementation of 
a new project management program administered by another con-
sultant. Three months later, I finally arranged a meeting with Jarid 
to discuss his reactions, feelings, and learning, and to determine our 
next steps. 

Jarid started our session by reporting, “After our second meeting, 
team members continually asked when are we going to meet with Dr. 
Wagenheim again?” About the project management program, he 
said, “It is a different way of looking at and implementing project 
management. It is a paradigm shift not just thinking about ‘what’ 
but thinking of ‘how’ we lend value to the customer when solving 
problems. It is forcing the team to think differently, not just asking 
me every time.” 

He went on, “Our sessions with you bubbled up pain; [it created] 
a shift for me to a mindset of how I see problems, not just as opera-
tions problems. Now I ask what is motivating them. Instead of telling 
them what is right, [I believe] they understand to look for what is 
right. So my setting dates and timelines for completion created pres-
sure and they took that as a negative.” It is interesting to observe that he 
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is putting together our sessions and the new project management program 
into one integrative system with no boundaries. It is hard to separate what he 
learned in my sessions versus the other sessions, although that separation is 
not as important as how the two work together. When I reflect back on our 
initial conversation I can see this timing was part of Jarid’s plan to prepare 
his team for these pending changes–yearly strategic planning and the project 
management program–by exposing them to my sessions first. 

In discussing his feelings Jarid shared, “I was disheartened after 
the second meeting. I felt I lost credibility, that there was no value 
and we were just talking about problems in an antagonistic way. Now 
I am more aware. I get more serious answers and there is great inti-
macy with the teams, they are more open. This is the first time I ever 
thought I am not sure of the next step. I want to have you facilitate 
3-hour meetings but I am not sure what we should do. I know we 
need to show our emotions but I do not want it to regress into just 
an emotional dump nor sit around singing “Kumbaya” together. We 
need to focus on our problems, not just what topics to have in our 
training program, although that might be a topic.” Jarid appears to be 
uncovering and challenging his assumptions and changing his actions in a 
double-loop learning process. He seems to really understand the whole idea of 
reflection and learning, and he trusts me to design sessions to help move them 
forward.

Reflection and learning implications

Universal Horizons’ executive team member comments and deci-
sions indicate that guided communal reflection helps individuals 
reveal and challenge assumptions and move toward double-loop 
learning. There is preliminary evidence suggesting that they chal-
lenged the typical assumption that a leadership development pro-
gram should be a series of courses. Instead, they proposed the novel 
idea that reflective conversations were more important for their 
learning. In addition, managers related that they wanted to share 
their learning and these participatory techniques with their team 
members. This is consistent with how knowledge is disseminated 
and leads to organizational learning. 
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Although the next sessions have not yet started, I think this group 
has a spark of the fire that becomes a learning organization. Senge5 
(1990, p. 3) describes a learning organization as a place “where peo-
ple continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly 
desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, 
where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are continu-
ally learning how to learn together.” These managers intuitively and 
immediately recognized the value of reflective conversations for 
their individual and collective organizational learning. 

Conclusion

In this article, I have explored an action research process of guiding 
participants’ reflection to positively influence their individual and 
organizational learning. I used the same reflective and participatory 
philosophy and techniques individually with Jarid that I used collec-
tively with team managers to help them co-create a leadership devel-
opment plan. This design allowed managers to learn through the 
process, and in turn to disseminate their learning with team mem-
bers, hopefully leading to organizational learning. I tried to show in 
my own reflection the difficulties inherent in guiding others’ reflec-
tion and learning while moving toward action. It appears that in just 
two sessions, managers quickly realized the value of communal re-
flection, affording them the opportunity to consider underlying as-
sumptions and generate new solutions to old problems. They did 
more than begin building a leadership development program–they 
began building an organizational learning culture.
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This was 
a pleasure – it was my  

pleasure. It seems to be the nature of a 
dialog that there is no end; it is a living system that 
can be continued from each point. We started our 

conversation in Helsinki on a beautiful summer day sitting 
on a stone at the seaside, gazing at the horizon, and contin-
ued it via Skype and e-mail in Irvine (US) and Vienna (EU) 

and in virtual space.
And now we invite you – the readers of this dialog 

– to join us on this journal’s website:
www.cos-journal.com
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process. 

Questions for orientation: 

1. Inviting stakeholders implies sharing some power and knowledge. How 
do leaders and consultants perceive participative approaches and what 
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2. What is known from theory and practice about a good match between 
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5. What role can participative change processes play, such as Large Scale 
Interventions, in innovations regarding challenges of organizations and 
society? 
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Length of one article: 22.000 – 30.000 Characters (without spaces, without 
Abstract, including References)
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