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Abstract

Strategic planning! Just hearing the phrase tends to trigger apprehension in most 

of us. Annually, many organizations produce a strategic plan that sits on the shelf for the 

rest of the year. The problem with most strategic plans is that they encourage the 

perpetuation of what has worked in the past - focusing primarily on past financial 

successes. The Balanced Scorecard helps break the mold of focusing solely on the 

financial aspects of a strategic plan and provides an effective vehicle for moving forward. 

The question remains, how does an organization populate the Balanced Scorecard 

without the stress that is typically associated with strategic planning? A process, utilizing 

Action Learning, is proving to be both effective and efficient solution.

Over the last year, significant work has been done with clients to streamline the 

approach to populating the Balanced Scorecard. The developed process combines the 

skills of a Balanced Scorecard facilitator and an Action Learning Coach. The group 

involved in the pilot study of this program felt the technique allowed them to both 

brainstorm and focus ï creating a thoroughly populated Balanced Scorecard in 

significantly less time than their counterparts who used a standard facilitation for 

populating their Balanced Scorecard.
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groupôs ability to grow and learn so that it, in turn, can better solve the problem. The 

focus and objective of the Action Learning coach must always remain on the learning, 

and not the problem. Learning will provide the leverage for continuously improving 

group performance.  

The Action Learning coach takes the power of coaching to the group level, where 

it is even more powerful because Action Learning groups only work on real problems 

requiring real solutions. The Action Learning coach not only establishes rapport with the 

group members but also builds rapport between group members. Through the Action 

Learning process the group members self-awareness is not only raised by the coach, but 

by virtue of the of the process (Carson & Marquardt, 2004). Rather than setting goals for 

the group, the coach leads the group to being able to set their own goals. The feedback 

the coach gives moves the group to a deeper level of learning. Instead of just focusing on 

ñwhatò has transpired; the coach takes the group to understanding the ñhowò and ñwhyò 

of their actions. Finally, by focusing the group on learning rather than just solving a 

problem, the coach takes the group to extraordinary levels of renewal and growth. The 

Action Learning process on the surface appears simple, but from this simplicity 

extremely powerful, out-of-the-box solutions emerge.

A typical Action Learning session starts with the coach establishing the ground 

rules; the two most critical ones being: 1) statements can only be made in response to 

questions, and 2) the coach has ultimate power. The latter one is needed because when 

the coach intervenes in the problem solving, to work on the learning, everyone stops and 

focuses on the coachôs questions; the problem solving does not resume until the coach 

gives permission. Once the ground rules have been established, the coach determines 
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which leadership competencies each member wants to work on; typically posting them as 

a gentle reminder throughout the session. With that, the coach will have a person state the 

problem the group needs to work on in two to three minutes. The time limit on this 

prevents the team members from being led down a specific path (Carson & Marquardt, 

2004).

At this point, the problem solving begins. Team members ask questions of the 

person who presented the problem and of each other, as well as the presenter asking 

questions of the team members. The first stage of the Action Learning session is to reach 

agreement regarding the problem that needs solving. Frequently, the problem, as it is 

presented, is merely a symptom. With each question, the seeds of the solution are planted, 

but the team does not move to discussing solutions until there is unanimous consensus as 

to what the problem truly is. 

During the questioning, the coach listens for learning opportunities; they present 

themselves in several forms. The simplest is an early intervention. This one takes place

typically within the first ten minutes of a session. The purpose is to determine how the 

group has started as a team, but more important, it is a time to ensure everyone is 

participating. The coach will insist that each person answer ñwellò or ñnot wellò to the 

basic question ñhow are we doing?ò By requiring each participant to answer, the coach 

pulls all team members into the conversation ï their silence has been broken. Once each 

person has spoken, the coach follows up with the deeper questions (Carson & Marquardt, 

2004).

The other two opportunities the coach looks for are: 1) when things are going 

astray, or 2) when things are going particularly well. Again, the coach will test how the 
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participants feel they are doing, digging deeper at this time. Through this process, the 

team will discover if there are issues they have been hiding below the table and surface 

them, allowing the air to be cleared and the group to focus its energy on being a better 

team and solving the problem. During these interventions, the coach will also ask 

questions of each person related to the leadership competency they are exploring. These 

questions will lead the individuals to understand how the competency is being emulated 

or how it should be improved.

When the coach intervenes, she brings the learning to the forefront; during these 

times the problem continues to mull around in the members subconscious. When the 

group returns to problem-solving, the problem moves to the forefront and the learning 

moves to the subconscious. This flip-flopping of conscious and subconscious processing 

has a phenomenal impact; with each flip from subconscious to conscious there is a leap in 

performance, from both the processing and learning aspect.

The coach will save the last ten to twenty minutes of a session to work on a final 

intervention. Again, probing questions about process and leadership competencies will be 

investigated, and also questions around what has been learned and what actions will be 

taken. 

The Action Learning process tends to show that groups develop similar patterns. 

The process starts slowly, the members typically finding it hard to ask questions. After 

the first intervention, the pace begins to pick up, the coach drawing all members into the 

conversation and helping them to figure out how to benefit form Action Learning. In 

addition to determining how to ask better questions and work more effectively as a team, 

the coach probes to ensure the members know why certain actions will produce more 
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to identify valid themes quickly, but they are also able to filter out themes that are not 

aligned with the strategic direction of the organization. 

To identify the objectives within each of the four perspectives ï financial, 

customer, internal processes, and learning and growth -- the coach uses this same method. 

However, rather than simply brainstorming, the objectives are identified using a focused 

approach. As the team identifies an objective within a perspective, the coach again asks 

the question, ñHow does that relate to our mission / values / vision?ò as well as asking, 

ñHow does it fit within the strategic theme?ò Rather than allowing brainstorming to take 

over at this point, the team works to identify objectives in the other perspectives that link 

to the one already there. This allows the team to develop the linkages as the Balanced 

Scorecard is populated. Again, by using the focused approach rather than brainstorming, 

the team identifies appropriate objectives and filters out inappropriate ones. This 

technique accelerates the process, because the team does not waste energy on objectives 

that do not fit within the corporate strategy.

While the strategy map is being populated, measures, targets, and initiatives that 

surface, which are related to an objective, are recorded. During this phase, the team does 

not make a deliberate effort to fill out these elements; however, the coach writes down 

any linkages to the strategy map that become apparent. Once the strategy map is fully 

populated the team goes back to fill in the remaining measures, targets, and initiatives. 

Where the team needs additional information, individuals are assigned action items to 

acquire it before the next session.

By using the Action Learning process to populate the Balanced Scorecard, the 

teams have seen several positive results. First, the team members truly listen to each 
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the creative thinking required for the distinctive strategies that will be necessary to 

survive. 

To take the Balanced Scorecard to the next level, the creative thinking pervasive 

in Action Learning is necessary. The most common remark made by those in these 

sessions was ñAction Learning prevented us from talking over each other.ò In other 

words, those who were involved in the session listened to each other; they gave more 

thought and insight to their responses. They built on each otherôs remarks and developed 

a more useful product for guiding and measuring the organizationôs performance. At the 

end of the session, no one felt any stress and they all had a sense of a broader 

understanding of the elements that would produce a truly powerful strategy. 
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