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Summary: 
Increasingly organizations have to identify and implement improvement initiatives 
in an inter-organizational context. Implementing collaborative improvement is 
fraught with difficulties that encompass a wide array of intra- and inter-
organizational change issues and working practices. In order to overcome these 
difficulties, explicit attention should be paid to the accumulation and development 
of knowledge and to the long-term development of a capability for learning and 
continuous improvement between organizations. This paper describes the applica-
tion of an Action Learning and Action Research approach in collaborative im-
provement within an Extended Manufacturing Enterprise in the Netherlands. 
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1 Introduction 

Market developments, including intense international competition, fragmented and 
demanding markets and diverse and rapidly changing technologies (Teece et al., 
1997), have created new imperatives for competition, moving increasingly from 
the level of the individual organization to networks of disparate companies. 
Within these networks companies have to focus on collaborative efforts and initia-
tives to continuously improve and change the current processes and work practices 
in order to keep pace with the external dynamics in the business environment. 
Therefore, the individual company is becoming an insufficient entity to identify 
improvement projects (Harland et al., 1999) and, accordingly, companies have to 
identify and implement improvement initiatives in an inter-organisational context, 
leading to the concept of collaborative improvement. 

There is an increasing need to understand and to develop knowledge on the im-
provement and learning processes that take place at the inter-company level (Boer 
et al., 2000). Consequently, the concept of continuous improvement, which by 
now is a consolidated concept in the context of stand-alone companies, has been 
transferred and extended to the level of ‘collaborative’ continuous improvement, 
leading to the concept of collaborative improvement. Collaborative improvement 
(CoI) is defined as: “a purposeful inter-company interactive process that focuses 
on continuous incremental innovation aimed at enhancing the Extended Manufac-
turing Enterprise overall performance” (Cagliano et al., 2002). 

The key to collaborative improvement is learning and development (Boer et al., 
2000). However, the process of cultivating collaborative improvement across 
disparate companies within a network is fraught with difficulties that encompass a 
wide array of intra- and inter-organizational change issues and working practices. 
Therefore, companies have to apply and to use approaches that enable them to 
tackle these difficulties of inter-organizational change. One approach designed to 
tackle real problems and to develop a capacity to learn is ‘action learning’. Al-
though action learning is a widely adopted approach by managers in their own 
companies, it can provide a useful approach for managers and companies in an 
inter-organizational setting as well (Coughlan & Coghlan, 2004). While managers 
and companies engage explicitly in action learning cycles, researchers can use, in 
parallel, an action research methodology to generate actionable knowledge on 
collaborative improvement in the extended manufacturing enterprise. 

This paper will focus on application of the action learning and action research 
approach in collaborative improvement within an extended manufacturing enter-
prise participating in the CO-IMPROVE Project. The combination of action learn-
ing and action research have been fundamental in the EU research project CO-
IMPROVE (Collaborative Improvement Tool for the Extended Manufacturing 
Enterprise, G1RD – CT2000 – 00299).  In 2001, the CO-IMPROVE project 
started with the objectives to develop a business model, supported by a web-based 



Action Learning and Action Research in Collaborative Improvement 367

software system, and action learning based implementation guidelines to support 
the design, implementation and ongoing development of collaborative improve-
ment and learning in the extended manufacturing enterprise.  In the paper, we will 
introduce firstly the concept of the extended manufacturing enterprise. Secondly, 
we will discuss the concepts of action learning and action research and its applica-
tion within the context of an extended manufacturing enterprise. Finally, we will 
discuss and reflect in detail on the process of action learning and action research 
and experiences of the researchers. As a piece, the paper contributes to the design 
and implementation of future action learning and action research initiatives in 
extended manufacturing enterprises. 

2 The Extended Manufacturing Enterprise 

Due to changing market and competitive demands, individual companies have 
found it necessary to focus on their core business in order to remain competitive, 
while, at the same time, developing relationships with other firms with comple-
mentary competences (Rockhart & Short, 1990; Nohria & Eccles, 1992). In order 
to cope with the market changes and to stay competitive within today’s market 
environment companies have to identify and to implement improvement initiatives 
in the inter-organisational context. Today’s competition takes place less between 
individual companies than between supply chains consisting of multiple, collabo-
rating organizations (Christopher, 1992; Fine, 1998). 

The concept of extended manufacturing enterprise (EME) is rooted in supply 
chain management literature. This relates to the overall set of relationships from 
the “supply network” of a focal company (Lamming, 1993; Harland, 1996). A 
supply network can be defined as a body of advanced relations characterized by an 
integrated strategy and management policy that the focal company maintains with 
a limited set of its suppliers (Bartezzaghi & Sassatelli, 2001). The EME (Busby & 
Fan, 1993) is defined in terms of manufacturing companies that co-operate closely 
to maximize the benefits of the business they are involved in. Here the suppliers 
are viewed as a part of the principal company, the so-called system integrator. 
Both the concepts of supply networks and EME are based on the notion of col-
laboration between companies, that is, working together, over an extended period 
of time, for the benefit of both (Ring & Van de Ven, 1992). 



368 H. G. A. Middel, L. Brennan, D. Coghlan, P. Coughlan 

3 Action Learning 

The key to Continuous Improvement and Collaborative Improvement is develop-
ment and learning (Boer et al., 2000). Two related components are involved in 
learning: The first involves the accumulation and development of a core knowl-
edge base – the “core competence” – which differentiates the organization from 
others and offers the potential for competitive advantage (Bessant et al., 2003). 
Acquiring this competence is not simply a matter of purchasing or trading knowl-
edge assets, but the systematic and purposive learning and construction of a 
knowledge base (Teece, 1998; Prahalad & Hamel, 1994). The second is the long-
term development of a capacity for learning and continuous improvement across 
the whole organization (Bessant et al., 2003).  The learning process does not stop 
at the boundaries of the single organization, and, consequently, learning and com-
petence development are relevant in an inter-organizational setting. This recogni-
tion places a greater emphasis on mechanisms and approaches towards the long-
term development of a capacity for collaborative improvement and learning in an 
inter-organizational setting. In response, action learning can provide a useful 
methodology for the development of a capacity for learning as part of the CoI 
process. Although the concept of action learning (AL) originated at an interper-
sonal level there is clear potential for their application in CoI and inter-
organizational learning (see also Bessant & Tsekouras, 2001). 

AL is an approach to the development of people in organisations, which takes the 
task as the vehicle for learning (Pedler, 1996; Revans, 1998; Weinstein, 1999; 
Yorks et al., 1999). In AL, the starting point is the action and through implementa-
tion and reflection this becomes learning-in-action. AL has six distinct interactive 
components (Marquardt, 1999): a problem; the group; the questioning and reflec-
tive process; the commitment to taking action; the commitment to learning; the 
facilitator.

4 Action Research 

Action Research (AR) is a cyclical process of diagnosing, action planning, action 
taking, evaluating and specifying learning (Lau, 1999). Action research focuses on 
research in action, rather than research about action, in which members of the 
studied system actively participate in the cyclical process. Several broad charac-
teristics define action research (Eden & Huxham, 1996; Coghlan & Brannick, 
2001; Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002): 
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Research in action, rather than research about action; 

Participative;

Concurrent with action; 

A sequence of events and an approach to problem solving. 

The research reported in this paper was undertaken through an AR approach 
where the researchers were both managing the project and studying at the same 
time (Coghlan & Brannick, 2001; Coughlan & Coghlan, 2002). The AR approach 
was simultaneously applied with AL, which was to allow the researchers to inter-
act with the EME as the companies engage themselves in the process of learning 
in action. 

The AR approach was adopted to facilitate and to stimulate the development of a 
capability for improvement and learning process within the EME. As stated by 
Westbrook (1995) a main contribution of action research to learning, which is not 
available to other methods, is that when participants involve themselves in change 
experiments, they engage in non-trivial learning, and they think and reflect seri-
ously on what they are doing. 

5 Research Base 

The focus of the paper is on the application of Action Learning and Action Re-
search within an EME in the Netherlands, comprising of a system integrator and 
three of its suppliers. The system integrator (SI) is a company, which is special-
ized in ‘Motion Control’-systems for different markets, including the automotive, 
truck, marine, medical and agriculture market. The company sees itself in a niche 
market, dominantly automotive and truck. 

The suppliers selected by the SI to participate in the CO-IMPROVE project all 
represent different kinds of relationship and deliver different kind of products. 
This means that information and communication could pass freely throughout the 
whole group without running the risk of giving or losing sensitive information to 
competitors. The underlying reason for the SI to select these suppliers was that the 
suppliers were perceived as highly involved in collaboration and are dedicated 
partners that fully support the SI in assembling and delivering the systems of the 
SI.

Over a period of 1½ years, 5 CoI initiatives between the SI and the suppliers were 
started in the area of quality, (change) order management, and manufacturing. The 
CoI initiatives were multi-disciplinary and required the involvement of different 
functional departments from all the companies, such as purchasing, engineering, 
sales, quality, and production. 
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A specific CoI initiative between the SI and one of the suppliers (hereafter the 
Supplier) concerned a quality problem with a product (hereafter SUP), which was 
supplied by the supplier to the SI. The SUP had caused severe problems in the 
final products of the SI due to the fact that the SUP could collapse during function. 
The project team comprised of people from purchasing, sales, engineering and 
quality. It was recognized that the supplier was not able to optimise technically 
their processes to prevent the malfunctioning of the SUP. Therefore, the partici-
pants engaged themselves in a systematic process of problem solving in order to 
retrieve additional information and suggestions to solve the problem with regard 
the SUP. The problem solving happened in a very open and constructive way, 
trying to find the underlying causes and how these could be solved. An improve-
ment plan was developed, assigning different tasks and responsibilities to project 
members with due dates. Regular face-to-face meetings were used to share infor-
mation, discuss the process and progress of the initiative, reflect and evaluate, 
synthesize learning. The meetings kept momentum in the CoI initiative, created an 
atmosphere for direct communication and honesty, and increased the awareness of 
the benefits of CoI and learning. As the process unfolded over time, a researcher 
facilitated the entire CoI process. The outcomes of the project and the learning 
achieved were: 

New material composition of the SUP, reducing cost and increasing quality 
for the SI and reducing internal scrap rate of the supplier by 33%; 

Increased (awareness of need to) information sharing and communication as 
part of the CoI process; 

Recognition that openness, trust, goals sharing and mutual understanding are 
required to allow actual collaboration and to finalize efforts in CoI to effective 
results.

6 Action Learning and Action Research in the EME 

6.1 Action Learning in the EME 

The application of the concept of action learning in the CO-IMPROVE project 
was envisaged as an integrated set of actions to be executed in learning networks. 
A program was designed based on an AL framework (Marquardt, 1999) and built 
around a structure of regular workshops. Here participants would meet in a group, 
discuss and reflect on the progress of the particular change initiative on which 
they were working and then follow up on the learning from that meeting in the 
day-to-day enactment of attempted solutions to the problem. 
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Briefly, the AL approach was put in place in the EME over a period of 18 months 
through a cycle of 15 workshops. These workshops were organised on a monthly 
basis. The workshops were aimed at engaging companies in collaborative im-
provement activities, involving processes of diagnosing, fact-finding, implementa-
tion and evaluation of improvement actions. Moreover, the process of action 
learning emphasised the importance of a structured questioning and reflective 
process within the EME. The workshops were scheduled according to a fixed 
format of the agenda. Within the agenda slots were scheduled for the CO-
IMPROVE project, CoI initiatives on dyad and EME level and incentives. These 
slots had the objective of stimulating and triggering discussion and action to iden-
tify and to select CoI projects, to learn from experiences of others within the pro-
ject, to link the meetings in order to keep momentum in the CoI initiatives, and to 
synthesize learning. 

In more detail, the six components of Marquardt’s framework (1999) underpin-
ning the CoI initiatives are as follows. 

1. A problem 

The focus was on immediate operational issues in terms of product and process 
improvement, pro-active and creative improvement opportunities and improve-
ment of the collaboration between system integrator and suppliers. 

2. The group 

The AL group was comprised of the SI and the three suppliers. The group met 15 
times over an 18-month interval. During the meetings at least two representatives 
of the SI and one representative of each of the suppliers were present and partici-
pated actively in open group discussions. 

3. The questioning and reflective process 

Monthly EME workshops were used to monitor each improvement initiative and 
facilitate a reflective process. The workshops aimed at engaging companies in 
collaborative improvement activities, involving processes of diagnosing, fact-
finding, implementation and evaluation of improvement actions. The results of the 
improvement activities were presented and discussed in plenary to evaluate and to 
reflect on the process and progress in order to identify experiences, observations 
and learning moments. 

A reflective document was used to structure the process of improvement and to 
facilitate a reflection on the process and progress of improvement projects be-
tween the companies in order to learn from their experiences, observation and 
reflection. Evaluation and reflection was not an integral part of the improvement 
process and, therefore, the participating people/companies skipped the evalua-
tion/reflection process and continue with daily activities (priorities) after an im-
provement project. The reflective document and process of action learning empha-
sized the importance of a structured questioning and reflective process. Using this 
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document people/companies within the EME began to see the importance and 
benefits of evaluation and reflection. 

Enactment of the process of AL began to emerge through iterations of workshops. 
In the beginning of the CO-IMPROVE project the questioning and reflective 
process was planned, because evaluation was, at that time, not a part of the way-
of-working in previous (collaborative) improvement projects. The SI constantly 
emphasized the need and importance of evaluation and reflection and sharing the 
lessons learned with the members in the EME. As the project continued, the par-
ticipants saw benefits of the questioning and reflective process and it became an 
integral part of the collaborative improvement activities. 

The expand PDCA was the basis for the improvement initiatives. The improve-
ment initiatives and the questioning and reflective process were structured in 
alignment with the PDCA-cycle.  Company visits and factory tours were used to 
sharpen the focus on the emerging issues within the EME. 

4. The commitment to taking action 

The commitment of the AL group was to taking the necessary strategic and opera-
tional steps to engage in collaborative improvement initiatives. The premise un-
derlying this commitment was that no real learning takes place unless and until 
action is taken. The commitment to action was reflected in a schedule of meetings 
to support and to facilitate the questioning and reflective process. In each meeting 
explicit attention was given to the progress and process of each improvement 
initiative, during a number of phases within each meeting: 

Collaborative improvement action planning and evaluation 

Presentation and reflection plenary on the process and progress of 
the project 

Practical, reflective and challenging discussion on the issues arising 
in the improvement activities 

5. The commitment to learning 

In the meetings explicit focus was given to learning during the meetings through 
presentations and discussions in plenum and the diffusion of knowledge, experi-
ences and lessons as part of the collaborative improvement initiatives. The atten-
tion towards learning was planned through a reflective questioning process in 
order to increase the awareness of the concept and benefits of a structured process 
of collaborative improvement and learning. 

6. The facilitator 

Within the AL group members of the University of Twente and Trinity College 
Dublin facilitated the AL process. The facilitators acted primarily as learning 
coaches, coordinating the meetings and keeping learning to the forefront of the 
agenda.
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6.2 Action Research 

Organizing for Research and Action 

As the definitions of AR and AL indicate, there are common features in both ap-
proaches. Both share the same values, are based on the same learning cycle, and 
focus on learning in action (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2003). However, the divergence 
between AR and AL is in the focus and outcome. AR goes beyond the focus on 
learning and seeks to contribute to theory (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2003). 

Overall, CO-IMPROVE was a research project that encompassed three EMEs 
(one of which was the Dutch EME) and four research institutions. Accordingly, 
the action research process was organized to work with concurrent projects cen-
tered in three locations. The action research was focused on how the action learn-
ing approach established the usefulness and usability of the business model and the 
technical model through a sequence of actions across the different settings (Cogh-
lan et al., 2004). For the action researchers, this objective was achieved through a 
series of action research cycles (Coghlan & Brannick, 2001; Coughlan & Coghlan, 
2002). Each cycle involved a process of diagnosing, planning, taking action and 
then fact-finding about the results of that action in order to plan and take further 
action. As CO-IMPROVE was using action research to create and maintain the 
learning networks as learning systems the emphasis was on a process of proactive 
engagement and not simply reactive adjustment (Chisholm, 1998). 

In CO-IMPROVE, Researchers, external to the participating companies, organized 
and facilitated the efforts of each company learning network. These researchers 
were organized also as a researcher learning network and collaborated to apply 
their collective knowledge of continuous improvement to develop the CO-
IMPROVE approach. The researchers’ efforts were supplemented occasionally by 
outside consultants, academics who have researched the area, or managers with 
relevant experience. 

There were three levels in the researcher learning network (Coghlan et al., 2004): 

1. The local researcher network in each country.  
The local researcher networks engaged in action learning with their local 
company network, and action research on the development of the project 
from their local perspective. 

2. The workpackage researcher network.  
The ongoing development and application of the business and technical 
models and the action learning process were each the responsibility of the 
institutions who were leading the workpackages dealing with these three 
elements. 

3. The project researcher network.  
The project researcher network encompassed the three local researcher 
networks and the three workpackage researcher networks. 
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The researcher learning network met three times over a five-month period prior to 
the start of action learning phase of CO-IMPROVE. In the first two meetings, the 
Dublin researchers led workshops on action research and action learning in order 
to achieve a common understanding of the action learning and action research 
imperatives. The third meeting focused on detailed preparation of the assignments 
for each company network and of the tracking of what would go on within each 
company learning network. 

Data Gathering, Documentation and Reflection 

As with the other two local researcher learning networks, the Dutch network gath-
ered, documented and made sense of data with respect to their respective research 
area for the duration of the action learning process. Data were gathered through: 

Instrumentation (documentation from assignments) 

Minutes and notes of company network meetings 

Minutes and notes of researcher meetings 

Researcher journaling (This refers to the personal notes of researchers 
who kept a record of their own observations and reflections, thoughts and 
feelings and personal learning through the process). 

The data gathered, documented and reflected on by the researchers were fed to the 
various company teams who kept an overall watching brief of the progress of their 
area of responsibility. 

Structures for Communication 

Consistent with the three levels in the researcher learning network, there were 
different structures for communication (Coghlan et al. 2004): 

The local researcher network
Each company network meeting was preceded and followed by a local researcher 
meeting which engaged in the action research cycle, of diagnosing, planning ac-
tion, taking action and evaluating action with respect to the implementation of and 
research on the 3 themes - the business model, the technical system and the com-
pany action learning process. The purpose of these meetings was to 

Gather, document and make sense of data with respect to each research 
area with respect to their respective company learning network for the du-
ration of the action learning process 

Review the feedback generated from assessments of practice and perform-
ance in each company learning network. 

Develop and outline the process being used to set and to communicate ob-
jectives for the change initiative to management in the network partners 
and to consider the degree of conditionality in their buy-in. 
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Develop and outline the plan for transitional steps from stage to stage so as 
to minimize possible deterioration of company performance, company mo-
tivation and quality of research data. 

Resolve issues that might arise 

Develop a position paper on the development, application process, useful-
ness and usability of the business and technical models and the action 
learning approach in each company learning network. 

As outlined earlier, the work of these local teams was facilitated through, devel-
opment, customization and application of assignments at company network meet-
ings, minutes and notes of company network meetings, minutes and notes by indi-
vidual researchers of on-site meetings with members of the company learning 
network between company network meetings and researcher journaling. 

The researcher network for each workpackage met at each partner meeting and 
engaged in the action research cycle, of diagnosing, planning action, taking action 
and evaluating action with respect to the implementation of and research on the 3 
themes in the three company learning networks.  The work of researcher network 
for each workpackage was also facilitated through development of assignments for 
application at company network meetings, minutes and notes of company network 
meetings, minutes and notes by individual researchers of on-site meetings with 
members of the company learning network between company network meetings 
and researcher journaling. 

The project researcher network met at partner meetings where all local and work-
package researcher networks presented reports on the progress of their action 
research across the three company networks, and the development of the business 
and technical models and the action learning process.  The work of the project 
researcher network was facilitated in part through writing position papers on the 
action learning approach in each company learning network. 

7 Discussion 

Central elements in this work reported in this paper have been collaborative im-
provement, action learning, and action research. The remainder of this section will 
focus on a discussion of the latter two elements. 

7.1 Action Learning 

In general, the EME provided the opportunity to implement and test an AL ap-
proach in an inter-organizational setting. The design of the AL approach was built 
around a structure of regular meetings. Through the AL approach the companies 
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within the EME developed an increased awareness of the concept and benefits of 
collaborative improvement, recognized the importance of a structured process 
towards improvement and learning, and provided a setting of reflection and 
evaluation with a high degree of openness and trust. 

The companies within the EME focused on real day-to-day issues and concerns 
that have been identified by them AL engaged the companies in explicitly learning 
in collaborative improvement initiatives. During each meeting presentations were 
given with regard to the progress and process of an improvement initiative, which 
were discussed and reflected on in plenum at the meetings.  Explicit attention was 
given to the diffusion of knowledge, experiences and lessons learned as part of the 
collaborative improvement initiatives. The process drew on a wide range of inter-
ventions – self-assessment instruments, documents, presentations at meetings, 
feedback by other participants, factory tours and coaching. The way the facilita-
tors structured the AL process and the different roles they played during the proc-
ess enabled the companies to keep learning to the forefront of the agenda. 

Prior to the AL approach, reflection and evaluation was not performed due to 
operational priorities within the EME. Consequently, in the beginning of the AL 
approach, learning was not an integral part of collaborative relationships and CoI 
initiatives. The situation improved gradually over time, but participants were con-
stantly struggling with balancing operational priorities and learning as part of CoI. 
Facilitation by the SI and the action researchers was perceived as essential. 

Initially, there was no mutual understanding of the concept of CoI, which had a 
negative effect on the level of openness between the companies and resulted in 
political behavior of the suppliers towards the SI. The suppliers had the impres-
sion that this was another way of implementing cost reduction and quality pro-
grams. The first part of the AL approach paid particular attention to creating a 
shared vision on CoI and a sense of direction. 

Another challenge that faced the participants was the diffusion of learning exter-
nally to the other companies in the EME and internally in their own organization. 

7.2 Action Research 

The AR approach provided the Dutch EME with identifiable benefits in terms of 
the identifying and synthesizing experiences, observations and learning moments. 
The companies in the EME developed and improved their capability for inter-
organizational collaboration, not only through engaging in CoI initiatives, but also 
through having the willingness to collaborate, communicate and share informa-
tion, and to understand each others position and develop a sense of direction.  
Reflection on and evaluation of the process of improvement was not a common 
behavior within the companies of the EME. This was mainly due to high priorities 
placed on operational activities. The action researchers facilitated and stimulated 
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evaluation and reflection of the CoI process, acquiring an EME perspective with 
regard to learning, and, consequently, contributing to the actionable knowledge 
and development of a capability of collaborative improvement and learning. 

By applying the AR approach as a problem-solving tool, companies were able to 
start solving problems systematically. The approach allowed the researchers to be 
part of the CoI initiatives with access to rich and detailed information. This access 
yielded in-depth insight on and development of an understanding of the organiza-
tion and management of CoI. As understanding of the process of CoI developed, 
several insights emerged in relation to managing and organizing CoI that might 
not have emerged otherwise: 

1. Companies need to understand each others` positions and to create a shared 
sense of direction 

2. A learning environment can be created in which companies can and do, 
openly, communicate and share information 

3. Trust and commitment have to be created among the companies as part of the 
collaborative relationship and CoI initiatives 

4. The SI should have an active and committed role with regard to CoI initia-
tives and learning 

5. Assessment tools help identify and implement CoI initiatives 

6. Project management tools and frequent workshops keep momentum and pro-
gress in the CoI initiatives and create a sense of urgency 

7. Facilitation by action researchers is required in the process of CoI and learn-
ing

The networks of researchers in CO-IMPROVE were engaging in both action 
learning and action research. With respect to action learning, their task was to 
implement the action learning workpackage on the application of the business 
model and technical system in the company learning networks. They did this 
through the questioning and reflective process in inter-institutional, international 
and inter-disciplinary networks.  

Clearly in action research contexts where a single EME is being studied in action, 
the organizing of multiple concurrent networks of researchers, as in the broader 
CO-IMPROVE project, does not apply. Yet, in such single EME situations, the 
enactment of cycles of action and reflection on the action learning process in order 
to develop actionable knowledge still remains central. Activities such as the re-
cording of events, the writing and presentation of reflection papers and the joint 
exploration of shared or divergent meaning and interpretations are essential to the 
development of actionable knowledge. 
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8 Conclusions 

Action learning has provided a useful methodology for the development of a ca-
pacity for learning as part of the collaborative improvement process. Through its 
enactment as an integrated set of actions to be executed within the EME, AL has 
contributed towards a continuous process of learning and reflection in (inter-) 
organizational practice. 

The action research approach stimulated and supported the inter-organizational 
improvement process and the EME through a structured cyclical process. The 
approach has been efficient and effective for both the researchers and companies. 
From the perspective of the researchers, it has allowed in-depth insight into and 
development of an understanding of the process of collaborative improvement in 
order to generate actionable knowledge. From the perspective of the companies, it 
has allowed the companies to experience the relevance of reflecting and evaluat-
ing upon activities performed as part of inter-organizational work practices. 

The suitability of AR to applied fields has been highlighted by Nasland (2002) in 
the specific case of logistics since it strives to advance both science and practice. 
However many of his observations in relation to logistics and AR are also appli-
cable to supply chain management (SCM). Problems in this field are often un-
structured, real- world problems. AR is a research approach for tackling real 
world, managerial and organizational problems such as obtain in SCM (Nasland, 
2002) and it can contribute to research as well as practice. Given the crucial role 
of relationships within SCM, the approach underlying AR - that the foundation for 
understanding lies in interpreting relationships (Nasland, 2002) - is especially 
congruent with the collaborative improvement needs of SCM. The application of 
AR has the potential not only to provide insight around relationships but also to 
re-enforce and to enhance relationships. 

The application of AR in this study is within the EME. Such networks are an in-
creasingly important approach to organizing the supply chain. Given the technical, 
organizational and managerial aspects of such networks, there is a need to under-
stand and to develop knowledge beyond the physical transaction aspects of the 
chain to encompass behavioral aspects including goal setting and relationships. 
Such a need has been previously emphasized by Halldorsson & Aastrup (2003) in 
relation to logistics enquiry. In common with logistics, SCM operates within a 
context with each enactment of the supply chain appearing in a specific context. 
As argued by Halldorsson & Aastrup (2003) in the case of logistics, to understand 
and explain supply chains, we must deal with their specific context. As described 
above, AR is ideally suited to meeting these requirements. 



Action Learning and Action Research in Collaborative Improvement 379

9 References 

Bartezzaghi, E., Sassatelli, M. (2001): Migliorare le reti di fornitura: sviluppo delle compe-
tenze e delle opportunità tecnologiche (Improving supply networks: development of 
competences and technological opportunities), Franco Angeli editore. 

Bessant, J., Kaplinsky, R., Lamming, R. (2003): Putting supply chain learning into practice, 
in: International Journal of Operations & Production Management, 23 (2): 167- 184. 

Bessant, J., Tsekouras, G. (2001): Developing learning networks, in: AI and Society, 15:  
82-98.

Boer, H., Nielsen, L. B., Nørretranders, T., Gertsen, F. (2000): CI changes: from suggestion 
box to organisational learning, Continuous Improvement in Europe and Australia, Al-
dershot, Ashgate Publishing Ltd.

Busby, J. S., Fan, I. S. (1993): The extended manufacturing enterprise: its nature and its 
needs, International journal of technology management, 8 (3,4,5): 294-308. 

Cagliano, R., Caniato, F., Corso, M., Spina, G. (2002): “Fostering Collaborative Improve-
ment in Extended Manufacturing Enterprises: A Preliminary Theory”, in Smeds, R. 
(ed.): Continuous Innovation in Business – Processes and Networks, Espoo, Finland, 
Helsinki University of Technology: p. 131-143. 

Chisholm, R. (1998). Developing Network Organizations: Learning form Practice and 
Theory, Addison-Wesley, Reading. 

Christopher, M. (1992): Logistics and Supply Chain Management, Pitman Publishing, 
London.

Coghlan, D., Brannick, T. (2001): Doing Action Research in Your Own Organization, 
Sage, London. 

Coughlan, P., Coghlan, D. (2002): Action Research for Operations Management, in: Inter-
national Journal of Operations & Production Management, 22 (2): 220-240. 

Coughlan, P., Coghlan, D., Brennan, L. (2004): Organizing for Research and Action: Im-
plementing Action Researcher Networks, in: Systemic Practice and Action Research, 
17 (1): 37-49. 

Coughlan, P., Coghlan, D. (2004): Action Learning: towards a framework in inter-
organizational settings, in: Action Learning: Research and Practice, 1 (1): 43-61. 

Dotlich, D., Noel, J. (1998): Action Learning, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco. 

Eden, C., Huxham, C. (1996): Action Research for the study of organizations, in: Clegg, S., 
Hardy, C., Nord, W. (eds.): Handbook of Organization Studies, Sage Publications, 
London, p. 526-542. 

Fine, C. (1998): Clockspeed: Winning Industry Control in the Age of Temporary Advan-
tage, Perseus Books, Reading, Mass. 

Halldorsson, A., Aastrup, J. (2003): Quality criteria for qualitative inquiries in logistics, in: 
European Journal of Operational Research, 144: 321-332. 



380 H. G. A. Middel, L. Brennan, D. Coghlan, P. Coughlan 

Harland, C. M. (1996): Supply chain management: relationships, chains and networks, in: 
British Journal of management, 7, Special Issue, Mar: S63-S81. 

Harland, C. M., Lamming, R. C., Cousins, P. D. (1999): Developing the Concept of Supply 
Strategy, in: International Journal of Operations & Production Management, 19(7): 
650-673.

Lamming, R. C. (1993): Beyond Partnership: Strategies for Innovation and Lean Supply, 
London, Prentice Hall. 

Lau, F. (1999), Toward a framework for action research in information systems studies, in: 
Information Technology & People, 12(2): 148-175. 

Marquardt, M. (1999): Action learning in action, Palo Alto, CA, Davies-Black. 

Näslund, D., (2002): Logistics needs qualitative research – especially action research, in: 
International Journal of Physical Distribution and  & Logistics Management, 32 (5): 
321-338.

Nohria, N., Eccles, R.G. (1992): Networks and Organizations: Structure, Form and Action, 
Harvard Business School Press, Boston. 

Pedler, M. (1996): Action learning for managers, Lemos & Crane, London. 

Prahalad, C., Hamel, G. (1994): Competing for future survival, Harvard Business Press, 
Boston, MA. 

Revans, R. (1998):  ABC of Action Learning, Lemos & Crane, London. 

Ring, P. S., Van De Ven, A. H., (1992): Structuring cooperative relationships between 
organizations, in: Strategic Management Journal 13 (7): 483-498. 

Rockhart, J, Short, J. (1990): The networked organization and the management of interde-
pendence, in: Scott-Morton, M. (ed.): The Corporation of the 1990s, Oxford University 
Press, New York: p. 189-220. 

Teece, D. J., Pisano, G., Shuen, A. (1997): Dynamic Capabilities and Strategic Manage-
ment, in: Strategic Management Journal, 18: 509-533. 

Teece, D. (1998): Capturing value from knowledge assets: the new economy, markets for 
know-how, and tangible assets, in: California Management Review, 40 (3): 55-79. 

Weinstein, K. (1999): Action Learning: A Practical Guide. Gower, London. 

Westbrook, R. (1995): Action Research: a new paradigm for research in production and 
operations management, in: International Journal of Operations & Production Manage-
ment, 15 (12): 6-20. 

Yorks, L., O'Neil, J., Marsick, V. (1999): Action Learning: Successful Strategies for Indi-
vidual, Team and Organizational Development, Berrett-Koehler, San Francisco. 




