Action Research Cycle

Questions to Consider Through the Phases
Action Research (AR), the engine of organizational effectiveness, may appear easy or simplistic but is really a very complex, difficult and messy process.  Two features of the AR model are particularly important to each of the phases: reliance on evidence as the basis for moving forward and a collaborative culture that supports the process.  As the phases and the related issues are described, it might appear that the process involves a series of sequential steps.  Don’t be fooled, however, the phases are iterative and there is a constant need to loop back and forth.  The AR phases and the key questions are presented below.
Desired State – Organizational Goal
1. How did the organization decide what is the desired state?

2. Has the organization come together to determine what the desired state ought to be?

3. What process was used to arrive at and define the desired state?

4. Who was involved in arriving at such a definition?

5. Was there a shared understanding among stakeholders of what the desired state is to be?

6. Is the desired state realistic?  (Is the organizational goal realistic?)

7. What data is the desired state based on?  Was there agreement as to what data would be used to assess the organizational goal?

Current Reality – Organizational Performance

1. What data were used to measure current reality?

2. Are the data valid?  Are they reliable?

3. Are there other data that support the current reality picture?

4. Do the key players agree with the current reality?

Gap – The Difference Between Desired State and Current Reality

1. Is the Gap real?

2. How serious a problem does this gap represent?

3. How do you know that the difference is not simply due to “normal” fluctuations or “noise” in the system?

4. What are the political implications?

5. Why should you devote attention to the gap?

6. How much control do you have over the gap?

7. Does everybody agree that something must be done to narrow the gap?

8. Is the gap the problem or a symptom or indication of an underlying problem or an opportunity to improve?

Collecting and Analyzing Data

Once you’ve resolved that the gap is real, and important to address, you must engage in a systematic analysis of the difference between the organizational goal (desired state) and the organizational performance (current reality).  A brainstorming activity may be appropriate with a written summary of the output.
1. What data might be already available to you to provide some insight related to the gap?

2. Who are the critical people involved directly and indirectly with the issue and who may have knowledge and information about the gap?

3. What additional data might you need to collect and analyze in order to consider issues that may or may not be contributing to the gap?

4. With whom have the data been shared and considered?

Definition of the Problem/Opportunity
1. Based on the various analyses, can you formulate an initial statement of the problem that is reasonably clear?

2. How different is this statement of the problem from the written summary of the brainstorming session under Collecting and Analyzing Data?

3. Have you sought feedback from key players regarding the nature of the problem or opportunity?

4. Have you considered whether the organization has the skills, resources and supports needed to address the issue?

5. What additional data and analyses may be needed based on feedback from key players and assessment of the organizational capabilities to address the issue?

Refinement of the Problem/Opportunity

1. Can you reformulate the statement of the problem (goals and objectives to be achieved) in such a way as to achieve a workable consensus among key players?  How different is this statement of the problem from the initial statement?

2. As part of the statement of the problem, can you state explicitly your working hypothesis related to the problem or opportunity (in terms of one or more If…………Then……….statements)?

3. Are the purpose, goals and objectives related to efforts to close the gap perceived by the key players as fair, important and attainable?

4. Have the key players made a commitment to the organizational efforts to close the apparent gap?
Plan Concrete Steps for Intervention

Selecting the Intervention
1. Have you considered alternative interventions that could be implemented to address the issue?

2. Is there evidence that the intervention you are considering is likely to be successful in narrowing the gap?

3. Have you sought the advice of the key people who will be affected by the intervention?

4. Have you considered whether the organization has the resources and the skills that are necessary to implement the intervention successfully?  (Force Field analysis is useful in terms of factors that facilitate/obstruct the likely success).

5. Have you achieved a workable consensus among the key people who will be affected (Entry and contracting).

6. Have you considered various implications (e.g., Bolman & Deal  four frames may be a valuable tool)?

Planning the Intervention

1. In terms of the concrete plans, have you defined the work that must be accomplished to implement the intervention successfully?
2. Are the tasks feasible given your timeline and resources?
3. Are the task contingencies clearly defined?

4. Are the authority and the responsibilities for completing the work clearly specified and delegated?

5. Do the individuals who will do the work have the resources and the skills needed to complete the tasks successfully?

6. Is there one person assigned to manage the overall project?

7. Have provisions been made for dealing with unanticipated problems?

8. Do the plans include evaluation strategies, and is there agreement that you will evaluate the process of implementation and take corrective actions?
9. Is there a workable consensus on the process data you will be collecting to monitor implementation activities?  
10. Is there agreement as to how you will assess whether you have achieved your objectives successfully?
Implementation (and Ongoing Process Evaluation)
Implementation is often the phase where many organizational initiatives fail.  The organizational literature suggests that failure is due in large part to inadequate planning and lack of buy-in by those who are directly and indirectly affected by the proposed changes.  If proper attention has been given to the steps outlined above, the probability of success improves considerably.  Remember that the two features that are particularly important to the action research model are: 1) reliance on evidence as a basis for forward progress and 2) a collaborative culture that support the process.  These two features are particularly important to the success of the initiative during implementation.
1. Have the steps for formative or process evaluation been put in place and are you collecting data informing you about the ongoing progress of the implementation?

2.  Are there plans in place for taking corrective actions as a result of the process review data?   Are you making implementation corrections as you evaluate the process data?

3. Are you sharing the process data with the people responsible for implementation and is there a workable consensus of what implementation corrections and adjustments need to be made?

4. Is the collaborative culture within the organization such that individuals are unlikely to hide or sweep under, because of fear of failure, implementation problems that could derail the initiative?
5. Are you documenting the major learnings and insights related to implementation issues and how you attempted to overcome the problems and what were the outcomes?
Outcome Evaluation
1. Are you collecting, analyzing and displaying correctly the outcome data defined in the plan (and agreed to by the key people) to determine whether the initiative was successful and to show evidence of improvements in the current reality (narrowing the gap)?

2.  Are you sharing the outcome evaluation findings as well as the process implementation findings with the key people and other stakeholders and giving them an opportunity to provide feedback?

3. Are you drawing the correct conclusions based on the evidence regarding your statement of the problem and the hypotheses you had generated?

4. Are you making specific recommendations based on the process and outcome evidence regarding next steps that might be considered for the next round of the process?

5. How would you modify your thinking for the next AR round concerning the problem or opportunity?
Repeat the Cycle

