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Action learning as a catalyst for change: the wicked problem
of employment with a chronic health condition
Hannah Vaughan and Tricia Jolliffe

Business School, Liverpool John Moores University, Liverpool, UK

ABSTRACT
This account of practice focuses on using action learning (AL) from
both the facilitator and student experience during the dissertation
stage of a postgraduate degree to resolve wicked workplace
problems. The action learning process was used to explore and
create a catalyst for change through research that explored the
wicked problem of Inflammatory Bowel Disease (IBD) in
employment. The action learning set (ALS) comprises seven
postgraduate students and a facilitator who never met the
students in person and instead virtually adapted meetings by
using Zoom, owing to the coronavirus pandemic. A WhatsApp
group including all students and the facilitator was significant in
providing an engaging space for help, support, and motivation.
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Introduction

The account explores the role of action learning (AL) as a catalyst for change in the wicked
problem of employment with a chronic health condition, Inflammatory bowel disease
(IBD). The context is the dissertation stage of a master’s qualification in Human Resources
(HR), which uses AL. Seven students (all HR practitioners), engaged in the six action learn-
ing set (ALS) meetings to explore HR problems critically. Each student came to the set to
solve their own individual wicked organisational problem. Although the set members
were similar in age, this was by chance rather than design. Thus, the students were
trying to solve real-life problems and were like a homogeneous group advocated by
Revans (Ram and Trehan 2010).

The students initially decided on their topic choice and research design via a construc-
tionist process with Tricia, the facilitator and peer group in the ALS. In this account, we
focus on Hannah’s insider epistemology research from an intrinsic (personal) and extrinsic
(workplace) standpoint and Tricia’s role as the facilitator. Through support from the ALS,
Hannah decided to explore others’ employment challenges, like her, living with the
chronic health condition, IBD. Hannah desires that workers and employers understand
the demands of living with the chronic health condition, IBD.
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Regarding AL, the sets would typically meet face to face, but owing to Covid-19, AL
meetings were held online through the use of Zoom. An online application called
Canvas was used for all communication. Students uploaded their work and feedback
on their peers’ work, whilst the facilitator, Tricia, uploaded input and other supportive
guides such as the meeting slides. Additionally, a WhatsApp group including all seven stu-
dents and Tricia provided a high communication and engaging space for all. Students
often liaised daily, offering help and support by discussing ideas, motivating one
another, and keeping the momentum alive. Moreover, all group participants shared per-
sonal things happening in their lives, such as a new job or worries they may be feeling,
enabling a safe environment and creating personal bonds between all students and Tricia.

Context and theory of ALS and IBD – the wicked problem

In this paper, we use the term ‘wicked problem’ to explore working with the condition
IBD. Rittel and Webber (1973, 155) first coined the term ‘wicked problem’ to distinguish
between social and science problems. They identified ten defining characteristics includ-
ing a problem that is difficult to define; does not have a definitive solution and is unique.
In their view wicked problems have porous boundaries, resulting in them being open, for
example, to various solutions. Edmondsone, Lawless, and Pedler (2019), in this journal,
contributed to the definition, sharing how wicked problems tend to be political in
nature, recognising the inevitable constraints within. They concurred with Rittel and
Webber (1973) that wicked problems need to be continually addressed due to their boun-
daried position in time, place, and history.

In the context of this research Edmondsone, Lawless, and Pedler (2019) debated if a
personal problem can be deemed a wicked problem but concluded that the multi-
agency effect of wicked problems must be considered. IBD is a personal problem for
Hannah, however, she also has a life and a job and thus, there is a multi-faceted effect.
We decided that the issue could be deemed a wicked problem once a worker becomes
employed by an organisation as the issue becomes a multi-faceted shared problem.
For example, when considering a worker suffering from IBD there can be effects on job
satisfaction/retention/career development for which the employer will need to make
allowances.

The advantage of using the theoretical construct of ‘wicked problem’ offers the oppor-
tunity to consider the ‘full landscape’ of the situation (Lavery 2018). However, Ritchey
(2013) argues that additional issues arise when delving into a ‘wicked problem’ due to
their unpredictable nature, and according to Hannigan and Coffey (2011), one solution
may not be ‘one size fits all’. However, even though the ‘wicked problem’may be intricate
and lack clear solutions, these aspects should be the driver behind seeking answers (Savu-
lescu 2018).

IBD – What it is and its impact on the worker

Inflammatory bowel disease (IBD) is an umbrella term used for a group of chronic illnesses
that cause inflammation, ulceration and swelling in the intestines. Crohn’s Disease (CD)
and Ulcerative Colitis (UC) are two prevalent conditions that are part of the IBD family,
and symptoms include fatigue, anaemia, diarrhoea, vomiting, appetite loss, weight loss,
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abdominal pain, and ulcers. As the illness is incurable, medications such as steroids and
immunosuppressants are regularly prescribed, and in severe cases, surgery is needed
to remove parts of the intestine or fit an ileostomy bag (The Richmond Clinic 2018).

IBD may affect an individual’s professional life in many ways. A survey completed by
1314 people found 32% of individuals with UC and 40% of those with CD felt IBD
affected their career options (Crohn’s & Colitis UK 2011). Furthermore, IBD may increase
an employee’s absenteeism, reduce productivity, and induce stress or anxiety in the work-
place due to the nature of the disease. To enable continuity in employment, adjustments
may be required, for example, providing workspaces close to toilet facilities; leave for
medical appointments, and flexible working. However, once the condition is disclosed
stigmatisation may occur due to lack of understanding (Crohn’s & Colitis UK 2017).

Action learning process

Action learning helped with understanding the different methodological approaches in
this research. The students initially decided their methodological route via a construction-
ist process with Tricia, the facilitator and peer group in the ALS. The iterative process of
dialogue and written feedback encouraged students to test their theories and take a cri-
tically reflective stance towards their methodology. For example, by discussing where
they would source their participants and how many were needed. Hearing Tricia’s
advice and the plans and timeframes of the other students acted as guides to ensure
the correct time frames and the number of participants were included in this study. Fur-
thermore, set members received regular feedback, e.g. on their research questions. The AL
process also helped prompt students to set deadlines, e.g. when to start interviews and
when to have all interviews completed.

AL guided Hannah throughout her methodological approach. Hannah decided to
use qualitative methods to explore the wicked problem of IBD regarding the work-
place and its effects on individual careers. After discussing with Tricia and her
peers, Hannah felt this was the best approach for her research. The qualitative
approach adopted semi-structured interviews to thoroughly explore the problem
through hearing first-hand experiences. However, Hannah had to consider the
impact of the coronavirus pandemic on her study. Due to some IBD patients being
classed as extremely clinically vulnerable, Hannah had to decide the safest way poss-
ible to conduct the interviews. This issue was highlighted in the ALS, and upon
reflecting on Tricia and the other student’s ideas and her own, Hannah decided to
interview participants via telephone.

Another factor discussed within the ALS was methods to source participants and
the number of participants needed to enable an appropriate amount of data. Initially,
Hannah was aiming to interview six participants. Still, Tricia outlined that recruiting
more participants is a good contingency plan, especially if individuals decide to with-
draw from the study last minute. Therefore, Hannah decided to recruit more people
to take part. Moreover, Hannah desired to use ‘insider research’ and discussed this in
the ALS. The outcome was to adapt the method of ‘insider research’ as Hannah has
been diagnosed with a form of IBD known as Crohn’s disease. She is an insider in
respect of her personal health to the study population (Dwyer and Buckle 2009).
Being an ‘insider’ to participants has benefits such as ‘authenticity’ building trust
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and rapport between the researcher and participants. However, Hannah was con-
scious about over relating to individuals, especially when they had similar experi-
ences, to aim to avoid potential bias.

Tricia as facilitator

I (second author) and set facilitator began my PhD using Action Learning within a set
at the Revan Institute, Salford in 2004. I found my reflective notes that illustrate my
development in using questioning. I found the role of questioning in learning fascinat-
ing and understanding the benefits for HR postgraduate students (Patricia Harrison
2006).

Like this study, I have annually supported postgraduate students, who during the final
stage of the master’s journey, engage in six ALS meetings to create and develop their indi-
vidual projects. All students worked as HR practitioners. As part of the master’s pro-
gramme, students had successfully completed a research methods module and ethical
process.

Unlike other years when the AL meetings would be face to face, owing to Covid-19 all
the meetings were online. Thus, I did not meet any of the students face to face. Initially, I
was anxious about the impact of only working online. However, I became conscious to use
my knowledge from researching machine learning (Harrison, Nichol, and Gold 2020) to
maximise the use of technology. We used three forms of technology: WhatsApp, Zoom
and Canvas Team. Our WhatsApp Group called Team Tricia for the period of approxi-
mately seven months from 6 March 2021 utilised 101.4MB. WhatsApp provided a safe
platform to share emotions. Zoom was utilised for the six meetings where we were
able to share converse, critique and share information. All participants engaged in criti-
cally reflective practitioner behaviours (Reynolds 1998), reviewing and providing peer
feedback. The commitment to produce and review each other’s work was instrumental
to the process. Canvas Team (a web-based learning management system) enabled this
process, where all work and feedback were uploaded. This required trust as all
members of the set could see the facilitators and peer feedback. The positive benefit of
the iterative, rolling process of support and challenge from the written work moving
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backwards and forwards between the workplace and the set meetings encouraged both
support and challenge.

However, it must be recognised that the programme is constrained by being part of
the offering of the university, for example, the research had to be completed within
the university timescales.

Hannah as action learning set member

I, Hannah (first author) recently finished studying a postgraduate degree in Human
Resource Management. For my research project, I decided to explore workplace wellbeing
and IBD, as I was diagnosed with Crohn’s disease, a form of IBD, over ten years ago. Since
then, I have undergone numerous medical procedures; trialled several types of medi-
cation; and dealt with adverse side effects, some of which have resulted in hospitalisation.
The disease regularly impacts my life, and I feel one significant drawback is that I can only
work part-time. I have also encountered mixed responses in my working life because of
my condition. Because of this, I was intrigued to hear others’ workplace experiences
who suffer from IBD. I felt it would be beneficial to both employers and individuals to
raise awareness and encourage HR professionals and management to be aware of the
condition’s implications and what steps could be taken to support individuals to not
only continue in employment, but also achieve career progression.

During the research project, I was placed into an ALS that consisted of other students I
was familiar with but were not in my friendship group. The set, led by our facilitator Tricia,
enabled us to follow the process of AL. I feel I have benefited from AL, not only in my work
but also as a person. Upon starting my master’s degree, I suffered from imposter syn-
drome, believing that my knowledge and skills were not as good as peers on the
course. This caused me some anxiety, and I felt reserved, especially in lectures, or
sharing my work. However, observing other members present their work to seek advice
from Tricia and the group I felt supported and safe, because I witnessed how the ALS lis-
tened and gave advice in a supportive and non-judgemental manner. This encouraged
me to interact, contribute, be vulnerable and tackle my insecurities. For example, the
first ALS was virtually adapted because of the coronavirus pandemic, and in the
meeting, we discussed our chosen research topic. This triggered feelings of anxiety for
myself, as I was worried my topic would not be interesting or relevant. Hearing other
group members discuss their research subject and the valuable feedback they received
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from Tricia and our peers put my mind at ease. Initially, I had chosen to research invisible
illness in the workplace. Still, after discussing this with the ALS group, I reflected and
decided to be more specific in my research and chose to focus on the invisible illness
of IBD.

I feel AL has positively influenced me as I have developed my emotional intelligence,
especially regarding my confidence. For instance, I often questioned if the work I’d pro-
duced was incorrect, doubted my understanding of tasks, and had worries of being
judged. But being part of a supportive group where I felt safe contributing and receiving
feedback allowed me to appreciate the benefits of sharing. I found it rewarding to share
my ideas for mymethodology chapter with the group, which helped one of my peers with
their methodological approach.

Furthermore, Tricia and other group members helped me understand the research
more critically and in greater depth. For example, I anticipated that I would struggle
most with the literature review. However, talking through my concerns and receiving
feedback from Tricia and my peers helped me develop my skills and knowledge in this
area. I also constructively viewed my ALS group work and feedback. This enabled me
to reflect upon my work differently. As the research was carried out during the corona-
virus pandemic, Tricia ensured that this did not impact the ALS meetings and the level
of support that we received from herself and each other. Relationships were maintained
by holding regular Zoom meetings and using a WhatsApp group, which I feel the group
made the most of as we were constantly in contact offering support and advice. I found
this helped, especially when I lacked motivation as keeping in contact kept the momen-
tum going. However, because of the pandemic, I have not met Tricia in real life. Still, I feel
working remotely has not been an issue thanks to Tricia’s continued support and gui-
dance throughout the AL process.

The wicked problem discussion and conclusion

The AL process used in the context of a postgraduate research dissertation had high level
outcomes throughout the student journey. The fact that students used non-confronta-
tional and non-judgemental questioning helped them to feel confident. The process
enabled them to ask questions and challenge pre-existing assumptions in their HR role
and learning style. Moreover, the AL process of openness and honesty meant that the stu-
dents could share their written work and student/facilitator feedback. By engaging in peer
feedback, the students developed new ideas and language that improved their writing.
However, in the workplace, we know that employees are more likely to engage with
knowledge hiding or knowledge hoarding rather than knowledge sharing (Anand, Cento-
belli, and Cerchione 2020). Stock et al. (2021) highlights the importance of knowledge
sharing in regards to the correlation between the aspects of unpredictability and perform-
ance. It is thus imperative that close interaction between the facilitator, in this case, Tricia,
and the student is encouraged to achieve a sense of support, yet independence. The stu-
dents were researching real-life problems in their workplace so there was pressure to
achieve a positive outcome for themselves and their organisation.

Furthermore, as the research was carried out at the height of the Covid-19 pandemic in
the UK, the AL process, with its inherent ability to adapt, provided an excellent supportive
platform for the student learner. For example, the students had to adapt their research
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methods/approaches to ensure that they were conducted safely. As we mentioned, all
contact was online or using e-learning and social media platforms. Fortunately, this
worked exceptionally well for this group. However, it is important to exercise caution
as it cannot be assumed that all groups will engage as effectively.

For Hannah’s research, the use of AL to investigate the ‘wicked problem’ of IBD from an
employee perspective has uncovered the dilemma for employees and provided practical
solutions for employers. The discussions and feedback given in the ALS meetings, such as
the importance of conducting a pilot interview to analyse if changes to questions were
required, or discussing the best ways to analyse results from the interviews enabled
Hannah to make informed decisions to obtain rich data and find practical solutions.
Reflecting back Hannah feels using AL in her journey of conducting postgraduate
research was valuable in achieving the outcome of her research and the positive
influence AL has had on her emotional intelligence.
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