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Executive Summary 
 
In 2007 the University of Brighton, UK and the University of KwaZulu Natal, South Africa 

collaboratively established five Profitnet learning network groups of SME owners and 

managers in the city of Pietermaritzburg, South Africa.  These groups met for three hours, 

once a month, and followed a specific agenda including a business plan presentation, action 

learning and a creativity workshop by an external speaker.  In July 2008, after seven months 

of group operation, semi structured interviews were conducted with a cross section of 

participants.  Data from these interviews is analysed using Kolb’s learning style inventory to 

consider the variables that affect individual learning within groups  

 

Each of the sections of the Profitnet meeting appear to have different strengths in facilitating 

learning.  Overall, the blended learning approach of the Profitnet meeting produces consistent 

learning across very different sector specific groups.   

 

Variables such as gender, firm size and degree of innovation seem to have more of an effect 

on the learning emerging from action learning as opposed to creativity workshops.  

Our conclusion is that group facilitators need to recognise the effect that different variables 

will have on the learning experience of Profitnet members.   
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1. Introduction 
 
In 2007 the University of Brighton, UK entered an agreement with the University of 

KwaZulu Natal, South Africa to collaboratively implement the University of Brighton’s 

Learning Network Programme, Profitnet, to the city of Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu Natal, 

South Africa. In total five sector groups, each consisting of some ten business owners of 

micro and small sized businesses, were established using the British Council’s England-

Africa Partnership Funding Scheme.  In July 2008, after seven months of group operation 

semi structured interviews were conducted with a cross section of participants.  Data from 

these interviews is analysed using Kolb’s learning style inventory to consider the variables 

that affect individual learning within the groups with the purpose of refining the practice of 

group facilitation.    

2. Literature Review 
Learning and the Learning Cycle 

 

There is some agreement in the literature that learning is a cyclical process or loop.  Kolb and 

Fry, (1975), in particular, argue that the learning process should be understood as a four-stage 

cycle (see Figure 1) including concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualisation and active experimentation.  The effective learner, says Kolb (1976, p.22), 

“must be able to involve himself fully, openly and without bias in new experiences; he must 

be able to reflect on and observe these experiences from many perspectives; he must be able 

to create concepts that integrate his observations into logically sound theories; and must be 

able to use these theories to make decisions and solve problems.”  Argyris and Schon (1978) 

also draw a distinction between double and single loop learning in organisations (but the 

principle might also be applied to individuals).  Single loop learning occurs when a problem 

is approached within the current goal, values, plans and rules of operation.  Double loop 

learning occurs when these governing variables are questioned in approaching a problem.   
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Figure 1 Kolb's Combined Learning Cycle (Kolb Learning Styles, 2010) 

 

Building on the four stage learning cycle, Kolb (1973) says that the two learning stages on 

the vertical axis (concrete experience and abstract conceptualisation) have to do with how an 

individual perceives knowledge, whilst those on the horizontal axis have to do with how that 

knowledge is processed into learning (active experimentation and reflective observation).  

The preference an individual has on the continuum of perceiving and processing knowledge 

is said to be the determinant of their learning style (Kolb, 1976 and 1985; Broyatzis and Kolb 

1995).  The characteristics of learners falling into the four styles are as follow:  

 

• The divergent learner is someone who is best at concrete experiencing and reflective 

observation.  They will have a preference for seeking background information, 

sensing opportunities, investigating new patterns and generating alternatives; 

• The assimilating learner (falling between abstract conceptualisation and reflective 

observation) will have strengths in developing theory, establishing criteria, comparing 

alternatives and define problems;  

• A convergent learner (between abstract conceptualisation and active) will show 

special ability in selecting among alternatives, focusing efforts, evaluating plans and 

programs and testing hypotheses; 
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• Lastly, an accommodating leaner (between concrete experience and active 

experimentation) will support positions and ideas, set objectives, commit resources 

and implement decisions. 

 

Whilst an individual might lean toward strength in one learning style or another, learners 

must apply the strategies associated with every style if they are to progress through the full 

learning cycle (Broyatzis and Kolb, 1995).  The learning stages are the core of the learning 

cycle model, but the learning styles are arguably a better method for analysing how 

individuals engage with and proceed through the learning cycle because of their focus on 

individual activities.  As such, they are used by Carlson et al (1976) in order to map the 

organisational learning process of the R&D department of Proctor and Gamble and will be 

used as the method of analysis in this paper.   

Organisational Learning 

 
A dominant question in the learning literature is whether organisations actually learn - or is 

this only possible for individuals within them.  Whilst many claim that knowledge creation is 

always a function of individual learning (Grant, 1996; Simon, 1991; Kim, 1993, Dodgson, 

1993; Stata, 1989 and Cook and Brown, 1999), the last two decades have seen a strong focus 

on the concept of ‘organisational learning’ - or the ‘learning organisation’ as conceived of by 

Senge (1990).  Dijkstra and Verwijs (2000) believe that it is the group that forms the link 

between individual and organisational learning.  As Kim (1993) notes, the distinction and 

relations between the individual and organisational learning are important to maintain, 

otherwise, “a model of organisational learning will either obscure the actual learning process 

by ignoring the role of the individual ... or become a simplistic extension of individual 

learning by glossing over organisational complexities” (pp. 42-43). 

 

Notwithstanding the important distinction between organisational and individual learning, 

scholars have argued that organisational practices that promote learning and knowledge 

exchange, contribute positively to capability development and the innovation performance of 

organisations (Laursen and Foss, 2003; Lorenz et al, 2003; Lundvall and Nielsen, 1999; 

Michie and Sheehan, 1999).  Barton (1985) recommends that some of these practices might 

be: 
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• Shared creative problem solving; 

• The implementation and integration of new methodologies and tools; 

• Formal and informal experimentation 

• And learning from outside the organisation (corroborated by Nonaka and Takeuchi, 

1995).  This could include through industry-university links (Laursen and Salter, 

2003) and from customers and users (Lundval). 

 

Although the above literature has shown the importance of distinguishing between individual 

and organisational learning as well as how learning is necessary for firm competitiveness, 

these studies are mainly concerned with the issues and behaviours of large organisations. 

Learning in small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) is often constricted because of 

narrow technological capacity, limited financial assets, and limited availability of high-level 

skills.  Also, the distinction between individual and organisational learning in SMEs is often 

less distinct. 

Learning Support for SMEs 

 
In the latter part of the 20th century some SMEs recognized the limitations on their learning 

and innovation capacity and organized themselves into networks and clusters that 

demonstrated elements of “collective efficiency”.  Examples include the consorzia of Italy 

and the industrial districts in Spain, Germany, Pakistan and Brazil (Piore and Sabel, 1982; 

Semlinger, 1995; Schmitz, 1997). 

 

Recognising the benefit of these networks and clusters many small business associations, 

chambers of commerce as well as policy makers promoted the development of clusters, 

industrial districts, innovation centres, and business parks in order to develop a critical mass 

of resources and to help organisations to learn (Schmitz, 1995; Sengenberger and Pyke, 1992; 

Semlinger, 1995; Bessant and Tsekouras, 2001; Tidd et.al 2005).  In addition innovation 

consultants and specialist information/innovation centres were introduced by policy makers 

to help SMEs to understand and articulate their needs (Carlson and Jacobson, 1993; Dodgson 

and Bessant, 1996; Bessant, 1998).  

 

Today, the SME policy environment is characterized by a wide range of experimentation.  

Although policy-makers are moving away from simplistic and universal policies to more 
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targeted approaches, the support needs of SMEs are still not fully understood.  There is even 

less understanding about which mechanisms best support their development (Hoffman et al, 

1997; Bessant, 1999; Marshall and Tsekouras, 2009).  

Learning networks as an intermediary agent to promote innovation and learning 

among SMEs  

 

In this paper we focus on the learning network as an intermediary mechanism to support 

learning and innovation in SMEs.  The existing literature on learning in networks has focused 

on economically driven networks such as joint ventures, strategic alliances, supplier networks 

(Doz, 1996; Dyer and Singh, 1998; Powell, 1998) or on naturally emergent relationships such 

as regional clusters, communities of practice, and social networks (e.g. Brown and Duguid, 

1991; Cooke, 2001).  Most of these networks can be described as networks that learn, which 

Bessant and Tsekouras (2001) distinguished from learning networks.  Although learning may 

take place in networks that learn, learning networks are specifically designed or established 

with the purpose of encouraging learning.  

 

The objective of the Profitnet learning network, examined in this paper, is to create an 

environment within which social interaction, learning and networking are encouraged 

without dictating the content or outcome of interactions.  Members are helped to break into 

the learning cycle and maintain the momentum of learning until they ‘close the loop’ and 

move to a higher skill or capability level.  The notion of social capital - a concept involving 

civic engagement, associational membership, high trust, reliability and reciprocity (Cooke 

and Wills, 1999) - is core to the ethos of network management. Trust between members, in 

particular, is considered to be the cornerstone of network efficacy (Floren and Tell, 2003).  

 

Through the Profitnet learning network, groups of between 10 and 20 owners or managers 

are established.  Each group sets its own development agenda with the assistance of their 

facilitators and a project manager who oversees a number of groups. They meet once a month 

for an average of three hours. The groups follow a set agenda of three main activities:  

 

• Business planning  
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o Presentation of Business Plan - Each month one of the group members 

presents a summary of their business activities, describes the opportunities and 

challenges faced by the company, and outlines their business plan. This forms 

the basis for a discussion among the group through which problems are 

defined and possible solutions suggested.  

o Feedback on business planning – In this segment of the meeting managers 

who have previously presented their business plans are asked to report back on 

their progress with implementing actions.  This process assists all members to 

benefit from learning that did or didn’t work, and gain a wider perspective on 

formulating and implementing strategy. 

• Action learning 

o Presentation of issues - This part of the meeting is open for any of the 

participants to raise issues that they would like help with and to invite 

suggestions about possible courses of action.  The reassurance of working 

under confidentiality is paramount as organisations share sensitive commercial 

information.  

o Feedback on action learning – Group members recount any actions they have 

taken as a result of suggestions from previous meetings.  

• Creativity workshops  

o Each month there is a workshop run by a specialist from outside the group on 

specific topics such as finance, marketing, human resource management or e-

commerce.  The topics are identified and selected by the group members 

(either through prioritisation techniques or by a simple show of hands) at one 

of the first group meetings.  

 

Whilst the monthly sequence and timing of meetings is standardised (business planning -

action learning - creativity workshops) there is much scope for groups to develop their own 

agenda within this framework.  The business planning and action learning sessions are 

steered, but not led, by the facilitator.  There is minimal input from the learning network 

manager who monitors the Profitnet process rules, ensures confidentiality agreements are 

followed and identifies and develops opportunities for university-business engagement. Our 

observation has shown that participants are more ready to engage in Profitnet if they feel that 

they have some ownership over the way that their group is managed – through the joint 



 9 

design of ground rules – and if they jointly select topics to be covered in the creativity 

workshop section of the Profitnet meeting. 

 

In this paper, the critical question is how the Profitnet process has helped network members 

to enter and complete the learning cycle. This is consistent with the need to add a more 

active, process view of networks to the structural view that currently predominates (Kanter 

and Eccles, 1992, p.527).  It is therefore important to discuss the links between learning 

networks and the learning cycle they aim to facilitate. 

The Learning Network and the Learning Cycle 

 

At its most basic level, the Profitnet process encourages learning through facilitating 

discussion in which problems are defined, potential solutions are generated, actions are 

agreed and implemented and the outcomes of these actions reviewed and evaluated.  If one 

thinks of this process with direct reference to Kolb’s learning cycle, the participating 

managers listen to the experiences of peers (concrete experience) and start a collective 

reflection on these practices - including the practices of their own organisations (reflective 

observation).  By engaging in this action learning technique, the participating managers start 

to think about new ways of doing things (abstract conceptualisation). The managers then try 

out new approaches and experiment with their impact (active experimentation). These trials 

generate a new experience that can then serve as new input to learning either at the company 

or the network level (concrete experience). As the process moves from concrete experience 

and collective reflection to active experimentation and the generation of new experience the 

focus moves from the learning group to the member and organisation (Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 The Learning Cycle in the Learning Network 

 

Considering the above links between the learning network and learning cycle, we now move 

onto a discussion of the specifics of Profitnet in the UK and South Africa. In the South 

African context we will analyse individual learning stories of participants to assess how 

Profitnet impacts on the learning cycle and the variables that effect how one engages in the 

cycle through this process. 

The Learning Network UK experience  

 
Profitnet was launched in the South East England by the University of Brighton in 2004. The 

program was designed as a platform for the managers of SMEs to learn from each other’s 

experiences in ‘industry peer networks’ (Sgourev and Zuckerman, 2006). So far, almost 690 

UK firms have been involved in the program - participating in monthly meetings with groups 

of around 15 practitioners.  Core to the success of the programme has been the training of 

special facilitators who manage the balance between comradely interaction and challenging 

discussion in the group.  Facilitators and project managers utilize a number of monitoring and 

administrative instruments to ensure that learning is carried through to completion.  

Background to South Africa Learning network (LN) 

 
In the post-Apartheid era, South African firms were ill prepared for rapid trade liberalisation 

and re-integration into the global marketplace.  Inter-firm trust levels were low and the 

previously protected market had been non-conducive to innovation.  As with other 
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developing economies, political and industry structure in support of innovation were also 

weak.  Learning networks were seen as one way to develop the competitiveness of a variety 

of key industries and a group within the University of KwaZulu Natal successfully 

established and managed learning networks in the automotive, timber furniture and clothing 

and textile industries from the late 1990s onwards.  Some of these networks were established 

within distinct vertical value chains, whilst others facilitated horizontal learning between 

similar firms (Bessant et al, 2003 and Morris et al, 2006).  To a varying degree all these early 

initiatives produced useful learning outcomes and inter and intra-firm upgrading.  Using 

Bessant and Tsekouras’ (2001) terminology, however, they are probably more accurately 

described as networks that learn – rather than learning networks.  The implementation of 

Profitnet was therefore a relatively unique exercise in the South African context. 

 

Having a working knowledge of the success of the above learning network initiatives a 

visiting researcher to CENTRIM, from the University of KwaZulu Natal, attended a Profitnet 

meeting in Hastings in 2006 and recommended that we export the programme to South 

Africa.  Ultimately funding was won in early 2007, from the British Council’s Education 

Partnerships in Africa Programme (EAP), to establish six Profitnet groups of between 10 and 

15 members in the city of Pietermaritzburg, KwaZulu Natal, South Africa.  Our local partner 

was The Leadership Centre, University of KwaZulu Natal (UKZN).  In collaboration with 

UKZN, CENTRIM was intricately involved in establishing Profitnet South Africa through 

training project managers, running a stakeholder event, training group facilitators, marketing 

and holding a project launch event and holding the first group meetings.  

3. Outcomes and Methodology 
 
Having assisted in the launch of five sector specific groups and one groups of facilitators in 

December 2007, and leaving these groups in the care of a local project manager and 

facilitators, two University of Brighton researchers returned to South Africa in July 2008 to 

conduct semi-structured interviews with a number of members, facilitators and the project 

manager.  Members were asked questions about their personal and business background, their 

impressions of the Profitnet process and the outcomes of the programme in terms of 

innovation and skills.  
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Figure 3 Increase in product and service innovation through Profitnet SA 

During the research visit, all member interviewees described numerous cases of personal 

learning and business innovation that had emerged from the fledgling project.  A survey 

conducted towards the end of 2008, with a small sample of members, showed that product 

innovation had almost doubled and service innovation increased by a third in participating 

companies (Error! Reference source not found.).  It was felt that analysis of individual 

learning stories could help us to better understand the nature of learning in Profitnet and 

potentially contribute to the practice of group facilitation. 

 

Through a literature review on Kolb’s learning cycle and the learning style inventories (Kolb, 

1976 and 1985; Broyatzis and Kolb, 1995, Carlson et al, 1976; Sheehan and Kearns, 1995; 

Floren & Tell, 2004), the authors devised a list of activities associated with each of Kolb’s 

learning styles and identified the major focus of the style (Table 1).   
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Generation of ideas 

Gathering of information 

Listening with an open mind 
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Focus on people’s ideas and practical solutions 
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Converging Learning 

Finding practical uses for ideas and /or theories 

Solve problems 

Experimenting with new ideas, concepts and practical applications 

Narrowing down alternatives-applying deductive reasoning 

Making decisions based on finding solutions to questions or problems 

Focus on technical issues rather than social or interpersonal problems 

Accommodating Learning 

Interested in “hands on experience” 

Carrying out plans and being involved in challenging processes/experiences 

Act on “Gut feelings” rather than on logical explanations 

Rely on other people’s information to set goals and to test ideas and different approaches in 

order to complete a project 

Focus on Doing things;–setting goals and execution of plans 
Table 1 Characteristics of Kolb's Learning Stages used for coding the sample  

Individual learning stories were isolated within the interview transcripts and then statements 

within the story were classified according to which learning stage they represented.  So, for 

instance, we chose to classify statements from the this story in the following way (Table 2): 

 

Learning Style Interview Statement  Reason for 

Classification 

Score 

Diverging 

Learning 

“We have learnt a hang of a lot about 

search engine optimisation”… 

Gathering 

information 

3 

Assimilating 

Learning 

…“You know you’ve got to get your 

rankings up on Google for people to 

find you”… 

Relating to abstract 

concepts 

3 

Converging 

Learning 

…“So we’ve spent a lot of time 

investigating and looking into certain 

optimisations and different ways of 

improving your hit rate” 

Experimenting with 

new ideas, concepts 

and practical 

applications 

3 

Accommodating 

Learning 

“…our website is in the process of 

being changed” 

Carrying out plans 

and being involved in 

challenging processes 

3 
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Table 2 Example of the Coding of Learning Stories 

 

Having classified statements, we ranked each stage of the learning cycle on a simple 1-2-3 

scale. One represented low levels of learning, two, moderate and three, high.  Generally if 

someone engaged fully in a given phase they received a three.  If they rushed over it they 

received a two and if it was not done – a one.  Members tended to progress through the 

learning stages sequentially, but in the case of business planning presentations, assimilating 

learning often preceded diverging learning.  This is because members tend to present first 

(assimilating learning) and then listen for feedback (diverging learning) during this particular 

section of the Profitnet meeting. 

 

With each statement in each isolated story coded, we analysed data with the intention of 

uncovering the variables which most effect the individual experience of learning through 

Profitnet.  Here we look specifically at the Profitnet group one belongs to, the degree of 

innovation engaged in (radical or incremental), gender and company size.  Where possible 

we have analysed stories from different sections of the Profitnet meeting independently.  This 

is because the style of learning varies greatly between the Business Planning Presentation, 

Action Learning Session and Creativity Workshop.  We have also disaggregated learning 

from one’s own business planning presentation and from others’ business plan presentations. 

 

In total 14 interviews were analysed from four of the Profitnet South Africa groups. Two of 

the original six groups were not included in the final analysis because one experienced the 

confounding variable of a mid-stream change in management and the other was a group for 

learning between facilitators.  Our unit of analysis below is the individual learning 

experience.  In total we were able to code 78 cases of learning spread between four groups 

(see Figure 5 for the learning experiences per group). 

 

It should be noted that the findings that follow are a snapshot of learning over the first seven 

months of the project.  A more longitudinal study is required to ascertain how learning 

patterns change over the duration of group involvement. 
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4. Research Analysis 
Learning Cycle Averages by Component of the Profitnet 

 

 
Figure 4 Learning Cycle Averages by Section of the Profitnet Meeting 

What is significant in the graph above (Figure 4) is that for all sections of the Profitnet 

meeting learning tends to decrease in intensity as one moves through the learning cycle.  

Bearing in mind that the groups had only been in operation for seven months, it is not 

surprising that frontend learning is more dominant and potentially, as time moved on, 

participants had more chance to implement their frontend learning. 

 

It seems that learning in each of the sections of the Profitnet meeting (action learning, 

business planning and creativity workshop) has a different pattern.  Overall, listening to 

others’ business planning presentations seems to provide the most consistent learning 

experience.  This is largely because this learning was only reported by smaller businesses in 

operation for a few years.  They tended to learn most from business plans of similar 

companies (as opposed to very large, well-established organisations or complete beginners). 
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The pattern of learning from the action learning session is similar to that of others’ business 

plans.  There is a far greater diversity of those reporting learning in this section.  Interestingly 

the score for assimilating learning is higher than for diverging learning in this section of the 

meeting.  This must be because action learning is providing more of a forum for members to 

express and think through their problems as opposed to listening and learning from other 

people’s ideas.  The fact that diverging and assimilating learning scores are lower than for 

learning from others’ business plans, would seem to indicate that member’s seem to relate 

more to concrete discussion about other people’s business experience as opposed to abstract 

discussion about their own problems. 

 

Learning from one’s own business plan leads to more experimentation and decision-making 

(converging learning) than other sections of the Profitnet meeting, but implementation 

(accommodating learning) tails off.  This is probably because a greater number of radical 

innovation decisions were made through presenting one’s own business plan. These 

necessarily take longer to implement.   

 

Learning from creativity workshops follows the pattern that one might expect.  It scores very 

high for diverging learning as members are forced to actively listen to a presenter, but 

learning rapidly tails off.  In the short term, members are not applying the abstract concepts 

presented by external speaker to the same degree the concrete learning emerging from 

business planning and action learning sessions.  

Learning Cycle Averages by Profitnet Group 
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Figure 5 Learning Cycle Averages by Profitnet Group 

 

It is perhaps promising to see in Figure 5 that, in the short term, learning is not radically 

different between groups.  Emergent businesses score lower in accommodating learning 

because many of them do not run going concerns.  The slight difference between diverging 

learning for the creative group and professional services is accounted for by the personality 

and experience of members in the professional services group.  They are less likely to listen 

uncritically to the ideas of others, but use the action learning session to shape their thoughts 

around current problems. 
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Learning Cycle Averages by Gender  

 
Figure 6 Learning Cycle Averages by Gender 

 

Figure 6 shows that at the front end of the learning cycle (diverging learning) men in this 

sample are similarly engaged by action learning and creativity workshops, whilst the woman 

in this sample are significantly more engaged by creativity workshops as opposed to action 

learning.   

 

In terms of action learning, men and women ultimately implement (accommodating learning) 

a similar proportion of ideas, but their path to implementation is convergent.  Men tend to 

muse more than listen in the action learning sessions, whilst woman balance listening and 

musing (diverging and assimilating learning respectively).  Whilst men would tend to spend 

more time experimenting and coming to a decision about which idea to implement 

(converging learning), woman are more intuitive when it comes to deciding on a course of 

action. 

 

Learning during creativity workshops follows a similar pattern for men and women, but 

fewer women went on to implement learning.  Potentially this is to do with the fact that one 

of the female respondents in this category was not the business owner – and therefore less 
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likely to have the freedom to implement change.  Another female respondent had yet to start 

her company.  Yet another owned a far larger company than anyone else in the sample and 

therefore might not have gathered as much implementable information from some of the 

creativity workshops targeted at less established businesses. 

Learning Cycle Averages by Company Size 

 
Figure 7 Learning Cycle Averages by Company Size 

 

In this analysis a micro company is considered to have between one and nine employees and 

a small sized company between 10 and 49. There were insufficient numbers of business plan 

learning experiences reported by small sized companies to warrant useful comparison.  This 

is an interesting finding in itself and as we have discussed earlier, micro (but not emergent) 

businesses learn well by listening to others’ business planning presentations. 

 

Micro companies learnt most efficiently from the action learning session and were able to 

take an idea put forward by a group member through to implementation with ease.  Action 

learning for small sized companies follows a slightly different pattern.  They are less 

interested in hearing other people’s ideas (low diverging learning score), but the action 

learning still helps them to think critically about problems (assimilating learning).  Perhaps 

because these businesses are larger and the owners have more experience with implementing 

change, small sized companies did not have to spend a great deal of time experimenting and 
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making decisions (converging learning) before implementing an idea from the action learning 

session that they considered to be worth while (accommodating learning). 

 

Patterns for learning from creativity workshops are similar for micro and small sized 

companies.  Micro companies are more likely to implement an idea emerging from the 

creativity workshop – specifically when the nature of the workshop is very practical (taxation 

and indemnity law being two cases in point).   

 

For both creativity workshops and action learning session, learning by micro businesses 

seems to follow a more consistent line.  Potentially this is because small sized businesses are 

more competent and proactive implementers of good ideas.  Much of the active 

experimentation engaged in by micro businesses is a tacit process for owners of small 

businesses.  

 

Learning Cycle Averages by Degree of Innovation 

Figure 8 Learning Cycle Averages by Degree of Innovation resulting from Component of Profitnet 

In this section we refer to a radical innovation as something that is completely new to the 

company, whilst an incremental innovation is an improvement to their existing products 

and/or processes. 
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Incremental Action Learning n=10! 2.40! 2.70! 2.10! 2.30!
Radical Action Learning n=8! 2.88! 2.75! 2.75! 2.75!
Incremental Creativity Workshop n=20! 2.80! 2.60! 1.50! 1.35!
Radical Creativity Workshop n=5! 3.00! 3.00! 2.40! 2.20!
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2.50!

3.00!

3.50!

Incremental Action Learning n=10! Radical Action Learning n=8!

Incremental Creativity Workshop n=20! Radical Creativity Workshop n=5!
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It is interesting to note that radical innovations are implemented (accommodating learning) 

more efficiently that incremental innovations through action learning.  Incremental 

innovations emerge more as a result of listening to general discussion within the action 

learning session (diverging learning) and perhaps because these pieces or learning are not 

formally noted in the meeting minutes (as will more radical decisions) they are less likely to 

be followed through to completion. 

 

Generally there is a lot more incremental learning that goes on in creativity workshops (20 

cases as opposed to five radical cases), but it is the radical ideas emerging from creativity 

workshops that are more likely to be experimented with and implemented (converging and 

accommodating learning).  Once again it is the micro, less well-established businesses that 

dominate the cases of radical learning from creativity workshops 

5. Discussion 
 

Each of the sections of the Profitnet meeting appear to have different strengths in promoting 

learning.  Creativity workshops facilitate diverging listening to the greatest extent because 

participants are forced to listen to the ideas of an external speaker.  Presenting ones own 

business plan is the greatest promoter of assimilating and converging learning as one has to 

think through ones business plan and potentially experiment or decide to do new things. 

Interestingly action learning produces relatively poor diverging learning, but strong 

accommodating learning.  This means that members are using action learning more to think 

through their problems and implement solutions rather than listen to the ideas of others.  

Overall, the blended learning approach of the traditional Profitnet meeting produces 

consistent learning across very different sector specific groups.  In the early stages of 

Profitnet operation, upfront learning is stronger, while implementation of good ideas slightly 

lags. 

 

Variables such as gender, firm size and degree of innovation seem to have more of an effect 

on the learning emerging from action learning as opposed to creativity workshops.  In the 

case of gender, women tend to listen to people’s ideas during action learning and then 

implement the best ones in a fairly intuitive manner.  Men, however, implement a similar 
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number of ideas, but mull over ideas and experiment with different solutions to a greater 

extent before implementing.  In terms of firm size, micro companies are more attentive to the 

ideas of others and have more opportunity to implement good ideas.  Small companies are 

less likely to listen to the ideas of others, but use action-learning sessions as an opportunity to 

think through their problems.  It is more rare for them to implement ideas as a result of their 

musing.  Overall, participants are more likely to listen to suggestions for radical innovation 

through action learning and take these ideas through to implementation.  It is potentially the 

case that incremental learning is more subconscious and, since it is not recorded by the 

facilitator, is less likely to proceed to implementation.  In the case of radical and incremental 

innovation it is notable that creativity workshops produce far stronger radical learning 

experiences as opposed to incremental. 

 

Our conclusion from the above discussion is therefore that facilitators need to recognise the 

effect that different variables will have on the learning experience of Profitnet members.  

Firstly, micro businesses gain much from listening to the business plans of others.  Perhaps 

more effort should be taken to draw out these learning experiences after the presentation of 

business plans. Secondly, it should be recognised that men prefer to take more time to think 

through ideas and experiment with different solutions.  This should be accounted for in the 

setting of actions during action learning sessions.  Small businesses are less likely than 

micro-businesses to listen to the ideas of others without judgement, which has an effect on 

the number of ideas they take through to implementation.  Special attention should be paid to 

make sure that these businesses are uncritical in the way they receive feedback once they 

have presented their problems during action learning sessions.  Lastly, there is a dominant 

focus on the production of radical learning from action learning sessions.  Facilitators should 

take care to draw out incremental learning during action learning and to record this 

information so that it can be taken through to implementation. With regard to creativity 

workshops, our findings should that members are far more likely to pick up on radical ideas 

from very practical presentations.  This may affect the type of speakers that are chosen. 
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