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1. Background: 
 

A Collaborative Skills Development Programme, which took an action learning approach and aimed 

to improve collaboration within and between Kerry Children’s Services working groups, took place 

over a 9 month period between October 2013 and June 2014. Action learning was chosen as the 

approach because evaluation has shown that it can result in better collaboration in interagency and 

interprofessional groups. The programme was delivered by Dr Denise O’Leary with the help of Dr 

Claire Rigg and the support of Aisling Sharkey, from the Institute of Technology Tralee. This report 

provides an overview of the programme, the programme structure and feedback on the outcomes. 

1.1 Philosophy Underpinning the Initiative 
 

The Collaborative Skills Development Programme was provided by the Institute of Technology Tralee 

and was a practice-based intervention programme with learning occurring mostly in working group 

meetings. Rather than simply teaching working group members about collaboration, they were 

instead facilitated, through action learning, to develop their collaboration skills while engaging in 

CSC working group activities. The practice-based focus was possible because action learning utilises 

action and reflection on action as a vehicle for personal learning and group development.  

The formula L = P+Q is often used to describe the learning that occurs in action learning.  

 L stands for Learning 

 P stands for programmed knowledge. This represents existing theory and is the type 

of knowledge that exists in books or known to experts, and can be gained from 

formal instruction. 

 Q stands for questioning insight. This is the insight gained by asking fresh questions 

about a problem and reflecting on the responses. 

The programme was tailored around working group activities and the challenges faced by working 

groups. ‘P’ was provided through journal articles and book chapters on collaboration while ‘Q’ was 

encouraged through facilitated small and large group discussions where participants examined how 

they could work more effectively together. Thus, through action learning, working group members 

were challenged to develop their own interpretation and refinement of the question: 'How do we 

improve/develop our collaborative working arrangements/relations?’ As will be highlighted in this 

document, participants gained ‘L’ and considered the experience to be a positive learning 

experience. 

 

1.2 Post-graduate Certificate in Interagency Working 
 

Working group members were given the option to use the programme to achieve a Post-Graduate 

Certificate in Interagency Working which was developed by the Institute of Technology Tralee. This 

required successful completion of two written assignments followed by successful completion of a 

Facilitation module which the IT Tralee planned to offer in the 2014/2015 academic year. However, 



uptake by working group members was so low that it was not possible to offer the Facilitation 

module. This module may be offered in the 2015/2016 academic year.



 

2. Programme Structure 
 

The initiative kicked off with a half day action learning workshop in October 2013 for all CSC and 

working group members at the Institute of Technology Tralee. The workshop, which was designed to 

introduce participants to action learning, was facilitated by Dr Denise O’Leary and Dr Clare Rigg. 

There was a second action learning workshop in March 2014 for all working group and CSC 

members. The March workshop, again facilitated by Dr O’Leary and Dr Rigg, focused on refining 

working group objectives and future actions. From October 2013 to June 2014, action learning 

sessions were scheduled into each of the working group meetings. These sessions were facilitated by 

Dr O’Leary. 

Although the programme was tailored for each of working groups, the same general structure was 

followed. During Initial sessions, each working group reflected on how they might as a group, 

improve their collaboration. They chose a pressing issue related to the work of their working group 

on which they wanted to take action. Over a number of meetings they then followed cycles of 

planning and undertaking action as a group. The cycles involved a number of steps: 

Step 1:   Reflect, ask and answer questions to improve understanding of the situation 
Step 2:   Formulate courses of feasible action 
Step 3:   Choose a course of action and test it out 
Step 4:   Reflect on what happened 
Step 5:   Compare expectation and experience, draw conclusions and plan another cycle 

 

In the second half of the programme, rather than focusing on group problems, working group 

members were asked to reflect on what they as individuals, and representatives of their agencies, 

might do to improve collaboration within the working group. Over several meetings, they went 

through cycles of planning, undertaking and reflecting on individual actions as highlighted in steps 1-

5. 

 

2.1 Details of Action Learning Interventions in each of the Kerry CSC Working groups 
 

The details of the action learning sessions that occurred with each of the working groups are 

highlighted in the following sections 

 

2.1.1 Drugs and Alcohol Working group 

 

Action learning session 1 (This session was preceded by a half day introductory workshop attended 

by all working groups) 

A brief overview of the action learning programme was outlined and ground rules were agreed.  

Members reflected on problems/challenges/opportunities faced by the group that they wished to 

address in the action learning sessions. Members outlined their agency’s role and remit as well as 



their individual roles in order to provide clarity regarding their participation in the Drugs and Alcohol 

Working Group. Members agreed that achieving clarity on the purpose and goals of the group would 

be an appropriate focus for the action learning initiative. 

 

Action learning session 2 

The group reflected on its goals. During the session the group further refined these goals and 

developed a number of objectives that they would like to address. Each member reflected on their 

agency’s objectives regarding drugs and alcohol and on their own personal objectives. 

 

Action Learning Session 3 

The focus of the third session was to identify and prioritise actions related to addressing the working 

group aim and objectives. In between meetings the group began working on a number of the agreed 

actions. 

March Action Learning Half Day Workshop 

There was a Kerry CSC half day Planning Workshop held in ITT on March 5
th

, which was attended by 

members of all working groups. During the workshop, objectives and actions proposed in action 

learning sessions 1-3 were examined, refined and agreed by the Drugs and Alcohol Working Group 

on the understanding that they were dynamic and should be revisited on an ongoing basis. 

Action Learning Session 4 

Participants worked in small groups consisting of: 

 A Problem holder – to reflect on and evaluate what was stopping them from living up to 

their full potential as a CSC working group member and advancing the work of the working 

group. 

 Two Critical friends – to prompt the problem holder to identify solutions to the problem and 

possible actions to take 

Roles were switched during the exercise, allowing all individuals in a group to act as problem 

holders. Members committed to taking action to address one of the problems they identified. 

Further to discussion the group agreed that it would be very beneficial if each member shared their 

agency’s workplan regarding Drugs and Alcohol at the June D&A Working Group meeting so that 

plans could be strategically aligned and better collaboration could be facilitated. Members worked 

on personal actions before the next meeting. 

 

Action Learning Session 5 

The facilitator briefly summarised the progress of the group with the Collaborative Skills Programme 

to date. The group acknowledged the barriers to collaboration which had been addressed during the 

programme by: 

 Reflecting on and clarifying purpose and functions of the working group 

 Identifying working group actions 

 Identifying actions to align the work of each agency with the work of the Drugs and Alcohol 

Working Group. 



As agreed in the previous session, the group decided that the next action learning session be 

dedicated to examining the strategic plans of participant agencies and aligning working group 

objectives and actions accordingly. 

Members were asked to reflect again on what they could do as individual to improve their work 

within this working group and to reflect on and evaluate the actions they had taken since the 

previous action learning sessions. In pairs, members took turns to act as problem holder and critical 

friend and engaged in reflection and questioning. Members committed to taking further action 

before the next meeting. 

 

Note: The June action learning session was cancelled as the group had planned to work on aligning 

the strategic plans of partner agencies, but this was not possible as the strategic plans had not yet 

been completed and approved by individual agencies. 

 

 

2.1.2 Parenting and Family Learning 

 

Action Learning Session 1 (This session was preceded by a half day introductory workshop attended 

by all working groups): 

A brief overview of the action learning programme was outlined and ground rules were agreed.  

Members reflected on problems/challenges/opportunities faced by the group that they could 

address using action learning. The group decided to use the action learning sessions to re-examine 

the objectives of the working group and to examine working group processes. 

Action Learning Session 2: 

In the session group members explored and reflected on what parenting and family learning meant 

to them, their vision for the group, potential objectives, how they might active them and how they 

might measure them. The group went on to define their vision for the future and agree on 

objectives. 

 

Action Learning Session 3:   

Membership and attendance have consistently been key issues for the P&FL Working Group.  The 

objective of this session was to identify each person’s role within the group and the actions that 

could enhance their participation and help to make meetings more effective.  Members worked in 

pairs and took turns acting as problem holders and critical friends. Problem holders reflected the 

problems of attendance and effectiveness. They were asked to fulfil the commitments made in this 

exercise and to report back on progress made at the next meeting. 

 

Action Learning Session 4:  

In small groups, members reflected on, questioned, discussed and evaluated actions they had taken 

since the last action learning session and committed to further action, related in particular to being 

leaders within their own agencies. During this exercise, members reflected on: aligning the 

objectives of their own agency with the objectives of the CSC; the impact that ensuring that their 

agency objectives are met, has on their role within the CSC; and balancing their role on the working 

group and their own professional role. 



 

March Action Learning Half Day Workshop 

There was a Kerry CSC half day Planning Workshop held in ITT on March 5
th

, which was attended by 

members of all working groups. At this workshop, members of the P&FL Working Group reflected 

and agreed on actions to be included in the 3 year action plan for Parenting and Family Learning. 

These actions aligned with working group aims and objectives which they had developed in action 

learning sessions 1 and 2. 

 

Action Learning Session 5 

Members reviewed and further developed the P&FL actions to be included in the new 3 Year Kerry 

CSC Workplan.  Members agreed that the P&FL actions should capture the continuum of parenting, 

parent craft and family learning programmes required in the county and should have a focus on both 

targeted and universal programmes. Reflection resulted in the group acknowledging potential 

overlaps with the Youth Mental Health Working Group in relation to infant/toddler mental health 

and attachment and it was agreed that members of the P&FL Working Group would meet with 

representatives from the Youth Mental Health Working Group to discuss how both working groups 

could work together.  

 

Action learning Session 6: 

In between meetings, members of the P&FL Working Group met with representatives from the 

Youth Mental Health Working Group. In the action learning session, this meeting was discussed and 

group actions planned.  

Participants then worked in pairs consisting of a problem holder – to reflect on and evaluate 

personal barriers they could address to improve the work of the working group, and a critical friend 

– to prompt the problem holder to identify solutions to the problem. 

Roles were then reversed, allowing both individuals in a pair to act as problem holder and critical 

friend. As this was the last action learning session, working group members also discussed how they 

might continue to include reflection in working group meetings and continue to develop as an 

effective group. 

 

2.1.3 Research and Information Working Group 

 

Action Learning Session 1 (This session was preceded by a half day introductory workshop attended 

by all working groups): 

The session held in the ITT on October 4th was reviewed and discussed. Ground rules for the action 

learning sessions were agreed. Issues and concerns of the group were highlighted and discussed to 

decide on the problem/opportunity the group wished to address using action learning. The group 

decided to use the action learning sessions to identify clear goals and objectives and establish a clear 

sense of purpose for the Research and Information Working Group. 

Action Learning Session 2 

The group reflected on, questioned and clarified the overall aim and objectives of the Research and 

Information Working Group. It was acknowledged that information sharing is a weakness of the CSC, 



in particular sharing information vertically from the CSC to each working group and laterally, across 

all working groups. This is a challenge for the R&I working group in particular.  

The group decided to use action learning to focus on how they might best inform the work of other 

working groups by developing and updating data, and how they might improve their communication 

with other working groups and with the CSC. 

 

Action Learning Session 3 

Members were divided into sub-groups and discussed how the objectives agreed the last meeting 

could be met. Members discussed how they might: Give direction to other working groups with 

regard to outcomes and indicators; Build on the information previously provided to the CSC and 

working groups by reviewing and refining/distilling indicators in collaboration with the other working 

groups; update the information provided to the working groups on a longitudinal basis by sourcing 

data from service providers; identify gaps in information previously provided to the working groups; 

inform CSC decision making at a strategic level; and inform practice on the ground. It was decided 

that a first step would be to provide input to the March Joint Planning workshop. 

 

Action Learning Session 4 

The focus of the session was to prepare for the policy and data review pre-planning session to be 

held with the CSC committee on the 29th January to support the development of the new three year 

workplan - the focus of the March Planning workshop.  Members discussed issues which needed to 

be brought to the attention of CSC members and key questions for consideration across all outcome 

areas. 

 

March Action Learning Half-Day Workshop 

There was a Kerry CSC half-day Planning Workshop held in ITT on March 5
th

, which was attended by 

members of all working groups. No member of the Research and Information working group was 

present for the latter part of the workshop when each working groups clarified their working plan. 

 

Note: The Research and Information working group did not meet again between March and June and 

therefore no further action learning sessions occurred. 

 

2.1.4 Youth Mental Health Working Group 

 

Action Learning Session 1 (This session was preceded by a half day introductory workshop attended 

by all working groups): 

Ground rules were established for the action learning sessions to ensure the creation of a positive, 

reflective space. A group discussion was held to decide on the problem/opportunity the group would 

like to address using action learning. The group discussed the purpose and function of the YMH 

Working Group. It was agreed that the members would review the Terms of Reference for the 

group. Achieving clarity on the ongoing purpose and goals of the group, identifying how best the 

members could work together through better interagency collaboration, and building on the good 

foundations established in the YMH Working Group were the opportunities chosen to focus on 

during the action learning initiative. 



 

Action Learning Session 2 

The theme of celebrating success was introduced and the working group noted that celebrating 

success involves effective communication with the other working groups. A number of actions were 

agreed with the aim of improving communication across the working groups. 

The group then began the meeting, and at their request, the facilitator acted as a process observer 

with the aim of informing discussion and reflection on group dynamics in the next session. Group 

members were asked to pay attention to their own behaviour, reactions and those of others during 

the meeting.  

Action Learning Session 3 

A facilitated group reflection and discussion on group dynamics was held. Actions related to altering 

meeting structures and processes were agreed and acted upon. A facilitated discussion was also held 

around the future direction of the working group as this group had achieved its original aims. 

Members agreed that they would like to continue to work together in order to build on positive 

achievements to date. A number of new objectives were reflected on, questioned and discussed, 

and agreement was gained on several. 

March Action Learning Half Day Workshop 

There was a Kerry CSC half day Planning Workshop held in ITT on March 5
th

, which was attended by 

members of all working groups. At this workshop, members of the YMH Working Group reflected on 

and refined objectives and agreed on appropriate actions to be included in the 3 year action plan for 

their working group.  

 

Action Learning Session 4 

It was acknowledged that The CSC Networking and Planning Event on March 5th helped to identify 

the key actions which will enable the group to move forward. A sub-group of the YMH Working 

Group was set up to meet with the P&FL Working Group to clarify overlaps and the potential for 

collaborative working across working groups. 

Members were then to consider an Opportunity/Challenge they could address and a related action 

they could take at a personal level to improve the functioning of the YMH Working Group.  This 

exercise was done in small groups consisting of a problem holder and critical friends. Roles were 

reversed during the exercise to give everyone an opportunity to be a problem holder. Members 

reflected on their role and their effectiveness within the working group. They committed to taking 

action on an issue before the next meeting. 

Action Learning Session 5 

Members were asked to reflect on the effectiveness of actions they had taken to improve the 

functioning of the YMH group, and to commit to further action. As this was the last action learning 

session, members also reflected on they might continue to develop as an effective group. 

 

2.1.5 Youth Participation Working group 

 



Action Learning Session 1 (This session was preceded by a half day introductory workshop attended 

by all working groups): 

Members who participated in the YP group discussion in the ITT on October 4th updated the group 

on the matters discussed. Ground rules for the action learning sessions were discussed and agreed. 

The group discussed the purpose and function of the YP Working Group and agreed to use the action 

learning sessions to establish a clear long-term vision for the group.  

 

Action Learning Session 2 

Firstly, a definition of Youth Participation had to be explored and questioned in order to agree on a 

common purpose and vision. A definition was agreed and membership of the group was examined 

and redefined based on that definition. Group members then noted that they still lacked clarity on 

how the vision could be achieved. It was suggested that input be requested from other working 

groups at the March Joint Planning Workshop. 

 

March Action Learning Half Day Workshop 

There was a Kerry CSC half day Planning Workshop held in ITT on March 5
th

, which was attended by 

members of all working groups. Members of other working groups were asked to reflect on youth 

participation, both in relation to the work of their own working group and the work of the CSC as a 

whole. Feedback was positive and numerous suggestions were made. YP Working Group members 

worked with these suggestions to develop a draft action plan. 

 

Action Learning Session 4 

The suggestions made by other working group members and the draft plan developed by the YP 

members at the March Joint Planning session were explored, reflected on and interrogated. Actions 

regarding a number of structural changes across all working groups, including having a ‘youth 

participation officer’ on every other working group, were agreed. 

  

Action Learning Session 5 

This was the last action learning session so the group were encouraged to reflect on and evaluate 

the actions they had taken. The group acknowledged and celebrated the momentum they had 

achieved over the previous 9 months. Group members identified actions they would take to ensure 

that they could continue to build on the momentum achieved.  

 

 

2.1.6 Young People at Risk Working Group 

 

Action Learning Session 1 

Ground rules were agreed and discussed. A group discussion was held to decide on the 

problem/opportunity the group would like to address using action learning. The group agreed that 

would like to establish clarity on roles at three levels: the role and work of the CSC (and all of its 

working groups); the objectives and role of the YPAR Working Group; and individual roles within the 

group. Members decided that the first priority was to take a step back and re-examine the objectives 

of the YPAR working group 



 

Action Learning Session 2 

During the session the following matters were reviewed: the vision for the group; the objectives of 

the group; how to measure success; and the information flow between the Children’s Service 

committee and its working groups. Denise O’Leary could not attend, so this session was facilitated 

by a replacement facilitator, Mary Rose Stafford from the ITT. 

 

Action Learning Session 3 

The group chose to focus on improving vertical and lateral information flow within the working 

group, between working groups and between the CSC and its working groups. A number of actions 

were agreed including the distribution of working group updates from CSC meetings among the 

working groups and an annual networking event. 

 

March Action Learning Half Day Workshop 

There was a Kerry CSC half day Planning Workshop held in ITT on March 5
th

, which was attended by 

members of all working groups. Members of the Young People at Risk Working Group reflected 

again on their aims and objectives but the group struggled to clarify them and to come up with 

associated actions, partially due to a lack of clarity on how the new Child and Family Agency would 

impact on/overlap with their work. 

 

Action Learning Session 4  

It was acknowledged that the Young People at Risk Working Group had struggled at the planning day 

held in the ITT. The action learning session focused on clarifying the role of the group. It was agreed 

that the Listowel Youth Resource Panel was successfully piloted and the role of the YPAR group 

should focus on replicating this model across the county.  It was agreed that the YPAR Working 

Group was best placed to oversee the development and implementation of LAP structures at county 

level and would become the Prevention, Partnership and Family Support Steering Group in Kerry. 

Potential aims and objectives of the working group were reflected on, critically analysed and agreed. 

 

Action Learning Session 5 

Participants worked in pairs consisting of a problem holder – to reflect on and evaluate individual 

issues with advancing the work of the working group, and a critical friend – to prompt the problem 

holder to identify solutions to the problem. Participants reflected on and committed to actions they 

could take to improve participation and work within the working group. 

Action Learning Session 6 

Participants were divided into small groups of 3 to discuss the actions they had taken since the 

previous meeting and to commit to further action. Members also reflected on actions they could 

take as a group to make collaboration more effective. A number of structural changes to the group, 

and a number of actions, were agreed. 

 

2.2 Issues Highlighted during Action Learning Sessions 
 



Collaboration is difficult, and inter-agency collaboration is particularly difficult. During the action 

learning programme a number of the difficulties associated with collaboration within the CSC were 

highlighted. These included: 

Difficulties at a group level 

 Defining the vision and role of the working group and the CSC as a whole 

 Recognising and defining overlaps between the work of each working group and other 

working groups, other agencies and other inter-agency initiatives 

 Ensuring that there is effective vertical and lateral communication within the CSC 

 Ensuring that working group achievements are communicated to others outside the working 

group 

 Evaluating the work of the group 

 Getting buy-in from all agencies and getting support from management within those 

agencies 

 Aligning agency objectives and working group objectives 

 Maintaining attendance levels at meetings 

 Operating in a constantly changing world 

 Dealing with power disparities between agencies as these disparities can have an impact on 

group dynamics  

Difficulties at an individual level 

 Balancing work commitments and working group commitments 

 Understanding ones one role within the working group 

 Unequal distribution of work between working group members 

 Understanding profession-specific language used by others on the working group 

 Communicating information about the CSC and working groups back to individual agencies 

All of these issues were reflected on and discussed during action learning sessions. Some were 

addressed but other still remain as challenges for working group members.



 

3. Feedback from Participants on the Action Learning Initiative 
 

Participants were asked for feedback at the March 2014 workshop to gauge reaction to the 

programme in order to make any necessary adjustments and again in June 2015, a year after the 

programme’s completion to see if any lasting changes had been introduced. Twenty one people 

responded to the March 2014 survey, which provided qualitative data. 33 responded to the June 

2015 survey but only 20 of them had been part of the action learning programme. The June survey 

provided both quantitative and qualitative data. 

 

Quantitative Feedback (June 2015 Survey) 
 

There were 33 respondents in total to the June 2015 survey. As can be seen from Table 1 below, 

responses from some working groups were better than others. (Some respondents are members of 

more than one working group) 

Working Group Number of 
Respondents 

Child and Youth Mental Health 10 

Youth Participation 2 

Parenting and Family Learning 6 

Drugs and Alcohol 6 

Prevention, Partnership and Family Support (Formerly YPAR) 11 

Research and Information 1 

Other (please specify) 1 
Table 1: Respondents by Working Group 

The quantitative data provided in the following sections reflects the views of 17 out of 33 total 

respondents. These 17 people took part in the Collaborative Skills Development Programme and 

provided feedback. Three additional respondents took part in the programme but only provided 

qualitative feedback. The remaining 13 people who responded to the June 2015 survey were new 

members of the working groups and had not taken part in the Collaborative Skills Development 

Programme. These 13 respondents gave feedback on collaboration within their working group and 

this data has been provided to the Kerry CSC co-ordinator to update the Kerry CYPSC Child Well 

Being Indicators.  

As highlighted in Table 2, feedback on the programme was very positive - none of the 17 

respondents felt that the time dedicated to action learning was wasted time and 94% of 

respondents (16 out of  17) felt it helped their working group. 

 

 Responses 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

Action Learning DID NOT help my working 
group 

0 0 1 10 6 



The time dedicated to Action Learning was 
WASTED TIME 

0 0 2 5 10 

        Table 2: Feedback on the Value of Action Learning 

 

The Impact of Action Learning on Communication 

Respondents were asked to rate the impact of action learning on communication within the working 

group. As is highlighted in Table 3, respondents were positive in their responses. Some changes were 

striking - they reported that communication within the group has improved (82% agreed or strongly 

agreed), that the programme has helped them work more effectively as a group (88% agreed or 

strongly agreed) and that the group now has a better sense of its goals and objectives (88% agreed 

or strongly agreed). Another change was less striking, but still positive – 70% of respondents 

reported that there was a sense of being more open in meetings. However, only 41% of respondents 

reported that they were more likely to speak up in meetings, highlighting that this is an area on 

which working groups, and particularly chairpersons, should continue to focus. 

 

 Responses 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

It would 
have 

happened 
anyway 

Communication within the group 
improved because of the Action 
Learning initiative 

4 10 3 0 0 0 

Because of the Action Learning 
initiative the working group now 
has a better sense of its goals and 
objectives 

8 7 2 0 0 0 

Action Learning helped us find a 
way to work more effectively 
together 

5 10 2 0 0 0 

I am more inclined to speak up in 
meetings now 

2 5 5 2 0 3 

There is more of a sense of people 
being open with each other 

5 7 2 2 0 1 

Table 3: Impact of Action Learning on Communication 

 

Impact of Action Learning on Working Group Processes 

Respondents were also asked about the impact of action learning on how their working group 

operates. Again responses were positive and, as highlighted in Table 4, the majority of respondents 

agreed or strongly agreed that the programme helped the working group in achieving its goals 

(76%), led to greater understanding of individual roles and responsibilities (64%), changed the group 

dynamics in a positive way (76%) and led to more efficient meetings (76%). However, when asked if 

work is now more evenly distributed only 41% agreed or strongly agreed, and only 35% of 

respondents reported that reflection is continuing in working group meetings, highlighting areas for 

improvement.  

 



 

 

 Responses 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

It would 
have 

happened 
anyway 

The action learning initiative helped 
my working group achieve some of 
its goals 

4 9 2 1 0 1 

I better understand my own roles 
and responsibilities within the 
group 

4 7 3 1 0 2 

The work is now more evenly 
divided 

1 6 7 2 0 1 

Working group meetings are now 
run more efficiently 

2 11 3 1 0 0 

The time dedicated to action 
learning changed our group 
dynamics in a positive way 

3 11 2 1 0 0 

Even after Denise stopped coming, 
we continued to engage in 
reflection within our meetings 

0 6 6 4 1 0 

Table 4: Impact of Action Learning on Working Group Processes 

The Impact of Action Learning on Interaction with the CSC as a whole 

Because one of the issues highlighted by some of the working groups was a sense of not knowing 

much about, and not engaging with, other working groups, respondents were asked to rate the 

impact of action learning on how their working group interacts within the CSC as a whole. 70% of 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they had learned more about other working groups and 

the CSC because of the programme and 76% reported that the programme increased their sense of 

being part of the wider CSC group. Similarly, 76% felt that their working group now contributes more 

effectively to CSC goals. 

 

 Responses 

 Strongly 
Agree 

Agree Neither 
agree 
nor 

disagree 

Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 

It would 
have 

happened 
anyway 

I learned more about other working 
groups and the CSC because of the 
Action Learning programme 

7 4 4 2 0 0 

My involvement in the Action 
Learning programme has increased 
my sense of being part of the wider 
CSC group 

4 9 1 1 0 2 

My working group now contributes 
more effectively to CSC goals 

6 7 3 0 0 1 

Table 5: Impact of Action Learning on the Interaction with the CSC as a Whole 

 



 

Qualitative Feedback 
The March 2014 survey was a qualitative survey as it consisted of open ended questions only. The 

June 2015 survey also provided qualitative data as it contained a number of open-ended questions. 

The word cloud below shows the most frequently used words in qualitative feedback in both surveys 

(The larger the size of the word, the more often it was mentioned). 

 

achieved across action active advance agencies agenda aims allow approach 

areas around attending aware back beneficial better change clearer 

collaborative commitments community continued discussion done 

due effectively enjoyed ensure establish even excellent facilitate focused 
found getting given goals great helps ideas information initiative 

issue learning looking make members new 

objectives open organisations outcomes participation person 

positive practice present probably process 

reflection role services sessions shared sometimes still 

think time understanding useful way within 

youth 
 

 

The following sections provide an analysis of the qualitative responses. Quotes are taken directly 

from respondent feedback in the March 2014 and June 2015 surveys.  

 

3.1 The Action Learning Process 
 

As highlighted by a respondent, action learning facilitated groups to reflect on group processes and 

goals and to make changes: 

“Action learning activity in working groups has given the group a way to reflect and 

interrogate the group processes, the focus of the work and to enhance group interaction and 

working relationships” 

Providing time and space for reflection was highlighted as an important aspect of the programme as 

it allowed working group members to:  



 “step back a bit and look more in depth at what is really being achieved” 

However, action learning was not simply about providing a space for reflection. The process of 

questioning and reflecting, highlighted potential courses of action for working group members:  

 “Asking the difficult question is necessary to move work on” 

Accordingly, the action learning programme allowed working groups to not only examine group 
processes and outputs, but also to take action to improve them. 
 

Initial action learning interventions took 60 minutes of each 90 minute working group meeting and 

at the outset, some participants expressed concern at this. They were worried about the amount of 

time they would be spending reflecting on group processes rather than discussing actions related to 

ongoing working group initiatives. However, it appears that this time was well spent, as respondents 

were overwhelmingly positive in their feedback about the programme and observed that the 

programme had resulted in a number of constructive changes to working group and CSC processes.  

“Action learning brought positive focus in working groups which were sometimes held back 

by negative functioning” 

Working group members also noted that having the programme integrated into working group 

meetings rather than stand-alone sessions was a good approach as it “integrated work and 

learning”. Members also noted that it would have been very difficult to commit to additional 

sessions. It was highlighted however, that it would have been beneficial to add extra time to the 

working group meetings to allow members to really take advantage of action learning. Some 

working group members also highlighted that their own or other member’s intermittent attendance 

at working group meetings made the job of the action learning facilitator more difficult, and possibly 

had a negative impact on the action learning initiative. 

Respondents noted the importance of good facilitation and several noted that having an outsider 

facilitated sessions was advantageous. They suggested that it would have been more difficult to 

achieve results with someone from within the group facilitating. 

 

3.2 The Benefits of Action Learning 
 

Feedback from participants highlighted the following benefits: 

Increased Focus 

Initial action learning sessions with each of the working groups highlighted some level of uncertainty 

among group members on the role and goals of their working group and their own role within the 

group. Accordingly, as highlighted in chapter 2, reflecting on, clarifying and agreeing on the role of 

the working group and individual roles was an activity that occurred with each group.  

The programme was successful in this regard as a large proportion of survey respondents observed 

that action learning sessions resulted in increased clarity on the role and goals of their working 

group and as a result, working group meetings became increasingly focused on achieving these 

goals.  



“The working group now constantly reflects on the core purpose and how objectives might be 

achieved”  

This increased focus was linked by respondents to enhanced working group effectiveness: 

“We are clearer in our objectives which enhances effectiveness” 

“Working groups are more work focused and not merely discussion forums, which helps 

maintain momentum” 

The action learning programme also resulted in increased clarity on their own role and the roles of 

others within the group, which resulted in more effective meetings.  

“Meeting are more organised now – I can see where everyone’s roles link and we use this to 

get the most potential” 

Participants also noted that an increased emphasis on children and young people was an outcome of 

increased clarity on roles and goals. 

 

Collaboration and communication within and between working groups  

Lack of knowledge about other working groups, their remit and their activities was a problem that 

was highlighted during action learning sessions. Information about the activities of other working 

groups was generally not shared. As a result, in many cases, participants were only vaguely aware of 

the work, and sometimes even the existence, of other working groups.  

A number of groups chose to work on the issue. The results were mixed, with some working group 

members highlighting that more work is needed on improving links and communication between the 

CSC and working groups. 

“I still don’t know what other groups are doing and we are not getting feedback from the 

CSC” 

Nevertheless, other respondents reported that improvements in communication are ongoing: 

 “There is a greater sense of actions being taken to develop communication and 

collaboration across groups e.g. broadening membership of our working group; newsletter 

updates; inter-group engagement on shared objectives etc“ 

Additionally, some structural changes were undertaken, which are still in their initial stages but are 

proving successful thus far. Because action learning sessions highlighted for the youth participation 

working group their underpinning role across all working groups, the group introduced a change to 

CSC working group structures by asking for a youth/child participation representative from each of 

the other working groups:  

“Our working group has a Youth/Child Participation representative who attends at least two 

of the Youth Participation Meetings per year. This means real communication across the 

working groups and a shared understanding of each other’s tasks/goals etc.” 

 Additionally, during action learning sessions, the Child and Youth Mental Health Working Group 

identified an area where their goals overlapped with the Parenting and Family Learning Working 

Group, leading to the establishment of a temporary sub-group with members from both working 

groups.  



“Collaboration across working groups has improved i.e. the Infant and Toddler Mental Health 

initiative which has established a sub-group between C&YMH and P&FL working groups.” 

Cross-group activities also proved successful in providing information to participants about all 

working group activities. The October 2013 and March 2014 workshops which were held in the ITT 

were attended by members of all working groups. These networking events allowed individuals to 

meet each other and learn about the activities of other working groups: 

“I found it very helpful. It was a way of us finding out about what the main committee was 

about and how we as a working group fitted into the bigger picture, help us to be able to ask 

questions to get an overall picture of where we are at and where we are hoping to go in the 

future.” 

Participants noted that an annual networking event should be a feature of ongoing CSC activities. 

 

Agency interaction 

Action learning facilitated working groups to reflect on and re-examine their core purpose, aims and 

objectives. Resulting actions taken by members, in some cases, involved greater interaction with 

services and agencies not represented on working groups. 

As a result of engaging in action learning, we are seeking input from various services and 

initiatives within the community which may inform or be an area for development for our 

working group goals.” 

The process of examining core purpose also involved some groups examining their membership. In a 

couple of cases, it was acknowledged that as the remit of the groups had changed from their remit 

at initial set up, representatives from some agencies were no longer needed on working group. In 

other cases, working groups decided that they needed representation from additional agencies in 

order to effectively address their goals. Thus, a number of changes in membership occurred as a 

result of the action learning programme. 

It was highlighted however, that new members struggled with the large task of developing an 

understanding of the role of the CSC, the role of the working group and their own role within the 

working group. Several groups suggested that an induction pack for new members was necessary. 

Developing this pack was not one of the actions undertaken during the action learning programme 

and the need for it remains. 

Participation 

One problem highlighted by some of the working groups was that it was difficult to have well-

attended meetings due to work commitments of all members and institutional-level prioritisation 

elsewhere: 

“The CSC work is often seen as something extra you have to do on top of a very heavy work 

load already. You do not get receive any recognition from the Department or your own 

agency for the work you do/contribute to the CSC!” 

One of the outcomes of the action learning programme noted by respondents on a number of 

working groups was “better participation of members attending”. This may be linked to the fact that 

members felt the groups were becoming increasingly effective. 



 

 

Group Dynamics 

Action learning facilitated an examination of and reflection on group processes: 

“Dynamics were shown – why we work the way we do, and the way we should work” 

Exposing group dynamics in this way allowed group members to reflect on and take on action on 

possible changes. Additionally, participation in the action learning programme encouraged 

participants to reflect on their own contribution to group dynamics. 

“As an individual I have been prompted to be more reflective of my participation and 

contribution” 

Reflection on personal attitudes and behaviour led to behaviour changes that could impact positively 

on collaborative efforts: 

“Now I try to set more realistic goals and targets and when working with other agencies” 

Although several respondents reported that they felt that meetings were not conducted any 

differently after the action learning intervention, many others noted a number of differences in 

meeting processes. Greater levels of consultation, better communication, more openness and better 

planning were all highlighted by respondents as outcomes of the action learning programme: 

“Listening more, more open to new ideas” 

“More consultative, ensuring greater input from all attendees” 

“More open communication, more time given to ideas thrown out” 

“More organised” 

“Better communication within the group” 

“Better planned and action directed” 

 



 

3.3 Recommendations 
 
A number of issues emerged from action learning sessions which suggest recommendations for 
future working group activity. 
 
 

 An increased focus on working group goals/objectives was one of the outcomes of the action 
learning programme. Working group members reported that in the year since the 
programme has finished, working groups have maintained this focus and have aligned 
actions to address these goals. To ensure ongoing working group effectiveness, it is 
important that working groups continue to be mindful of their goals and direct their work 
accordingly. Additionally, these goals should be revisited on a regular basis to determine if 
they should be updated. Having the goals and action plan of the group as an ongoing agenda 
item can ensure that the group remains aware of all goals and proposed actions. 

 

 In the process of re-examining their goals on a regular basis, working groups may need to 
reflect on whether they have served their purpose and whether there is an ongoing role for 
the group. Two working groups underwent this self-examination during the action learning 
intervention and the question was not fully resolved for one group, the Research and 
Information Working Group. The members of this group questioned the structure and 
function of the group and a final decision on the ongoing need for the group was not 
reached. Accordingly, this group should undertake a further examination of their goals and 
role. 
  

 Improving lateral and vertical communication within the CYPSC structure was an area on 
which several working groups focused in the action learning programme. Some working 
groups took action on this issue, but there were some suggestions made that were not 
possible to address in the timeframe. All actions relating to communication should be 
ongoing: 

o Distribution of the section of CSC meeting minutes relating to working group 
updates to all working groups. This will serve as a ‘newsletter’ highlighting for 
working group members the activities of other working groups. 

o Holding an annual workshop to which all working group members are invited. This 
gives members an opportunity to meet, network and share information. It also gives 
members a sense of the ‘big picture’ of which their working group is part. 

o Continuing to develop effective mechanisms for sharing information within and 
outside of the working groups. 
 

 Awareness of their individual role within the group is key to the ability of working group 
members to engage in effective collaboration within the working group. A number of groups 
highlighted the potential usefulness of: 

o Engaging in discussion and reflection on a regular basis on their own role within the 
working group 

o Developing an induction pack for new members 
 Working groups should examine how they could take action on these items. 

 

 An examination of gaps and overlaps with other working groups and other agencies formed 
part of the action learning programme. It is key for working groups to continue to examine 
these gaps and overlaps on an ongoing basis.  



 

 The P&FL working group in discussing and agreeing how they collaborate, decided that at 
the end of every meeting, the role of all members in any ongoing actions are clarified. This 
ensures that everyone leaves the meeting knowing what they and others will do. This may 
be a useful tool for other working groups to adapt. 
 

 Although the action learning programme has come to an end, this should not mean that 
reflection in working group meetings should also end. As highlighted in this report, taking 
the time and space to examine group interactions, working relationships and the work of the 
working group allowed each group to become more effective. Creating space in working 
group meetings on an ongoing basis to step back and reflect would, based on the 
experiences of each working group, clearly be a worthwhile exercise. 
 

 



 
 

 


