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F O R E WO R D

Project work in many organizations today is “the new normal.” An up side 
to project work is the opportunity for rich learning. Project teams form 
a temporary community with a common focus even though members 
may be spread around the world and often cross professional, functional, 
and cultural boundaries. Project teams bring people together with diverse 
backgrounds to achieve shared aims on common tasks under tight time-
lines—often in collaboration with customers and other stakeholders —in 
ways that require innovation and knowledge sharing.

However, the conditions under which project teams work are challeng-
ing and turbulent, and organizations are not always prepared to change 
the way they work when they become “projectized.” Learning in project 
teams often requires coordination, alignment, and intentionality. Team 
members learn by experimenting and using results to adjust their plans 
and processes as they work.

But many project teams are not able to learn quickly in ways that not 
only help them complete projects on time and under budget but that also 
build knowledge, skills, and improvements for team members, project 
groups, and the larger organization. And even when project teams do 
learn, these insights, approaches, and competencies are not mined by the 
organization to benefi t work of  other project teams. 

Jerry Julian describes these diffi  cult learning conditions as “red light 
learning” and proceeds to show how an organization can instead engage 
“green light learning.” This book will help readers who want to acceler-
ate project team learning and fi nd ways to leverage that learning across 
boundaries within the organization. Julian introduces a multi- level learning 
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xiv Foreword

framework in which project and program managers can put refl ection into 
practical use before, during, and after work cycles. He introduces a com-
mon framework and shows how it can be used diff erently to (1) improve 
continuous learning and innovation within teams, (2) strengthen eff ective 
process improvement across teams, and (3) engage strategic learning at the 
portfolio management level across the organization. 

Julian’s multi- level learning model is based on principles of  lean manu-
facturing, agile development, continuous improvement, refl ective learn-
ing from and through experience aimed at overcoming defensive routines, 
communities of  practice, and team and organizational learning. These 
principles include (1) satisfying the customer, (2) eliminating waste, 
(3) welcoming new insights, (4) delivering as fast as possible, (5) empow-
ering team learning, (6) seeing the whole, (7) using a third- party coach, 
and (8) refl ecting at multiple levels. Julian infuses this multi- level learning 
model with insights from interviews with 20 Project Management Offi  ce 
leaders and six project managers from a variety of  functional disciplines. 
He also describes the new role of  the multi- level learning coach in some 
detail in Chapter 3 to help those who assume these functions better sup-
port their organizations in moving toward an adaptive, continuous system-
 level learning approach.

As contributing editors, we hope you will appreciate this addition to 
the Adult Learning Theory and Practice book series. We seek to showcase 
practical frameworks, tools, and perspectives that you—as leaders and fa-
cilitators of  learning in organizations—can use with some confi dence be-
cause they are not just the latest fad, but are based on solid, research- based 
understanding combined with the wisdom of  experience. Some books in 
the series emphasize structured learning approaches, e.g., training, educa-
tion, and development in classrooms and new virtual meeting and learn-
ing places. This book showcases learning- in- action that takes place on the 
ground, integrated with work, and in less formal ways (though perhaps 
intentional and designed). We are interested in supporting learning for 
individuals, but also collective learning sustained in groups, communities 
of  practice or interest, and organizations.

We hope you enjoy and benefi t from this volume, and we look forward 
to your feedback and thoughts on other topics in this series.

Victoria J. Marsick
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Does your or your organization’s success depend on the ability to deliver 
successful projects? Are you interested in helping project teams, project 
managers, and senior executives improve their ability to execute mission-
 critical projects and programs? If  you answered yes to both of  these ques-
tions, then this book is for you. It provides a practical guide to facilitating 
business transformation and performance improvement for project orga-
nizations that’s grounded in cutting- edge research in the fi elds of  project 
management and organizational learning. The goal is to equip you, the 
reader, with the knowledge, skills, and tools that will enable you to engage 
people and teams in a process of  continuous learning, innovation, and per-
formance improvement. The goal is to ensure success in the implementa-
tion of  new organizational strategies, the development of  new products, 
the rollout of  new systems, and the management of  mission- critical pro-
grams. Multi- level learning is an approach that focuses on helping orga-
nizations deliver rapid results, learn, and deliver again, providing value to 
customers, eliminating waste, and delivering increasing levels of  value as 
projects and programs proceed through their life cycle.

By deploying the techniques and practices in this book, you will be 
positioned to help your project organization: 

� Reduce time to market for new products, systems, processes, and tech-
nologies.

� Improve customer and end- user satisfaction with project outcomes.
� Reduce the risk of  failure, wasted investment, and runaway projects.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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� Improve productivity, quality, and teamwork.
� Continuously improve delivery from one project, phase, or iteration to 

the next.

Let’s face it, project environments require learning on the job. Every 
new project requires project managers and teams to plan out their ap-
proach, even if  it’s only slightly diff erent from the one they used the last 
time. Every new project and every phase of  every project presents new 
challenges and opportunities. There aren’t always established routines 
for solving every problem or seizing every opportunity that surfaces on 
a project. Moreover, organizational priorities can change and markets 
can shift while projects are “in fl ight.” Thus, every stage of  every project 
or program provides new experiences that require managers and teams 
to learn, adjust, and take action. As a result, project organizations need 
mechanisms that enable them to continually adapt to ensure that they are 
focused on the right projects at the right time, that their processes are agile 
and eff ective, and that project teams are continually innovating from one 
phase to the next and from one project to the next. 

There are companies that have found great value in combining the con-
cepts of  lean operations with structured learning and refl ection to deliver 
faster results that enable them to transform and continuously improve. 
They’ve built these practices into their ongoing project and program 
management approach. Agile software development practices are break-
ing new ground on this front. These approaches engage team members 
in structured retrospectives after each iteration (lasting from a few days 
to a few weeks). The retrospective focuses on what’s working, what’s not 
working, and what needs to improve for the next iteration. The U.S. Army 
has been using a similar approach in its training of  combat teams in the 
deserts of  California (Darling, Parry, and Moore, 2005). Units huddle after 
simulated battles to refl ect on the original intent, what actually happened, 
and what can be improved for the next battle. The insights are then spread 
around the world to fi ght new enemies, who are themselves adapting to 
changing conditions. The computer chip maker Intel has adopted the use 
of  retrospectives to improve its product development practices around the 
globe (Lavell and Martinelli, 2008a). Retrospectives have been so success-
ful there that the company now has more than 65 people who are trained 
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to conduct these sessions on a regular basis, leading to improvements not 
just on a single program, but on others that can use the innovations to 
improve quality and reduce development time. 

Clearly, refl ection is not just for philosophers, poets, and academics. 
It has been built into the way work gets done to improve performance in 
some of  the best learning organizations in the world.

Yet while many organizations have adopted high- performing learning 
practices, structured refl ection most often occurs in a postproject review 
or “lessons- learned” session at the end of  a project—if  it happens at all. 
Intel and many other companies have found that this practice isn’t work-
ing. By the time the session takes place, it is often too late to allow teams 
to improve, and the team members may not remember everything that 
happened over the course of  a multimonth or multiyear program. The re-
sult is that structured learning and improvement are deferred until it’s too 
late—or avoided altogether. Because of  this, learning remains informal 
and incidental in most project organizations, and, as we shall see later, this 
type of  learning creates undesirable surprises, blowups, and embarrass-
ments for senior managers and teams alike. 

Organizations simply cannot aff ord to leave learning to chance on their 
mission- critical investments. That’s because without mechanisms for sys-
tematic learning, problems continue to remain under the surface, perhaps 
without being addressed at all, until they snowball into larger issues that 
trigger a “red light” on the project status reporting system ( Julian, 2008). 
Monumental failures can occur, leaving a wake of  damaged reputations, 
blame, and losses of  both time and money for the organization. 

Leaving learning to chance not only can lead to outright failures, but 
has huge opportunity costs. Improvements that could shorten project 
delivery time, improve productivity, reduce cost, or improve quality can 
go unexploited and forgotten. As a result, the organization winds up 
spending countless more time, dollars, and personnel on future projects. 
In the extreme, each project team reinvents the wheel every time it starts 
a new project. It is even more likely that this will happen in environ-
ments with poor cross- project communication and stressed- out project 
managers and teams.

www.amanet.org
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MULTI- LEVEL LEARNING: AN APPROACH TO IMPROVING 
PROJECT AND PROGRAM PERFORMANCE

Multi- level learning helps to overcome many of  the problems that project 
organizations face. It helps to reduce risk, deliver faster results, eliminate 
waste, and improve teamwork on mission- critical eff orts. Its focus is on 
facilitating systematic refl ection at three levels: strategies, processes, and 
projects. In larger organizations, these levels of  learning may also refl ect 
levels of  the organization. Senior teams may be primarily responsible for 
developing strategy and structuring a portfolio of  projects and programs 
that will enable the organization to carry out that strategy. Program man-
agers or project management offi  ce (PMO) leaders may be charged with 
sharing practice knowledge across projects to streamline processes, reduce 
waste, and shorten delivery time. And project teams may be charged with 
the primary responsibility for achieving objectives that deliver results for 
external and internal customers (to distinguish internal from external cus-
tomers, in the rest of  this book, the former will be called internal clients). 
In multi- level learning, teams at each of  these levels are empowered to 
take primary responsibility for their own learning. And if  you’ve worked in 
project- intensive environments, you know how important it is to engage 
teams at all levels in order to eff ect meaningful improvement. After all, 
decisions made at each level aff ect the others. Achieving business transfor-
mation success means not only delivering successful projects, but also se-
lecting the right projects to begin with. It also means supporting teams by 
providing approaches and methodologies that help them carry out their 
work in the most eff ective way.

Multi- level learning is a closed- loop system that directs actionable feed-
back to the way work gets done at each of  these levels. It is not just  bottom- 
up nor top- down; it is both. Nor is it an end in itself. It is a vehicle for achiev-
ing the organization’s strategic goals, for transforming the way in which 
business gets done, and for generating better outcomes on mission- critical 
projects and programs, from one phase to the next and from one project 
to the next.

Figure I.1 shows the multi- level learning framework. Beginning with 
Level 1, project teams are the core driver of  innovation, learning, and im-
provement. The focus at this level is on continually innovating and im-
proving projects as they progress, not just refl ecting at the end to develop 
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“lessons learned” that get stored in databases and don’t get used. Instead, 
project teams stop and refl ect at regular intervals while the project is in 
fl ight so that they can defi ne improvements and tangible action items that 
can be actively applied during the next phase. The result is learning and 
performance improvement as the project progresses, reducing the risk of  
project failure, improving team eff ectiveness, and providing real- time feed-
back and development opportunities for project members. 

In Level 2 of  the multi- level learning framework (the cross- project 
improvement level), project managers are enlisted, perhaps by a project 
or program management offi  ce, to improve processes that span multiple 
projects and programs. At this level, project managers team up and tackle 
specifi c cross- project problems and opportunities that, when adequately 
addressed, will improve delivery eff ectiveness across the many projects 
in the portfolio, creating a “multiplier” eff ect. Process improvement is 
at the core of  this approach, in which project managers actively refl ect 
on mission- critical organizational processes, develop specifi c strategies 
for improving these processes, and test and validate these strategies as 
projects progress in order to implement improvements that break down 
bureaucracy, reduce waste, eliminate delays, and unlock innovation. This 
kind of  improvement process is much more powerful and practical than 
simply hosting knowledge- sharing sessions or reporting lessons learned 
among project managers. The result is real improvement across projects 
and buy- in from those who need to implement the change. Engaging proj-
ect managers to improve cross- project processes can reduce costs, improve 
productivity, and cut down on the time required to deliver results.

At Level 3 of  the multi- level learning framework, senior managers and 
sponsors play a pivotal role. Their decisions about strategy and project 
selection have wide- ranging implications for the organization. Therefore, 
they themselves also engage in periodic refl ection on the organization’s 
overall project portfolio and its ability to achieve the organization’s strat-
egy. Rather than focusing on a specifi c project, the strategy retrospective 
is focused on broader programs and strategies, of  which projects are only 
a part. Questions include: Are the projects in the pipeline enabling the or-
ganization to achieve its intended strategy? What adjustments need to be 
made to ensure that we achieve our intended results? Which projects need 
to be initiated, cancelled, or repurposed? What actions need to be taken, 
and at which levels of  the organization?
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Learning at all three of  these levels is a necessary and critical principle 
of  multi- level learning. Underpinning the learning at each are individuals 
who learn collectively on behalf  of  the organization. It is individuals and 
teams who press their talents into service in solving the organization’s 
most critical challenges. And it is individuals and teams who are able to 
learn, adapt, and improve, carrying out work that meets the needs of  cus-
tomers and key stakeholders. Each of  the three levels of  multi- level learn-
ing provides individuals and teams with opportunities for refl ection on 
not only the content of  problems, but the processes by which these prob-
lems get solved, as well as whether or not the right problems are being 
addressed in the fi rst place. Through these levels of  learning, individuals 
give and receive feedback that, when facilitated by a multi- level learning 
coach, can lead to high- impact professional development and performance 
improvement for the organization overall.

You may be wondering by now about the overhead required for this 
approach. Does this mean that the organization will require a dramatic 
cultural shift in order to make it work? The answer to this question is 
no. Multi- level learning can be viewed as an “add- on” to a fi rm’s existing 
project management approach and organizational routines. If  anything, 
multi- level learning helps to streamline, synchronize, and accelerate 
work, not add unnecessary processes. Eff ective multi- level learning pro-
vides members of  the organization with the structures and space that they 
need if  they are to learn, refl ect, and improve eff ectively—even if  this is 
not already part of  the organization’s cultural fabric. If  these practices 
are eff ectively introduced into the organization, and if  senior managers 
believe in their benefi ts, then it’s possible, and maybe even likely, that a 
culture change will emerge as a result of  continued deployment. But such 
a change is not a requirement for the introduction of  multi- level learning. 
The most critical requirement is a willingness to learn and improve. If  
there’s a will, then this book can help to show you the way.

HOW THIS APPROACH DIFFERS 
FROM CONVENTIONAL APPROACHES

Many of  the conventional approaches to improving project perfor-
mance that have been advocated by software vendors, standards bodies, 
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and professional associations focus on improving “project management 
maturity”—deploying external standards and best practices, implement-
ing new project management software, or conducting formal training pro-
grams. All of  these approaches may be useful, yet they either downplay or 
ignore altogether the knowledge, wisdom, and experience that are already 
resident in the organization and can be cost- eff ectively applied to improv-
ing performance within and between projects. What’s missing from these 
approaches is a systematic method of  facilitating learning from project ex-
perience so that the organization can focus its own talents and capabilities 
on solving and preventing problems and improving performance—and 
doing so in a way that works for the organization’s unique culture and 
needs rather than imposing outside standards that require large amounts 
of  training or consulting dollars to be eff ectively deployed.

PROJECT AND PROGRAM MANAGEMENT OFFICES 

Many project organizations have also implemented a project or program 
management offi  ce to improve project performance. While a PMO can be 
a highly eff ective mechanism for facilitating performance improvement, 
most PMOs consider learning opportunities to be those situations in which 
a team or project manager didn’t follow the established procedures. Devia-
tions from the methodology often become the only learning experiences 
that the PMO recognizes. Because of  this, PMOs are often perceived as 
an extra layer of  management that simply creates bureaucracy and more 
rules that bog down projects. The result is often a contentious relation-
ship between teams and the PMO, one that creates rigidity and political 
wrangling that limits performance gains, inhibits innovation and learning, 
and saps morale.

While many PMOs, they can also play an invaluable role in facilitating 
learning and performance improvement if  they are structured and oper-
ated in an adaptive way. Chapter 2 provides a road map for PMOs that 
want to become more eff ective in this role.

www.amanet.org


Introduction 9

 American Management Association 
 www.amanet.org

HOW THIS BOOK CAN HELP YOU 
AND YOUR ORGANIZATION

The purpose of  this book is to help you, the reader, eff ectively deploy and 
facilitate multi- level learning to improve project performance in your or 
your client’s organization. Its primary objective is to help managers and 
facilitators enhance the learning process as work occurs, so that more 
projects succeed and the organization improves in a measurable way. 
This book provides a model, a set of  tools, and applicable theory that 
can help you facilitate continuous improvements in project performance 
both within and across projects. 

Those who have the courage and the desire to facilitate learning from 
project experience should read on. And you should know that you’re in 
good company, among both researchers and practitioners in the fi elds of  
project management and organizational learning. Many organizations 
have found great value in the tools and techniques described in this book 
and have built them into their ongoing project management routines, as 
we will see in later chapters. 

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK

This book is written primarily for executives, managers, and facilitators in 
project organizations, including information technology, product develop-
ment, consulting, research and development, research and advisory, and 
a myriad of  other organizations that depend on projects to achieve their 
strategic objectives. This book will be helpful to:

� Executives who want to improve their organization’s ability to deliver 
new strategies and projects more eff ectively and reliably 

� Project management offi  ce leaders who want to learn about a cost-
 eff ective way to improve project, process, and portfolio performance 

� Organization development practitioners, facilitators, and consultants 
who want specifi c approaches and tools to help teams and individu-
als learn from project experience to improve their performance and 
develop their talents 

� Project managers who wish to improve their team’s performance, 
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improve collaboration, and solve risks and issues as they occur, before 
they mushroom into larger problems 

HOW THIS BOOK IS ORGANIZED

This book is organized in three parts: foundations, roles, and implementa-
tion. Part 1 covers the origins and principles of  multi- level learning. Chap-
ter 1 discusses the problems found in many project organizations, includ-
ing the reasons why informal and incidental learning can lead to blowups 
and surprises, and how multi- level learning overcomes these challenges 
by providing mechanisms for continuous systems- level learning. Chapter 
2 provides an overview of  the foundations and principles of  multi- level 
learning, drawing on both research in organizational learning and cutting-
 edge practices in the fi elds of  operations improvement and software devel-
opment.

Part 2 covers the roles required to deploy multi- level learning. Chapter 
3 provides an in- depth discussion of  the role of  the multi- level learning 
coach—an objective, third- party learning coach who helps teams refl ect, 
learn, and continually improve at three levels: project, process, and the 
overall project portfolio. It describes models of  how the multi- level learn-
ing coach can help teams at each of  these levels deliver rapid results and 
continually innovate from one stage or iteration to the next. It covers ap-
proaches by which the multi- level learning coach intervenes to facilitate 
eff ective communication, problem solving, decision making, confl ict reso-
lution, and boundary management when dysfunctional group processes 
limit the ability of  teams to refl ect productively. Chapter 4 covers the role 
of  the program management offi  ce and how the leaders of  such a group 
(and others who serve in a similar cross- project role) can serve as knowl-
edge brokers who connect communities of  practice, including project 
teams, senior management, and other functional groups, so that they can 
continually improve. As PMO leaders are the “glue” that binds together 
the levels of  the multi- level learning approach, the chapter also provides 
recommendations for how they can become more eff ective in this role.

Part 3 provides step- by- step instructions for facilitating multi- level 
learning at each of  three levels: project, process, and strategy. Chapter 5 
provides the reader with an understanding of  how to plan and facilitate 
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project- level learning and performance improvement as projects prog-
ress, reducing the risk of  project failure, improving team eff ectiveness, and 
providing real- time feedback and development opportunities for project 
members. 

Chapter 6 discusses how to engage project managers and key subject-
 matter experts in the development and implementation of  improvements 
that cross multiple projects. While project teams can solve many prob-
lems while they are in fl ight by engaging in retrospectives, there are some 
problems or opportunities that aff ect multiple projects, and their solutions 
may be beyond the scope of  a specifi c project team. These challenges are 
actively addressed at the cross- project improvement level.

Chapter 7 provides the reader with an explanation of  how to facilitate 
multi- level learning with senior teams to ensure alignment between the 
project portfolio and the organization’s strategy. Senior managers play a 
pivotal role in the multi- level learning process. They engage in periodic 
refl ection on the organization’s overall project portfolio—those projects 
that are in progress, those that are complete, and those that are planned 
to start in upcoming periods—to ensure that it is structured in a way that 
achieves the organization’s strategic objectives.

For those readers who are interested in additional theory and research, 
Appendix A presents a discussion of  why traditional “lessons- learned” 
practices aren’t eff ective in enabling ongoing performance improvement. 

Appendix B covers theories of  situated learning and communities of  
practice, an understanding of  which helps to highlight the challenges that 
PMO leaders and teams face in working across organizational boundaries 
to eff ect learning and change.
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Projects are the vehicle for transforming the modern global corporation. 
They are the means by which businesses achieve leaner cost structures, 
more eff ective operations, and better IT. They are the means by which 
companies develop new products and execute new business strategies. 
When projects succeed, they deliver revenue growth, improved productiv-
ity, lower costs, more effi  cient operations, and higher market valuations. 
When they fail, they drain critical investment dollars, waste valuable re-
sources, and—directly or indirectly—limit a fi rm’s ability to compete. 

While projects are vital to organizational growth, renewal, and suc-
cess, project work is fraught with uncertainty, risk, and ever- changing 
internal and external conditions. Every project and each phase of  every 
project presents new problems and challenges that require managers and 
teams to plan, act, and adjust. Organizational priorities may change as 
new managers rotate into and out of  roles. External economic conditions 
may change, making some projects more urgent and eliminating the need 
for others altogether. Requirements for new products or software applica-
tions may change in midstream as customers and stakeholders learn more 
about what they really need. Mergers and acquisitions, divestitures, joint 
ventures, and new strategic initiatives create discontinuities and place new 
demands on the organization and its top talent, drawing away resources at 
critical times (Dai, 2002).

In addition to navigating a changing social and political landscape, 
people at all levels must increasingly learn to work with new people, new 
technologies, and new business processes across diff erent time zones, cul-
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tures, and functional disciplines as work becomes more geographically 
distributed.

Not only do project organizations face the challenge of  changing inter-
nal and external conditions, but they are under pressure to continually im-
prove performance, increase productivity, reduce costs, and trim timelines 
from one phase of  a project to the next and from one project to the next. 
This is especially true for organizations that generate revenue solely from 
the delivery of  projects and programs to external customers, such as those 
fi rms in the outsourcing, consulting, engineering, software development, 
and construction industries. However, it is increasingly true for internal 
groups such as information technology, product development, research 
and development, marketing, and operations. 

The problem is that for many project organizations, systematic learn-
ing primarily happens either after a project is concluded or after major 
problems have occurred, when the damage has already been done. Take, 
for example, the experience of  a major high- tech medical device manu-
facturer. The company lost millions on a massive project that required 
multiple business units to coordinate their eff orts for a single customer 
installation. Time delays, rework, cost overruns, and contractual penalties 
ultimately combined to produce a monumental failure that the company’s 
executives wanted explained and remedied. Ed, the leader of  the project 
management offi  ce (PMO), launched a postproject review and asked the 
team to develop a case study with recommendations for future projects. A 
few days later, the PMO received a call from someone in sales: “Ed, we’ve 
got a project that’s going off  the rails over here. We need your help.” Ed 
realized that the project she was talking about had all the hallmarks of  
the previous failure. Within 24 hours, the management team put the case 
study recommendations into action and avoided millions more in poten-
tial cost overruns and penalties.

There is good news and bad news in this story. The good news is that 
the organization found that performing a project retrospective (also often 
called a postproject review, project postmortem, or after- action review) 
had tremendous value. Performing the retrospective and documenting the 
results through a case study probably saved the company millions more 
in future project failures. After all, projects often share the same orga-
nizational environment, including common tools, people, and processes. 
This means that improvements on one project can improve other projects, 
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saving the organization time and money while preventing future losses 
and dissatisfi ed customers.

The bad news is that the company was unable to prevent the problems 
before the losses accrued, despite the existence of  a regular project review 
process by the PMO. The net result is that it cost millions for the company 
to learn a hard lesson. And it doesn’t have to be that way.

RED-LIGHT LEARNING

When project organizations do not have eff ective mechanisms for learning, 
it remains largely informal and incidental, embedded in the everyday work 
routines of  organizational members and happening largely unconsciously 
(Marsick & Watkins, 2001). Improvement, innovation, and problem solv-
ing are often left to chance. Issues may go unaddressed or avoided, creat-
ing abrupt surprises, blowups, or “fi re drills” that trigger a red light on the 
“traffi  c light” reporting system for project status ( Julian, 2008a). In these 
situations, project teams are hastily assembled so that senior managers can 
fi nd out what went wrong; this creates an environment riven by political 
infi ghting, threats to individuals’ jobs and career prospects, “blamestorm-
ing,” and avoidance of  the “truth” for fear of  reprisals by managers or 
peers. The result is that people at all levels actively avoid refl ection, largely 
because it is perceived as being too threatening, political, ineff ective, or all 
of  the above. This creates a self- reinforcing cycle, because when structured 
refl ection is avoided, the result is further opportunities for blowups and 
surprises. This “red- light learning cycle” is depicted in Figure 1.1. 

When people and teams are thrust into these red- light learning situa-
tions, both the people involved and the organization lose. There are several 
reasons why red- light learning can be harmful to long- term performance. 
First, under these conditions, the underlying root causes of  problems may 
never be discovered or adequately addressed. Peers will hesitate to speak 
about one another’s performance for fear of  throwing their colleagues 
“under the bus” in the presence of  managers. Channels of  communica-
tion become blocked, muted, or distorted, and the analysis that does occur 
often winds up being directed at outside parties, such as vendors or other 
departments. This means that the true root causes may never be found, 
leaving the problems unsolved.
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Second, under red- light learning conditions, a team’s potential to reach 
high levels of  performance and collaboration can be severely diminished. 
The need to “search for the guilty” can often create animosity, confl ict, 
or communication barriers that persist into the future, inhibiting organi-
zational eff ectiveness. And regardless of  economic conditions, the most 
talented individuals may either “check out” or leave altogether. This may 
not be the kind of  place you or your best people want to work. 

The third reason that red- light learning is detrimental to project or-
ganizations is related to how people perceive the process of  “learning.” 
The fallout from red- light learning in the form of  animosity, distrust, and 
unresolved confl ict can mean that project team members may avoid in-
volvement with future “lessons- learned” sessions altogether, knowing not 
only that these sessions can strain relations with colleagues, but that the 
real root causes may not be adequately addressed. What this adds up to is 

Avoidance
� “No Time” for Structured 
 Reflection
� Avoid Collective Learning
� Over-Reliance on Project
 Reviews
� “Project Amnesia”

“Blowups”
� Surprises
� Failures
� Runaway Projects
� Wasted Investment
� Rework

Risk
� Buried Issues
� Unresolved Conflict
� Recurring Problems

“Red-Light Learning”
� What Went Wrong and Who’s to Blame
� Mistrust and Career Threats
� Defensive Routines and Face-Saving

FIGURE 1.1
The Red-Light Learning Cycle
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that learning from project experience can be perceived as a waste of  time 
by employees and managers alike.

It may be no surprise, then, that previous researchers have noted “time 
pressures” as a signifi cant barrier to learning from past project experi-
ences (Disterer, 2002; Keegan & Turner, 2001; Schindler & Eppler, 2003; 
Zedtwitz, 2003). In A. Keegan and J. R. Turner’s study of  19 project- based 
fi rms, for example, the authors found that it was “common throughout 
the study for respondents to list impressive practices in place to facilitate 
organizational learning, and then at the very end to state they do not work, 
or are not used, because of  the time pressures on those people whose 
learning is the focus of  these systems” (p. 91). 

DEFENSIVE ROUTINES

Indeed, it may not be simply a lack of  time that limits systematic learn-
ing, but rather defensive routines that arise from red- light learning. Chris 
Argyris (1995) describes organizational defensive routines as “any action, 
policy, or practice that prevents organizational participants from experi-
encing embarrassment or threat and, at the same time, prevents them 
from discovering the causes of  the embarrassment or threat” (pp. 20–22). 
“Face- saving” is one such defensive routine, the rules of  which Argyris de-
scribes as follows: “When encountering embarrassment or threat, bypass 
it and cover up the bypass.” 

Other researchers have found the symptoms of  defensive routines in 
a number of  studies, often taking the form of  project members’ fear of  
publicly airing mistakes or pointing the fi nger at other team members 
(Disterer, 2002; Prencipe & Tell, 2001; Schindler & Eppler, 2003; Zedt-
witz, 2003). In interviews of  27 R&D managers from 13 multinational 
companies, for example, Maximilian Zedtwitz (2002) found that public 
feedback among team members in postproject reviews is “softened and 
rendered ineff ective” for the sake of  smooth cooperation among staff  
members on future projects. Moreover, he found that project members 
also feared acknowledging issues related to their own performance that 
might be considered mistakes or failures for fear of  embarrassment or 
threat to their career.
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Take, for example, the experience of  Melissa, the leader of  a PMO who 
observed a “lessons- learned” session with a project team:

The project manager was just absolutely despised because of  his ap-
proach. [He was] a nice guy, but his approach was always attacking 
people. So unfortunately that’s what that turned out to be . . . that at-
titude still came through and it was sort of  a blame environment, even 
though we tried very much not to [have it that way]. 

She then went on to talk about how a more senior manager attending 
the meeting used “time pressures” as a way to focus solely on what went 
wrong:

And it was really interesting because the director who was in there 
said, “Do you know what? We don’t have time. This is a short meeting. 
Let’s not worry about what went well. Let’s just focus on what went 
wrong.”

It is perhaps not surprising that time pressures were also given as the 
reason why the fi ndings were never distributed, communicated, or acted 
upon:

By the time he came back, he said, “Well, yeah. That’s great feedback, 
but I really don’t have time.” And it never went out to anyone. I don’t 
think the feedback went to anyone, in the end. . . . We’re setting up 
the PMO but there’s not a lot I can do about this one, only in thinking 
about the whole postmortem process in general.

Under conditions of  red- light learning, which may also include heated 
lessons- learned sessions as in the example just given, learning and refl ec-
tion can become perceived as being a punitive experience, making it more 
likely that defensive routines will be perpetuated, further reducing the 
utility and eff ectiveness of  these sessions with teams in the future.

The presence of  defensive routines may also explain the reasons that 
project reviews don’t always bring problems to the surface until it’s too 
late. Because project reviews are “top- down”—that is, their purpose is 
to inform management of  the status of  a project and obtain approval 
to move forward—problems may not be brought up for fear of  reprisal, 
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embarrassment, or threat. In other words, defensive routines may con-
spire to undermine the learning process in project reviews, often making 
them an ineff ective mechanism for teams to solve problems eff ectively. 
Moreover, project reviews catch problems largely after they occur, when 
there are variances from project timelines, budgets, and expectations. By 
the time problems reach the radar screen of  the PMO or senior manage-
ment, much of  the damage may already have been done. It is usually much 
more expensive to fi x the problems once they’ve created delays, frustra-
tion, or rework. 

Having explored the problems associated with ineff ective learning 
practices in project organizations, we now turn to what the conventional 
wisdom has taught us about learning from project experience and why 
these traditional approaches have proven ineff ective in the real world of  
project work.

PROBLEMS WITH TRADITIONAL APPROACHES TO 
LEARNING FROM PROJECT EXPERIENCE

By far the most pervasive technique for learning from project experience 
touted by academics, researchers, and professional associations is the prac-
tice of  identifying and documenting “lessons learned” at the end of  each 
project so that these “lessons” can then be transferred to future project 
activities ( Julian, 2008b). The roots of  this practice reach as far back as the 
1980s, when Gulliver (1987) wrote a seminal article titled “Post Project Ap-
praisals Pay” in the Harvard Business Review, describing British Petroleum’s 
approach to learning from one project to the next. He states that the sole 
mission of  the postproject appraisal process is “to help British Petroleum 
worldwide learn from its mistakes and repeat its successes” (p. 128). The 
process involved investigating the original intent of  each project and 
whether or not that intent was carried out eff ectively. 

Conducting lessons- learned sessions—also called postproject reviews, 
after- action reviews, project postmortems, and debriefi ngs—is now a 
popular standard in project management practice (Bresnen et al., 2003; 
Disterer, 2002; Kotnour, 2000; Prencipe & Tell, 2001; Zedtwitz, 2003). 
Project management guidelines established by the Project Management 
Institute currently call for lessons learned to be captured and retained after 
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each project is completed (Project Management Institute, 2004). Maximil-
ian Zedtwitz (2002) claims that postproject reviews are “one of  the most 
structured and most widely applicable approaches to passing on experi-
ence from one team to the next” (p. 256).

These “lessons- learned” practices involve project members in refl ec-
tive discussions about what went well and what went wrong, with the 
aim of  improving future project performance (Kotnour & Vergopia, 2005; 
Zedtwitz, 2002). The resulting lessons are then documented and stored in 
databases or on corporate intranets for retrieval by future project teams 
(Kotnour, 2000; Newell et al., 2006). 

While these practices have become standard in project management 
guidelines, the research shows a very bleak state of  aff airs with respect 
to their deployment and effi  cacy. Lessons learned are not always docu-
mented, and even when they are, they most often go unused (Antoni et al., 
2005; Bresnen et al., 2003; Keegan & Turner, 2001; Newell, 2004; Newell 
et al., 2006; Prencipe & Tell, 2001). Moreover, organizational members 
express clear dissatisfaction with the process (Keegan & Turner, 2001). 

In a survey completed by 62 managers from the United States, Europe, 
and Japan representing more than 20 R&D organizations, Zedtwitz (2003) 
found that 80 percent of  all projects were not reviewed at all after comple-
tion, and the remaining 20 percent were reviewed without the use of  a 
formally structured process. 

Martin Schindler and Martin Eppler (2003) conducted action learning 
research with nine multinational companies and also found that there is a 
“great discrepancy” between the need for project debriefi ng and its actual 
deployment in practice. Additionally, in a review of  several empirical stud-
ies conducted in IT project environments, George Disterer (2002) notes, 
“Project information is rarely captured, retained, or indexed so that people 
external to the project can retrieve and apply it to future tasks.”

In a study of  19 fi rms in project- based industries, Anne Keegan and 
J. Rodney Turner (2001) found that all the companies in their study, “with-
out exception,” had lessons- learned policies in place to capture learning 
from projects once they were completed. Yet even though there were poli-
cies in place to hold the reviews, they rarely happened. Worse, the authors 
found that “in no single company did respondents express satisfaction with 
this process” (p. 90). Sue Newell et al. (2006) claim that “we need to con-
sider problems with the actual practice” of  lessons learned. 
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There are three fundamental problems associated with the lessons-
 learned approach that render it largely ineff ective. First, it defers struc-
tured learning from experience until the end of  a project, perhaps months 
or even years after the project began. Project team members can easily 
forget the problems that arose, having dealt with them and perhaps solved 
them weeks or months earlier. By the time the lessons- learned session is 
conducted, the learning has become a distant memory—and that’s if  col-
lective learning even happened in the fi rst place. Perhaps the most dam-
aging aspect of  deferring structured refl ection until the end of  a project 
is people’s lack of  motivation for addressing the real issues. By the time 
the project is over, nothing can be done to resolve the problems that oc-
curred. Team members may very well decide that addressing diffi  cult con-
fl icts or bringing up past problems is simply not worth it because it would 
serve only to open old wounds. They may feel that it’s better to preserve 
working relationships among those in their organization than to jeopar-
dize them for a project that’s already completed. The desire to maintain 
harmony may very well outweigh the risks of  dredging up the past when 
nothing can be done to fi x the problem. Yes, there is the opportunity to 
help future teams, but that may not be a compelling enough motivation.

The second fundamental fl aw associated with the lessons- learned ap-
proach is that it encourages learning from experience only at the proj-
ect team level. In reality, projects are embedded within a constellation of  
communities of  practice in the organization, getting demands, pressures, 
support, and guidance from many diff erent sources—almost always from 
senior managers, from the program managers or the PMO (if  one exists), 
and from other functional units within and outside the organization, in-
cluding customers and key stakeholders. It may be unfair to have project 
teams be the only source of  lessons learned, as this may imply that they 
are also the primary source of  any problems that occurred. Senior manag-
ers and PMO leaders alike have much to learn from project experience. It 
could be argued, for example, that since these higher management levels 
launch and direct a multitude of  projects, learning at those levels is even 
more important for the organization’s overall health and performance.

It may be no wonder that some project teams consider structured 
learning from project experience a waste of  time. After all, even if  they do 
identify problems that need to be fi xed the next time around, it may be the 
PMO and the senior managers who need to make the required changes, 
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and if  they are not part of  the learning process, they may not understand 
the context or have the motivation to carry through with the team’s input. 
They may even be threatened by the prospect of  being perceived as part 
of  the problem, choosing instead to focus on other issues that are less 
threatening. As a result, it may be that neither managers nor teams do 
anything to fi x the problems for the next time around, creating a sense of  
frustration and futility that undermines future attempts at learning from 
project experience.

The third problem with lessons- learned practices is the assumption 
that people can learn eff ectively from “lessons” stored on databases. For 
those readers who are interested in some of  the more theoretical aspects 
of  the problems and opportunities associated with these practices, includ-
ing why codifi cation in databases has its limits, see Appendix A. It provides 
additional insights on this topic, particularly for those who are interested 
in knowledge management.

FROM RED-LIGHT LEARNING TO 
CONTINUOUS SYSTEMS-LEVEL LEARNING

Multi- level learning helps organizations overcome many of  these chal-
lenges, including both the detrimental eff ects of  red- light learning and the 
ineff ectiveness of  traditional lessons- learned and postproject review prac-
tices. It improves overall performance by expanding structured learning 
beyond the project team, increasing the quality and frequency of  refl ective 
practice, and providing more motivation for teams to learn in order to im-
prove future performance. Multi- level learning expands learning beyond 
the project team by encouraging refl ection at three levels simultaneously: 
projects, the processes that are common to multiple projects, and the over-
all project portfolio itself. These levels mirror the three types of  refl ection 
described by Jack Mezirow (1991) and include content, process, and prem-
ise refl ection, each of  which is discussed in more detail in Chapter 2.

The quality of  learning is dramatically enhanced by the introduction 
of  the multi- level learning coach, a skilled, objective, and substantively 
neutral third- party facilitator who helps teams learn and refl ect more pro-
ductively in ways that eliminate the potential bias associated with someone 
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who has directed or infl uenced team decisions in the past. Chapter 3 dis-
cusses this role in more detail.

The frequency of  refl ection is increased by holding regular retrospec-
tives throughout a project or program’s life cycle, not just at the end. This 
enables teams to learn from the more recent past, when the memories, 
emotions, and experiences are still fresh in their minds. The improvements 
that emerge from these discussions are more robust, realistic, and eff ective 
in solving critical challenges. 

It is because of  the combination of  these factors—expanded levels, 
better quality, and increased frequency of  refl ection—that teams are more 
motivated to engage in conscious learning from experience. Rather than 
going through an exercise aimed at documenting “lessons” for future ini-
tiatives, teams are able to identify actions that can solve their immediate 
problems and improve results at a time when something can still be done. 
Moreover, as a result of  more frequent structured learning, team members 
become more adept at refl ecting collectively in a group format, enabling 
them to feel more competent and skillful in the art of  addressing sensitive 
issues and communicating in ways that reduce the impact of  defensive 
routines, blame, and avoidance. 

In addition to enhancing refl ective practice in these ways, multi- level 
learning taps the knowledge- brokering role of  the project or program 
management offi  ce. The PMO leader or program director who oversees 
multiple projects fi nds ways to build the improvements into the way work 
gets done on future projects and programs. Such leaders diff use knowl-
edge and maintain connections across multiple communities of  practice, 
including senior management, project teams, and other functional disci-
plines. By doing so, they bring learning from retrospectives to the systems 
level, incorporating it into work routines, systems, methodologies, tools, 
and templates. 

CONCLUSION

Victoria Marsick and Karen Watkins (1999) claim that in order for organi-
zations to continuously improve, they must engage in continuous systems-
 level learning. Their view is based on the work of  Chris Argyris and 
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Donald Schön (1996), who view organizational learning as occurring if  
two criteria are satisfi ed: (1) individuals, either appointed by management 
or anointed by followers, “take their learning back to the system,” and 
(2) the system has “structures, processes and a culture in place to embed 
and support organizational learning” (Marsick & Watkins, 1999, p. 12).

By providing the people, practices, and mechanisms for continuous 
systems- level learning, multi- level learning prevents and mitigates sur-
prises, delays, and blowups before they snowball into larger issues that 
trigger red lights. And it provides organizations with a means for proac-
tively improving and developing individual talent simultaneously, opening 
new channels for eff ective communication and feedback and reducing the 
eff ects of  performance- limiting defensive routines.

In the next chapter, we discuss the foundations and principles of  multi-
 level learning, and how they help reduce waste, satisfy the customer, and 
leverage scarce resources more eff ectively in ways that improve overall 
organizational performance.

www.amanet.org


 American Management Association 27
 www.amanet.org

In the last chapter, we discussed how informal and incidental learning in 
project organizations can lead to surprises and blowups that trigger red-
 light learning, resulting in “blamestorming” and other detrimental long-
 term eff ects. We also discussed the problems associated with traditional 
“lessons- learned” practices and why they have proved ineff ective for facili-
tating learning and performance improvement—primarily because these 
practices defer structured refl ection until after projects are over, when 
it is too late for teams to implement meaningful improvements. In this 
chapter, we discuss the foundations and principles of  multi- level learning, 
beginning with the concepts associated with productive refl ection, then 
moving to a discussion of  how both the U.S. Army and companies adopt-
ing agile software development approaches engage in periodic refl ection 
to improve performance from one iteration, one phase, and one project 
to the next. The chapter concludes with an overview of  the principles of  
multi- level learning.

REFLECTION ON ACTION

In his book Educating the Refl ective Practitioner, Donald A. Schön (1990) 
demonstrates how refl ection plays an important role in the development 
of  “professional artistry,” the “kinds of  competences practitioners some-
times display in unique, uncertain, and confl icted situations of  practice” 
(p. 22). He distinguishes this type of  competence from competence that is 
based solely on the application of  the explicit rules and guidelines of  one’s 
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profession. Professional artistry, according to Schön, involves the applica-
tion of  tacit knowledge, described by Michael Polanyi (1967) as that which 
we know but cannot readily express in words. 

Despite the tacit nature of  our “knowing- in- action,” as displayed pub-
licly through physical performances, Schön claims that “it is sometimes 
possible, by observing and refl ecting on our actions, to make a description 
of  the tacit knowing implicit in [these actions]” (pp. 25–28). 

Schön’s view of  the refl ection process begins when the application of  
our know- how does not produce the expected results, and we are surprised 
that our actions have failed to meet our expectations. After experiencing 
such a surprise, we may ignore it, or we may respond to it by refl ecting 
in one of  two ways. We may refl ect on action by stepping away from 
the action and thinking back on our experience to understand how our 
knowing- in- action contributed to an unexpected outcome. Alternatively, 
we may “refl ect in the midst of  action without interrupting it.” Schön 
refers to the former as “refl ecting on action” and the latter as “refl ection-
 in- action.” 

When we refl ect, we question the assumptions behind our knowing-
 in- action and “think critically about the thinking that got us into this fi x 
or this opportunity; and we may, in the process, restructure strategies of  
action, understandings of  phenomena, or ways of  framing problems.” 

Like Schön, Jack Mezirow (1991) defi nes refl ection as a process whereby 
we “stop and think” about what we do or have done in order to “inter-
pret and give meaning to an experience” (p. 104). He defi nes three types 
of  refl ection based on the object of  the refl ection process itself: content, 
process, and premise refl ection. The fi rst, content refl ection, involves re-
viewing how ideas have been applied in solving problems at each stage 
of  the problem- solving process. The second form of  refl ection, process 
refl ection, examines the problem- solving process itself, focusing on the 
procedures and assumptions involved in previous applications. The third 
form of  refl ection, premise refl ection, goes one step further by uncover-
ing the assumptions that guided the need to address the problem in the 
fi rst place.

Peter Cressey, David Boud, and Peter Docherty (2006) position refl ec-
tion as a means of  enhancing informal learning among communities of  
practitioners in the workplace. They claim that the application of  refl ec-
tion at work had previously been “the province of  vocational training 
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practitioners and discussed in terms of  the training of  individuals in the 
workforce” (p. 9). Yet two factors have created greater recognition of  the 
need for productive refl ection. First, informal learning has come to be 
recognized as a vitally important aspect of  workplace learning. It has 
moved beyond its traditional role as a means of  preparing professionals 
for the workforce and into the province of  ongoing executive development 
through practices such as action learning, which was originally conceived 
by Reginald W. Revans (1971). The authors claim that this is because “is-
sues of  competence development cannot now be seen as separated from 
organizational and workplace practice” (Cressey et al., p. 12). The sec-
ond factor infl uencing the increased recognition of  the need for refl ection 
in the workplace has been the organizational learning movement of  the 
1990s, in which group refl ection is viewed as a cornerstone of  organiza-
tional learning. 

“Productive refl ection,” as defi ned by Cressey et al., has six key fea-
tures. First, its outcomes are focused on the organization rather than the 
individual; it is collective rather than individual in its orientation. In the 
author’s words, “productive refl ection as we express it is focused on re-
fl ection to lead to action with and for others and for the benefi t of  the 
organization as well as the participants” (pp. 20–22). The second feature 
of  productive refl ection is that it takes place within the work environment 
and connects learning and work. In this view, work drives the refl ection 
and frames what is legitimate. The third feature of  productive refl ection is 
that it can involve stakeholders at all levels, seeking to connect these stake-
holders rather than isolate them within their own perspectives. Fourth, 
productive refl ection is generative rather than instrumental in its focus. By 
this, the authors mean that productive refl ection cannot be controlled in a 
way that leads to predetermined outcomes. It is exploratory and genera-
tive and cannot be reduced to “just another technique.” The fi fth feature 
is that productive refl ection is developmental in character. It “is part of  a 
range of  organizational practices designed simultaneously to contribute 
to solving [the] organizational problems of  today while equipping mem-
bers of  the organization to be better able to deal with challenges that face 
them in the future.” The sixth and fi nal feature of  productive refl ection, 
according to the authors, is that it is an open, unpredictable process that 
is dynamic and changes over time. That is, it is not possible to predict in 
advance where productive refl ection will lead, and therefore it necessarily 
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has unintended consequences. Moreover, productive refl ection practices 
may change over time from one stage to another within the same environ-
ment, depending on the circumstances and the context.

THE U.S. ARMY’S AFTER-ACTION REVIEW PROCESS

If  you think productive refl ection is useful only for philosophers, academ-
ics, and poets, think again. Marilyn Darling, Charles Parry, and Joseph 
Moore (2005) describe the U.S. Army’s approach to improving combat per-
formance: the After Action Review (AAR). This program, developed and 
implemented by the U.S. Army, is now used in part by companies such as 
Colgate- Palmolive, DTE Energy, Harley- Davidson, and J. M. Huber. AARs 
are part of  a planning and learning cycle that starts before and continues 
through simulated battles in the deserts of  California. The cycle begins 
with a plan, drafted by a senior commander of  the “opposing force,” that 
includes the task to be completed, the purpose of  the task, the command-
er’s intent, and the expected result. These orders are then shared with sub-
ordinate commanders, who, through a “brief- back,” verbally explain their 
understanding of  the order. A rehearsal of  the battle is then conducted to 
ensure that each unit has a clear understanding of  its battle plan. 

Darling et al. claim that this “before- action planning” helps establish 
the basis and climate for the After Action Review meeting, which occurs 
immediately following each phase of  the battle. Subordinates clarify their 
orders in advance because they know that they will be participating in an 
AAR meeting after the event and will have to publicly discuss what worked 
and what did not. 

The AAR meeting is most often facilitated by the unit leader’s execu-
tive offi  cer, the second in command. The meeting begins with “a reitera-
tion of  the house rules,” which include: “Participate. No thin skins. Leave 
your stripes at the door. Take notes. Focus on our issues, not the issues of  
those above us [in the hierarchy]” (p. 88). The executive offi  cer reiterates 
the original mission, intent, and expected outcome. The offi  cer then de-
scribes the actual outcome, provides a brief  review of  events, and reviews 
associated battlefi eld metrics that relate to the original objective. 

AARs focus on improving a unit’s own learning and performance. Four 
questions are addressed in the AAR meeting: What was the intent? What 
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actually happened? What caused the results? What will we sustain or im-
prove? After the AAR is completed, Army leaders are “accountable for tak-
ing lessons from one situation and applying them to others—for forging 
explicit links between past experience and future performance” (p. 91). 

The lessons learned in the desert battle simulations are often trans-
ferred by commanders to battlefi elds around the world. The Army is thus 
able to continually adapt and transform itself  both on and off  the battle-
fi eld to meet new global challenges and threats. The parallels for project 
organizations are clear: Before-  and after- action reviews can provide the 
mechanisms needed to systematically learn from experience, enabling 
teams and project organizations to continually adapt to new challenges, 
adjust to changing conditions, and improve their performance. 

Victoria Marsick and Karen Watkins (1999) reaffi  rm the importance 
of  before-  and after- action reviews in the corporate setting, claiming that 
they can enhance the informal learning of  participants engaged in fi eld 
experiences through “systematic refl ection and structured intervention.” 
It is through these processes of  public refl ection, they claim, that learning 
can be “shared and moved to a collective level of  understanding” (p. 76).

Consistent with Marsick and Watkins’s perspective on the importance 
of  refl ection for learning from experience, Joseph Raelin (2001) claims that 
public refl ection is the key to “unlocking the learning” from project activi-
ties. Like Marsick and Watkins, Raelin claims that structured intervention 
must be provided in order to promote deeper levels of  refl ection. 

THE EMERGENCE OF AGILE SOFTWARE 
DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES

It’s not only the U.S. Army, Colgate- Palmolive, DTE Energy, Harley-
 Davidson, and J. M. Huber that depend on the benefi ts that can be achieved 
from structured learning and refl ection on team experiences. More and 
more software development organizations are utilizing agile software 
development practices to develop working software quickly and reliably 
under continually changing conditions. According to one estimate, 14 
percent of  North American and European enterprises were using agile-
 related methodologies in 2005, and another 19 percent were interested in 
deploying them in the future (DeJong, 2006). 
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Agile development is a team- based approach to satisfying the customer 
through frequent iterations of  working software, each of  which provides 
incremental benefi t to the business, with earlier iterations providing the 
highest value. Central to agile approaches, including Scrum (Schwaber, 
2004), is the project team retrospective, which is conducted at the end 
of  each iteration and engages teams in refl ection on the last iteration so 
that they can improve for the next one. Developed in 2001 by a group of  
software development consultants, the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 2001) 
consists of  a number of  key principles that diff erentiate agile development 
from traditional software project management approaches. The last of  
these principles lays the foundation for making the project retrospective 
a routine part of  project work: “At regular intervals, the team refl ects on 
how to become more eff ective, then tunes and adjusts its behavior accord-
ingly.” 

Although there is no one agile “methodology,” Scrum was developed in 
the 1990s by Ken Schwaber, one of  the originators of  the Agile Manifesto. 
Its purpose is to coordinate the activities of  agile project teams (Schwaber, 
2004). Scrum is a term coined by Hirotaka Takeuchi and Ikujir O. Nonaka 
(1986) to describe the “hyperproductive” product development practices 
they observed in Japanese and U.S. companies. Scrum refers to the strategy 
that rugby teams use to get out- of- play balls back into play by passing the 
ball within a team, moving as a unit bit by bit up the fi eld. 

Projects using the Scrum methodology employ multiple iterations to 
deliver working software that customers can use. After one or more itera-
tions, a fi nal product is released for implementation. This approach is a 
break from the traditional “waterfall” approach of  developing software, 
in which the fi rst step is to gather all requirements; the system is then de-
signed, coded, and fi nally tested, all in a sequential manner. After months 
or sometimes years, the new software is released for implementation in 
the customer environment. As a result, traditional software development 
approaches view changes in requirements unfavorably, as the require-
ments must be “frozen” for the system to be developed in its entirety. Ag-
ile approaches, on the other hand, recognize that not all requirements can 
be completely known and specifi ed up front. It recognizes that customers 
and stakeholders learn more about what they actually need as projects un-
fold. Moreover, agile recognizes that planning projects in detail up front is 
often mere speculation, not a deterministic process that results in a series 
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of  predictable activities that must be carried out long after the plan was 
developed. In reality, project plans evolve as conditions change and more 
becomes known about how to deal with the challenges at hand. By using 
frequent short- duration iterations, the team can plan a few days or weeks 
ahead, then refl ect on its performance while that performance is still fresh 
in everyone’s minds.

In Scrum, at the beginning of  each iteration, or “sprint,” the team sits 
down with the product owner for a sprint planning meeting. The product 
owner is responsible for representing the customer’s needs and priorities 
and often provides the funding for the project. In the fi rst part of  the 
meeting, she lays out the vision for what the product is expected to do 
and how it should perform. The team then clarifi es the content, purpose, 
meaning, and intentions of  the product owner’s vision and develops an 
associated list of  product requirements. The team then determines what 
it can deliver in the upcoming iteration and commits to doing its best 
to meet that forecast. In the second half  of  the sprint planning meet-
ing, the team plans the activities required to complete its work for the 
next iteration. These activities are then placed in a “sprint backlog” that 
incorporates all the team’s expected tasks. The backlog evolves over the 
course of  the iteration as work gets done and more detailed requirements 
become clear. 

At the end of  the iteration, the team holds a sprint review meeting. 
In this meeting, the team presents what was developed over the course 
of  the iteration to the product owner and other key stakeholders. They 
provide feedback on the results and determine what the team should 
do next. After the sprint review meeting, the Scrum master facilitates 
a three- hour project retrospective, in which the team looks back on its 
work and identifi es improvements that it can incorporate into its work 
for the next iteration. 

Agile enables teams to learn from experience faster and more eff ec-
tively by planning, delivering, and refl ecting on small, incremental deliv-
eries of  project work, all the while getting feedback from customers and 
key stakeholders to ensure that the product meets their needs. Agile and 
Scrum enable teams to adapt to changing conditions, learning from one 
iteration to the next to improve their eff ectiveness. It is no wonder that so 
many organizations are adopting these practices and putting them to work 
to improve the way they deliver software.
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ACTION-REFLECTION CYCLES: 
THE FOUNDATION FOR MULTI-LEVEL LEARNING

Common to both the U.S. Army’s After Action Review and agile software 
development are two critical events: a before- action review to ensure that ev-
eryone knows what to do, and an after- action review to refl ect on what was 
actually accomplished and how it can be improved for the next time. These 
action- refl ection cycles are the foundation of  multi- level learning, and their 
usefulness is not limited to simulated battles and software development. 

Intel, for example, conducts regular retrospectives over the course of  
product development projects to trim development time, reduce the risk 
of  blowups and surprises, and spread the resulting learnings to other ini-
tiatives (Lavell & Martinelli, 2008c). Intel views retrospectives as a “ritual” 
in which team members get together over the course of  a project or pro-
gram’s life cycle to reinforce what is working and identify what needs to 
be improved. Debra Lavell and Russ Martinelli (2008a) claim that this ap-
proach to improving projects while they are “in fl ight” is much more ef-
fective than the traditional practice of  conducting postproject reviews or 
postproject audits. These traditional practices, they say, are held too late 
for any corrections to be made and have a negative connotation at the 
company as a result. Team members often don’t want to show up for these 
traditional postproject reviews because they are perceived to be blame-
 oriented and nonproductive. Teams at Intel, they explain, learn best when 
they are solving immediate problems.

Rather than being facilitated by the project or program manager, as 
often happens with postproject reviews, retrospectives are facilitated by a 
trained, objective facilitator from outside the project team who helps draw 
people out to share their perspectives, creating an environment of  safety 
rather than one of  fi nger- pointing, defensiveness, avoidance, or blame. 
The benefi ts of  retrospectives include improvement in project and pro-
gram management practices, solving immediate problems through the 
rapid application of  learnings, better odds of  generating sustainable be-
havior changes, and improved team satisfaction with results through the 
use of  a trained, objective facilitator.

Prospectives and retrospectives at regular points during a project’s life 
cycle are at the heart of  multi- level learning. We now turn to a discussion 
of  its core principles.
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PRINCIPLES OF MULTI-LEVEL LEARNING

In their book Lean Software Development: An Agile Toolkit, Mary and Tom 
Poppendieck (2003) describe the concepts and tools of  lean development, 
and how they underpin the thought process and practices of  agile software 
development. These principles have been put to work in the automotive 
industry since the 1970s, when Japanese automakers demonstrated the 
benefi ts that can be achieved through the application of  these principles to 
manufacturing and production as well as to engineering and product de-
velopment. Lean techniques enabled Japanese automakers to reduce their 
engineering eff ort by half, and enabled them to shorten product develop-
ment time by a third. According to Jim Highsmith (1999), lean product 
development infl uenced his work in the development of  Adaptive Soft-
ware Development, which is also considered to be one of  a number of  
approaches that are included in the agile software development  family.

The principles of  multi- level learning build on those of  lean and agile 
(Poppendieck & Poppendieck), yet they include some important modifi ca-
tions and additions that are aimed at enhancing the learning process for 
the project organization overall. These principles include satisfy the cus-
tomer, eliminate waste, welcome new insights, deliver as fast as possible, 
empower team learning, see the whole, use a third- party coach, and refl ect 
at multiple levels. A brief  description of  each of  these principles follows.

Satisfy the Customer 

Multi- level learning focuses on ensuring that the outputs from project team 
activities are focused on delivering value to customers, whether those cus-
tomers are internal or external to the organization. For organizations that 
provide project services directly to external customers, assessing customer 
satisfaction may be more straightforward, although not always easy. Many 
project organizations, however, provide project services to internal cus-
tomers. For example, IT may develop new software and systems for the 
call center, or a Six Sigma group may perform projects that help the HR 
group. The HR group, in turn, may perform projects for the operations 
group. As stated in the Introduction, to separate internal customers from 
external customers in this book, we refer to internal customers as internal 
clients. In all cases, wherever this is feasible and possible, providing value 
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to the external customer is always the goal. However, assessing internal 
client satisfaction with the external customer in mind may be the most 
practical approach for some projects. For example, a senior executive team 
may launch a project to develop a management reporting system that pro-
vides real- time performance reporting for key business activities. In this 
case, the customers are the management team members who need to use 
the resulting reports, as they are the primary judge of  whether the report-
ing system meets their needs. The customer for this project is an internal 
client. When there is confusion over who the customer is for a given proj-
ect, it is helpful for the organization to clarify who must use or implement 
the outputs from the project, as these people should be engaged routinely 
throughout the project to ensure that their needs are being met. 

Eliminate Waste 

Waste is any activity or component that does not ultimately add value 
for the customer. In manufacturing environments, waste can be unneces-
sary movement of  materials, storing excess inventory, or making defec-
tive products that don’t work. In project environments, waste includes 
unnecessary processes and bureaucracy that bog down teams and their 
innovative potential, project tasks and activities that do not contribute to 
achieving a project’s objectives, and features and functions that custom-
ers do not perceive as useful or necessary. It also includes investments in 
projects or programs that don’t help the organization achieve its strategic 
objectives. Not all waste can be completely eliminated, but the goal of  
multi- level learning is to eliminate as much waste as is possible and practi-
cal in order to get the job done to the customer’s satisfaction.

Welcome New Insights 

As discussed in Chapter 1, internal and external conditions continually 
change as teams defi ne and implement strategies, and as projects progress 
through their life cycle. Traditional project management and “waterfall” 
development approaches tend to shun the introduction of  change. Cer-
tainly, changes require updates to strategies, rescoping of  projects, and 
upgrades to individual skill sets. This creates the potential for frustration 
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and extra work. Yet if  project organizations do not account for continually 
shifting conditions, they run the risk of  developing irrelevant products, 
improving business processes that are no longer vital to the organization’s 
competitiveness, or releasing software that doesn’t meet the needs of  cus-
tomers. Change requires learning and adaptation. Yet welcoming it is pref-
erable to continuing to squander scarce resources on projects, products, or 
processes that don’t meet the needs of  customers and stakeholders.

Deliver as Fast as Possible 

Long cycle times for projects create opportunities for waste. Long delivery 
cycles mean that by the time a project delivers something, what it deliv-
ers may no longer be relevant or useful to the customer who requested 
it. Building in short cycles that produce tangible results for internal or 
external customers helps teams build momentum, learn from experience, 
and avoid wasteful spending. Moreover, delivering as quickly as possible 
enables project benefi ts to be captured sooner. For new product introduc-
tions, delivering faster means capturing new revenue sooner, preempting 
competitors with new innovations, and learning about what works and 
what doesn’t so that the organization can maintain its edge in the market-
place.

Empower Team Learning 

Teams are asked to take responsibility for their results, whether they are 
senior management teams developing strategy or project teams deliver-
ing software. In multi- level learning, teams are also empowered to take 
responsibility for their own learning. They are therefore provided with 
the mechanisms they need if  they are to learn and improve on their own 
terms. With eff ective group processes, teams are able to harness the col-
lective brainpower of  talented professionals from multiple disciplines to 
solve problems ranging from the straightforward to the complex, creating 
opportunities to develop a shared vision and organizational alignment. To 
become an eff ective team, groups of  individuals need common goals, an 
understanding of  one another’s roles, established procedures and norms, 
and teaming competencies that can be drawn upon to ensure eff ective 
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ongoing collaboration. When teams are able to take responsibility for 
their own learning, they are able to apply the collective wisdom of  diverse 
individuals from multiple functional, technical, and cultural backgrounds, 
enabling the organization to solve problems and continually adapt and 
improve in ways that would otherwise be impossible. Later in this chap-
ter, we will discuss the role of  the multi- level learning coach, a trained 
facilitator of  individual and organizational learning who is responsible for 
helping teams at all levels learn and adapt in the service of  achieving high-
 performance results. 

See the Whole 

P. Peter Senge (2006) tells us that systems thinking is the glue that binds all 
the essential components of  the learning organization together: personal 
mastery, shared vision, team learning, and mental models. Without sys-
tems thinking, organizations will fi nd it hard to learn from experience and 
transform themselves to achieve higher levels of  performance. Systems 
thinking helps us deal with the underlying root causes of  problems rather 
than treating the symptoms. It helps us to look for patterns of  behavior in 
organizations—ways of  solving problems—that often lead to recurrence 
of  the same problems over and over. Many of  us have seen what happens 
when managers use Band- Aids to overcome short- term challenges, only 
to fi nd little long- term relief. We’ve seen the eff ects of  departmental units 
that blame one another for persistent problems rather than collaborating 
to deal with the root causes, thus limiting the performance of  the orga-
nization as a whole. Take, for example, a large fi nancial services fi rm that 
wanted to improve the way its business units were charged for technology 
services. The business units complained bitterly about the way they were 
being billed for internal services like telephones and servers, demanding 
more transparency so that they could see what the charges were based on. 
The CIO implemented a new system for tracking these charges that was 
intended to enable the business units to view the drivers of  their costs, 
like the number of  telephones or printers that they used on an ongoing 
basis. The new system required the business units themselves to notify the 
technology group when employees changed locations or left the fi rm al-
together. The business units, however, were not willing to spend the time 
required to provide this information, and the CIO refused to provide the 
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resources to do so because he saw it as the business units’ responsibility. 
The new system wound up not dealing with the root causes of  the original 
problems. The business units continued to complain, and the organization 
continued to overspend and overbill for its technology resources. Systems 
thinking helps organizations see the overall eff ects of  behavioral patterns 
like these that limit the performance of  the organization as a whole.

Use a Third-Party Coach 

Retrospectives at frequent intervals during the project’s life cycle are the 
primary means for facilitating learning and continuous innovation in 
multi- level learning. Retrospectives, as discussed in the previous section, 
enable teams to systematically learn from experience so that they can im-
prove upon their strategies, reduce the risk of  failures and surprises, and 
deliver high- quality outputs for internal and external customers. As we 
shall see in the next chapter, engaging a multi- level learning coach from 
outside a team’s immediate reporting structure is critical for promoting 
eff ective learning and refl ection. The multi- level learning coach has no 
decision- making authority and serves in a substantively neutral role in this 
respect, helping teams reduce the damaging eff ects of  defensive routines 
and helping team members at all levels overcome avoidance mechanisms 
that prevent the discussion of  diffi  cult, challenging, or threatening topics. 
The coach helps teams establish eff ective mechanisms for collaboration, 
and frees executives and managers to focus on refi ning their strategies and 
improving the way in which work gets done so that they can contribute 
their knowledge and expertise. The role of  the multi- level learning coach 
will be discussed in more detail in the next section.

Refl ect at Multiple Levels 

Structured refl ection is not limited to the project team. In multi- level 
learning, retrospectives are conducted after action at each of  three critical 
levels: project, process, and strategy. In some organizations, these levels of  
learning may mirror responsibilities within the organizational hierarchy, 
yet their purpose is not to perpetuate unnecessary layers of  management 
and bureaucracy or to restrict the type of  learning at any level. Rather, the 
layers parallel Mezirow’s levels of  refl ection. As discussed earlier in this 
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chapter, these levels are content, process, and premise refl ection. The fi rst 
level, content refl ection, is the type of  refl ection that is typical of  a project 
team retrospective, where the team focuses on reviewing how ideas have 
been applied in solving problems at each stage of  a project. The second 
level, process refl ection, is also important for teams, yet it is the type of  re-
fl ection that is typical of  a project management offi  ce (PMO) or program 
manager, whose task is to help project managers improve the processes 
common to multiple projects. The third level, premise refl ection, is typical 
of  the type of  refl ection required at the senior management level, where 
the primary task is to ensure that the organization is solving the right prob-
lems to begin with, and that the right projects and programs have been 
selected to achieve the organization’s strategy. 

These layers do not imply that project teams cannot or should not 
utilize premise refl ection, for example, or that senior managers need not 
engage in content refl ection. Rather, the three levels of  refl ection are 
aimed at helping applicable organizational members refl ect in the ways 
that are most productive for achieving their tasks. Shareholders do not 
hold project teams accountable for setting the right strategy. Likewise, 
senior managers need to empower project teams to deliver project work 
successfully. Refl ecting at three levels promotes the type of  refl ection for 
each constituency that is the best fi t with the task at hand. Its purpose is 
not to create or embed unnecessary hierarchy, but to facilitate productive 
refl ection among the right people at the right time. 

While focusing the right type of  refl ection at the right level is important, 
it is also valuable to enable members at each level to identify problems that 
aff ect their performance, even if  these problems require deeper or higher 
levels of  refl ection. For example, if  a project team fi nds that the senior man-
agement team is continually choosing the wrong projects, it is important 
that this feedback be provided in the right way at the right time.

CONCLUSION

Many of  the foundations and principles of  multi- level learning have been 
put to use by many organizations, including Intel, the U.S. Army, and a 
growing number of  IT organizations that have adopted agile develop-
ment approaches. The core of  multi- level learning is the before-  and after-

www.amanet.org


Foundations and Principles of  Multi-Level Learning 41

 American Management Association 
 www.amanet.org

 action meetings: the prospective and the retrospective. These meetings, 
especially the retrospective, are facilitated by a skilled third- party coach 
who helps individuals and teams continually innovate, adapt, and improve 
their performance. Multi- level learning builds on agile and lean thinking 
and is founded on a number of  principles, including satisfy the customer, 
eliminate waste, welcome new insights, empower team learning, see the 
whole, use a third- party coach, and refl ect at multiple levels. 

In the next chapter, we discuss the multi- level learning coach and his 
role in helping teams and individuals at all levels to continually improve 
performance.
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Organizations will require help in moving from traditional project and 
program management to an adaptive, continuous systems- level learn-
ing approach. The multi- level learning coach helps organizations make 
this journey by providing objective, substantively neutral facilitation and 
coaching that helps teams learn from experience, adapt to changing condi-
tions, and continuously improve their performance. You may be interested 
in stepping into this role yourself, or you may want to fi nd someone who 
can play this role for you or for your client’s organization. Either way, this 
chapter begins with an overview of  the role of  the multi- level learning 
coach, then moves to a discussion of  the importance of  neutrality and 
objectivity, the skills required of  those serving in this role, the core values 
of  group facilitation, the basics of  eff ective group process, and guidance 
on how the multi- level learning coach can intervene to help groups refl ect, 
learn, and improve.

OVERVIEW OF THE MULTI-LEVEL LEARNING COACH ROLE

As an experienced hand, the multi- level learning coach works to build the 
organization’s ongoing capability for continuous improvement at three 
levels: project, process, and strategy. She works with program managers, 
project managers, project management offi  ce (PMO) personnel, and se-
nior leaders to devise practical ways to integrate action- refl ection cycles 
into the organization’s ongoing work routines. The multi- level learning 
coach often begins her work by introducing the senior management team 
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to multi- level learning. She helps them develop a plan for weaving these 
practices into the way business gets done. She then works with senior 
managers to conduct a strategic prospective, helping them to clarify the 
organization’s strategic vision and the roles and responsibilities of  senior 
management team members in making the vision a reality. At the conclu-
sion of  the fi rst iteration, stage, or phase, which lasts anywhere from one 
to three months, the coach facilitates a strategic retrospective, at which 
the senior team refl ects on the actual results delivered and adjusts and 
improves its strategy, priorities, and project portfolio as a result.

At the process level, the multi- level learning coach works with the PMO, 
if  one exists, to facilitate cross- project improvement. The coach conducts 
action- refl ection cycles with project managers to improve processes that 
are common to multiple projects. PMOs are well positioned to bring in-
novations from one project team to the next once these improvements 
are identifi ed. However, many PMOs aren’t yet fully equipped to play this 
knowledge brokering role. Instead, despite the best of  intentions, they 
focus on promulgating rules and enforcing standards, often with limited 
feedback from project managers and teams. They may neglect to involve 
others in action- refl ection cycles aimed at improving the processes they 
defi ne. In the next chapter, we address how PMOs can become more ef-
fective in this role.

At the project level, the multi- level learning coach teams up with the 
project manager or the agile scrum master to facilitate regular action-
 refl ection cycles with project teams. The fi rst of  these cycles begins with 
a “prospective” that is conducted at project kickoff , where the team clari-
fi es its long-  and short- term objectives, its roles and responsibilities, and 
its operating norms, as well as its near- term tasks and deliverables. After 
approximately 30 days or upon completion of  each iteration or phase, the 
coach conducts a retrospective, at which the team reviews what it intended 
to accomplish in that time period, what was actually delivered, the reasons 
for the results attained, and what can be done to sustain or improve those 
results for the next time period.

At Intel, skilled, neutral facilitators are responsible for preparing, con-
ducting, and following up on project and program retrospectives (Lavell & 
Martinelli, 2008c). To prepare for these sessions, the facilitator works with 
senior managers to defi ne the objectives, identify attendees, and gather pre-
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liminary data on a team’s progress and results. The facilitator then conducts 
the meeting with the project team and subsequently assists in conducting a 
management “report- out” to share good practices with other projects and 
programs that might benefi t from the improvements that result.

Initially, the coach may conduct all of  the organization’s retrospectives, 
including those at the strategy, process, and project levels. Yet to enable 
the organization to expand its multi- level learning capabilities, the coach 
works to develop the skills of  other high- potential facilitators so that they 
can begin conducting these sessions on their own. These trained facili-
tators then move toward becoming coaches themselves, helping others 
adopt the skills necessary to help the organization learn, adapt, and con-
tinually innovate from one project to the next. By the end of  2008, Intel 
had 65 trained facilitators who were capable of  conducting retrospectives 
(Lavell & Martinelli, 2008a).

THE IMPORTANCE OF NEUTRALITY AND OBJECTIVITY

It is important that multi- level- learning coaches and facilitators come from 
outside a given team’s immediate organizational reporting structure and 
that they do not have an investment in any agenda other than facilitat-
ing learning and continuous improvement. This means, for example, that 
the facilitator for strategic retrospectives should not report to the senior 
management team. Likewise, it also means that the facilitator or coach 
should not be responsible for managing the individual performance of  
project team members, nor should he use information obtained as part 
of  his work to infl uence individual performance reviews or personnel de-
cisions. Although this may raise the eyebrows of  managers at fi rst, it is 
an important principle of  multi- level learning. As discussed earlier in this 
chapter, learning is enhanced by objective, skilled facilitation that helps 
teams overcome communication barriers and defensive routines, both of  
which can be exacerbated if  the discussion leader is perceived as favoring 
certain people, viewpoints, strategies, or approaches over others. Facilita-
tion by someone other than an objective, unbiased third party can keep 
important issues buried, leading to continued frustration, avoidance pat-
terns, and less than optimal performance.
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Ronald Cervero and Arthur Wilson (2001) assert that learning in any 
context represents a struggle for knowledge and power. Not only is learn-
ing shaped by power relations, but it plays a role in reproducing or chang-
ing these relations. Taking this perspective, the negotiation of  meaning 
associated with refl ecting on project and program experiences can also be 
seen as a political endeavor. This means that it is important that the facili-
tator or coach not be a representative of  one of  the potentially compet-
ing interests at the table. When the facilitator has a specifi c agenda other 
than enhancing learning, his underlying assumptions—whether explicit or 
implicit, hidden or overt—can distort and bias learning and refl ection in 
that direction, whether intentionally or not. While there is no such thing 
as a truly “neutral” facilitator, having a skilled, objective facilitator whose 
agenda is to help teams learn and improve helps to overcome the damag-
ing eff ects of  defensiveness, bias, blame, and avoidance, all of  which are 
symptoms of  deeper issues that need to be addressed if  a team’s talents are 
to be best utilized to achieve its objectives.

SKILLS REQUIRED OF THE MULTI-LEVEL LEARNING COACH

The multi- level learning coach needs to have skills and knowledge in at 
least four specifi c areas. She needs to be a highly eff ective group facilitator, 
to be able to ask questions that generate deep insight, to help members 
navigate organizational change, and to be familiar with the business and 
technical context within which the team members conduct their work. A 
discussion of  each of  these areas follows. 

First and foremost, the coach needs many of  the skills required of  ef-
fective group facilitators. These include the ability to listen, observe, and 
remember behaviors and conversation; to communicate clearly; to under-
stand the diff erences and similarities among various perspectives; to ana-
lyze and synthesize topics of  conversation; to elicit and identify underlying 
assumptions; to diagnose and intervene to improve group eff ectiveness; to 
provide feedback without creating defensive routines; to accept feedback 
without reacting defensively; to monitor and refl ect on one’s own behav-
ior; to develop trust; to empathize with others; to provide support and 
encouragement; and to have patience (Schwarz, 2002).

Second, in addition to these basic facilitation skills, the multi- level learn-
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ing coach must also have the ability to foster productive refl ection so that 
the organization can learn from its experiences in ways that would not be 
possible without such intervention. The coach must therefore have the 
ability to ask the right questions at the right time—questions that foster 
refl ection to help clarify goals and roles, as is often the case in prospectives, 
or questions that enable teams to learn from their recent experience, as 
is the case in retrospectives. In this regard, the multi- level learning coach 
mirrors the role that an action learning coach might play in the context of  
an action learning project. In action learning, teams are assembled with 
the explicit aim of  developing the professional talents and skills of  employ-
ees or managers by providing frequent opportunities for refl ection in a 
structured format (O’Neil & Marsick, 2007). Team members may work on 
problems that pertain to their individual circumstances, using the group 
to aid their understanding of  both the problem and the range of  solu-
tions, or they may work collectively on a single organizational challenge, 
asking questions that focus refl ection on a single problem that is critical 
to the organization. In both cases, an action learning coach may assist the 
group by asking—and helping others ask—“discriminating questions” or 
“fresh questions” that foster deeper insights. Judy O’Neil and Victoria Mar-
sick (2007) provide a number of  examples of  questions that may be used 
to help teams understand what’s happening or not happening with their 
project, determine what should happen next, build on previous progress, 
stay on track, transfer recent learning to their day- to- day job, or provide 
feedback to teammates. 

The third family of  skills required of  the multi- level learning coach 
involves helping members navigate organizational change. Because the 
coach also serves as a catalyst for introducing refl ective practices into or-
ganizational routines, he must also be cognizant of  the larger cultural and 
political forces that aff ect the organization, its people, and the communi-
ties of  practice within which they work. It is naïve to think that the multi-
 level learning coach can remain aloof  from these factors. Attempting to 
do so may lead to interventions that damage relationships or undermine 
the eff ectiveness of  structured learning. Instead, the coach helps people 
to navigate diffi  cult terrain in a way that ensures their long- term com-
mitment to learning and improvement. Through discussions with both 
individuals and groups, the multi- level learning coach helps people iden-
tify key stakeholders, understand their positions and points of  view, and 
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identify the underlying needs that drive their actions, behaviors, and deci-
sions. In this way, he better assists the organization in improving its ability 
to learn and adapt, helping people work collaboratively to more eff ectively 
overcome the defensive routines and dysfunctions that block improvement 
and innovation. 

Debra Lavell and Russ Martinelli (2008b) learned a number of  lessons 
about organizational change as they championed the introduction of  ret-
rospectives into the product development process at Intel. First, they sug-
gest that coaches should start with a problem, not a solution. This means 
that coaches fi rst need to understand and clarify their internal client’s 
problem, then fi nd ways retrospectives can help solve those problems, not 
the other way around. Second, they found it important to start small and 
establish “pull” once demonstrable results were achieved, rather than to 
attempt large- scale deployment right away. That meant that at Intel, the 
coach began by working with a manager who she thought would be open 
to the idea and subsequently gained approval to hold a two- hour face- to-
 face meeting with a small team to pilot the approach. The over whelmingly 
positive feedback led to the manager’s championing the approach in other 
business units across Intel. By the end of  the fi rst year, the coach had con-
ducted 15 retrospectives in that business unit alone. 

Lavell and Martinelli also learned that it was important to tailor the 
methodology as needed to expand upon its eff ectiveness and adapt it to 
the organization’s specifi c culture and needs. They found, for example, that 
holding retrospectives at three key times during a project or program’s life 
cycle was more eff ective than just conducting a postproject review. This 
enabled project teams to capture learnings as they occurred, while the 
memories were still fresh in their minds, so that they could capture ben-
efi ts while the projects were “in fl ight” rather than at the end. 

The coaches at Intel found that while it was critical to start small, the 
momentum for retrospectives “bubbled up” to the senior management 
level many times. As senior managers began to see the benefi ts of  these 
retrospectives, they provided additional support, and this led to a broader 
number of  teams adopting the approach, including even those that had 
previously stayed away from such practices. 

The fourth and fi nal skill area required of  successful multi- level learn-
ing coaches is a familiarity with the specifi c project environment, the na-
ture of  the business, and the content of  the work upon which they are 
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helping teams refl ect. When the coach does not have suffi  cient knowledge 
of  the work environment, whether it be software development, product 
development, research and development, process and operations improve-
ment, engineering, or construction, she risks not being able to understand 
what’s being communicated and may not be able to intervene eff ectively. 
This can undermine both the credibility of  the coaching and the practice 
of  productive refl ection.

Most teams understand that a facilitator of  learning is not an expert 
in the work that is being performed. However, if  the group members feel 
that they are not being understood, or that they are spending too much 
time “educating” the facilitator, the learning process will be severely un-
dermined, and group members will be left with the feeling that they have 
been wasting their time. Under no circumstances is this a desirable way for 
them to feel. Therefore, it is important that the coach not be a pure “facili-
tator,” but that she also know many of  the ins and outs of  the language, 
work environment, business processes, and strategies of  the business or 
group she is helping improve. This is accomplished either through hav-
ing experience in the specifi c work environment or through conversations 
with key “informants” who can help her to better understand the organi-
zational context and culture.

Clearly, the skills required of  the multi- level learning coach take time 
to develop. Yet the coach’s capabilities in the areas of  group facilitation, 
questioning insight, organizational change, and knowledge of  the business 
are vital components in making multi- level learning part of  the fabric of  
the organization. We now turn to a review of  some of  the basics of  group 
eff ectiveness and how coaches can help groups learn, refl ect, and continu-
ously improve.

THREE CORE VALUES FOR EFFECTIVE FACILITATION

Roger Schwarz (1994), adapting the work of  Chris Argyris and Donald 
Schön, defi nes three core values of  eff ective group intervention: valid 
information, free and informed choice, and internal commitment. These 
values underpin the role of  the multi- level learning coach and represent 
a worldview concerning what it takes to facilitate eff ective group interac-
tions. The fi rst value, valid information, means that all information that 
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is relevant to a point of  view is shared so that others can independently 
determine whether that information is true. It also means that people 
understand what is being communicated. The second value, free and in-
formed choice, means that people are able to make decisions that are 
based on valid information. It also means that people are not coerced or 
manipulated into acting or behaving in a certain way. Facilitators, there-
fore, are not given the task of  “changing behavior.” Rather, they pro-
vide information that enables others to decide whether or not they wish 
to change their behavior. If  they choose to do so, the facilitator helps 
them with a path forward. The third value, internal commitment to the 
choice, means that people feel personally responsible for the choices they 
make, and that these choices are “intrinsically compelling or satisfying” 
(Schwarz, 1994, p. 8). 

The multi- level learning coach may fi nd these values to be very useful 
in their work with teams, and would be well served by modeling these 
values as they intervene. That’s because, as discussed in Chapter 2, defen-
sive routines are so prevalent in organizational contexts, particularly under 
conditions of  red- light learning, that they actively work against enabling 
people to make free and informed choices. When reacting defensively, 
“saving face,” or avoiding embarrassment or threat, people may omit, 
avoid, or even distort information that would enable others to fully un-
derstand a given problem, its causes, and its antecedents. This means that 
the root causes of  problems may remain unresolved and performance may 
continue to suff er, much to the chagrin of  everyone involved. More often 
than not, when people are less able to make free and informed choices, 
they don’t bring their best to their work. Instead, they may merely comply 
with short- term dictates rather than fi nding creative ways to apply their 
unique talents and skills to solve most pressing challenges. 

Ideally, the core values of  facilitation create a self- reinforcing cycle, 
as shown in Figure 3.1. Team members in eff ective groups will require 
valid information in order to make free and informed choices about how 
to implement strategies, improve processes, and overcome obstacles. 
When they are able to make free and informed choices, they are more 
likely to become internally committed to making the resulting improve-
ments. Once the changes are implemented, team members will seek out 
valid information about the eff ectiveness of  these changes so that they 
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can make free and informed choices about any adjustments that need 
to be made. 

It is important to note that while these values form the basis of  the 
role of  the multi- level learning coach, the values themselves mean that 
the members need to choose whether these values work for them in a free 
and informed way. The coach needs to be clear that these are the values 
she brings to her work and that members have the choice to adopt them 
as they see fi t. The role of  the coach is not to “enforce” these values, but 
to provide them as a set of  ideals that can be modeled eff ectively, provid-
ing clarity not only on what can make for eff ective facilitation, but also on 
what makes for eff ective group interaction. 

MODELS FOR EFFECTIVE GROUP PROCESS

Group process is how a group works together, including how its mem-
bers communicate, solve problems, make decisions, handle confl ict, and 
manage the boundaries between themselves and the larger organization 
(Schein, 1999; Schwarz, 2002). Group process can be contrasted conceptu-
ally with a group’s content, which is the work that a team has set out to 
achieve and is represented in strategic plans, process maps, procedures, 
and project plans. The multi- level learning coach is best served by using 
an appropriate model of  eff ective group functioning so that he can inter-
vene to help teams collaborate more eff ectively when they get off  track, 
or when certain behaviors, actions, or routines block the ability of  people 

FIGURE 3.1
The Three Core Values of Eff ective Intervention

Valid Information

Free and Informed ChoiceInternal Commitment
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to learn together. While the role of  a basic facilitator is to help a group 
function more eff ectively by taking responsibility for the group’s process, 
the multi- level learning coach provides this type of  assistance only when 
it is required to foster productive refl ection, learning, and performance 
improvement. Therefore, while the role of  the coach is not purely that of  
a basic facilitator, he must be able to diagnose and intervene when ineff ec-
tive group processes get in the way. 

This section draws on the work of  Roger Schwarz (1994), Chris Argyris 
(1990), and others to provide an overview of  models for an eff ective group 
process. We begin fi rst with a discussion of  goals, roles, and procedures 
and their importance for eff ective teams. We then move to an overview of  
models for eff ective group processes, including communication, problem 
solving, decision making, and boundary management. We then conclude 
this chapter with guidance on how the multi- level learning coach might 
use these models to diagnose and intervene with groups in order to im-
prove the groups’ processes and enhance their learning capacity.

GOALS, ROLES, AND PROCEDURES

When people get together to accomplish a task, especially if  they come 
from a variety of  communities of  practice, backgrounds, or functional 
disciplines, their capacity and eff ectiveness as a group depend in large part 
upon the level of  clarity in their goals, roles, and procedures for working 
together (Berlew, 1993; Rubin et al., 1975). The pyramid in Figure 3.2 de-
picts these elements in a hierarchical fashion in a way that can be useful for 
facilitators. Each component depends on the one above it. For example, it 
is important to be clear about the task or goal to be accomplished before 
selecting people to fi ll specifi c roles. At the top of  the pyramid, therefore, 
are a group’s goals. Most of  us who have been members of  teams have 
fi rsthand knowledge of  how important it is to have clear goals that every-
one accepts, whether the team is an athletic team, a unit in the armed ser-
vices, a senior management group, or a project team. It is for this reason 
that preaching the importance of  having clear, accepted goals may not 
be nearly as helpful as actually making it happen. Questions for groups 
include: Do all members of  the group share the same vision of  what they 
are trying to accomplish or create? Are the goals clear and unambiguous? 
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Are there confl icting goals among group members that might impede the 
accomplishment of  the collective aim? Does each team member agree 
with the goals, or should they be modifi ed or enhanced to ensure that 
everyone can live with them? 

Roles are the next component in the sequence; they can be addressed 
after taking a pass at goal clarifi cation. Clear, confl ict- free roles are the 
ideal. Questions for groups include: Is everyone familiar with the skills, 
capabilities, and talents that each person brings to the eff ort? Do team 
members know what to expect from one another? Are there any concerns 
about whether everyone can carry out her role, and if  so, what can be 
done to resolve this potential confl ict? In practice, it is not always possible 
to have an ideal level of  clarity on goals and roles, yet running through 
these questions can help a team get started and prevent surprises or disap-
pointments later on. 

The next level down in the pyramid is procedures. Without basic work-
ing procedures that are agreed upon at some level, it will be diffi  cult for 
a group, especially one with new members, to accomplish its work in a 
productive way. Procedures, also referred to as group processes, include 
communication, problem solving, decision making, and boundary man-
agement, each of  which is discussed later in this section.

Goals

Roles

Procedures

Interpersonal

FIGURE 3.2
Goals, Roles, and Procedures
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At the bottom of  the pyramid are interpersonal relationships. If  people 
like to work with one another, then they have a better chance of  becoming 
an eff ective group. However, if  team members have diffi  culty relating to 
one another in the work environment, the problem can often be traced to 
the upper levels of  the pyramid. Team members do not have to be friends 
(or even like one another) to work together if  the other levels in the pyra-
mid can be addressed adequately. At the same time, rules and structures 
can go only so far. People often need to feel supported, included, and, 
hopefully, intrinsically energized by working with others in the group on 
a collective task that they feel is important.

When problems arise in any of  the areas related to goals, roles, pro-
cedures, or interpersonal relationships, the multi- level learning coach can 
help the team refl ect by going one step up in the pyramid to ensure clar-
ity at that level fi rst, as this may in and of  itself  clear a path for solving 
the problem at the next level down. When there appears to be confusion 
about roles and responsibilities, for example, the coach might help the 
team go one level up in the pyramid to ensure that its goals are clear. 
Doing so may lead to a more productive discussion about roles and re-
sponsibilities. It may take more than one iteration, of  course, for goals, 
roles, and procedures to be clarifi ed, yet this can be a very useful tool for 
multi- level learning coaches, particularly in conducting prospective ses-
sions (or before- action reviews) prior to executing a strategy, implement-
ing a process improvement, or planning the next stage, phase, or iteration 
of  a project or program. 

We now turn to a more in- depth discussion of  models for eff ective 
group procedures, more commonly called group processes. 

Communication

Our ability to communicate with others is the foundation for all other 
group processes. It underlies everything we do. As such, ineff ective 
com mu nication can be a powerful inhibitor of  group eff ectiveness and 
collec tive learning, particularly within the context of  the strains of  orga-
nizational life (Argyris, 1990). Chris Argyris and Donald Schön have done 
extensive research on how people undermine both their own eff ectiveness 
and that of  their organization by enacting defensive routines that block 
learning and create “self- sealing” perspectives that freeze organizations in
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 place, restricting improvement and the achievement of  important goals. 
In Chapter 1, we discussed how defensive routines, often triggered by 
red- light learning, can lead to blame, bias, distortions, and the inability 
of  project and program teams to resolve problems eff ectively in sustain-
able ways. Multi- level learning works to build refl ection and learning 
into work routines on a continuous, systematic basis so that people are 
not thrust into these situations only when problems occur. Yet potential 
embarrassment, face-saving, and the perception of  personal threat often 
lie just under the surface, even when everything appears to be working 
fi ne. The multi- level learning coach, in his objective, substantively neutral 
role, can help groups at all levels mitigate the eff ects of  defensive routines 
by diagnosing and intervening to facilitate more eff ective communication 
patterns. This can enable groups to resolve problems proactively before 
they snowball into larger issues, blowups, and surprises that trigger a red 
light on the status report.

The Ladder of  Inference (Argyris, 1990) is a model that can help us bet-
ter understand how our perceptions create a self- reinforcing loop in which 
our individual beliefs infl uence what information we select and hear, and 
how what we select and hear infl uences the actions that we subsequently 
take. As people react to one another’s behavior, the Ladder of  Inference 
works unconsciously in the background and can explain how information 
that goes untested and unvalidated in our own heads can undermine our 
ability to communicate eff ectively, leading to escalations in confl ict and 
organizational dysfunction. 

We will use as an example an interaction between two people that oc-
curred on a large- scale global project that was ultimately cancelled. The 
goal of  the project was to select and implement an enterprisewide soft-
ware package, one that would eventually aff ect thousands of  employees. 
The CIO of  the company considered it a mission- critical project. A confl ict 
arose between two managers on the team. The fi rst was Bernard, who was 
assigned the responsibility for “developing the high- level strategy.” The 
second was Tracy, who was responsible for translating this strategy into 
“detailed requirements.” Neither manager had done this type of  project 
before, and both had expressed concerns about whether or not the project 
would succeed.

Bernard, having fi nished the high- level strategy document, said to 
Tracy, “I’ve completed my part of  the project plan, which was to develop 
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a high- level strategy. It’s now your responsibility to translate the strategy 
into detailed requirements.” In reaction, Tracy responded, “This is not 
useful to me; it’s too high- level. You need to take another crack at it.” 
Bernard, in response, said, “Of  course it’s high- level. That’s the point of  
it. It’s high- level requirements. That was my part of  the project plan. Now 
you need to take this to the next level so that the team can select the right 
software.” The interaction continued in this way for a while, ultimately 
leading to a stalemate. Unfortunately, the managers worked in diff erent lo-
cations, one in London, and one in New York. After they left the meeting, 
they did not see each other again for quite some time, and the problem 
remained unresolved for days, then weeks.

In the background, both Tracy and Bernard may have been climbing 
the Ladder of  Inference during this interaction. As shown in Figure 3.3, 
at the bottom of  the ladder are observable data—statements, behaviors, 
and gestures that can be readily observed, as on a video recorder. Observ-
ing these statements, Tracy and Bernard may have selected certain data 
based on their personal fi lters, and ascribed meaning to these statements 
based on their previous experience. They then may have moved rapidly 
up the ladder, making assumptions about each other, drawing conclu-
sions that ultimately led to another observable response, and so on. The 
tricky part, however, is that much of  this happens in the background—in 
people’s heads—and is based on each individual’s assumptions and be-
liefs, which are shaped by that person’s individual experiences. Tracy, for 
example, may have selected the data “it’s your responsibility.” She may 
then have taken this to mean that she was the one who would be blamed 
if  it wasn’t done right. Climbing up the ladder of  inference, she may have 
assumed (or feared) that she didn’t have the knowledge and/or skills to 
take the next step, and that Bernard was attempting to skirt the respon-
sibility himself  for the same reasons. Her conclusion might have been, 
“He’s setting me up to avoid getting blamed himself.” She may have acted 
on this belief  by attempting to place the responsibility back on Bernard 
by explaining to him that he needed to improve the document before she 
could work with it.

It may be that both managers were engaging in defensive routines as 
they climbed the Ladder of  Inference. Although we will never know what 
each of  these managers was actually thinking, it’s possible that each was 
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trying to avoid embarrassment or threat by placing demands on the other. 
As touched upon in Chapter 1, Argyris (1995) describes organizational de-
fensive routines as “any action, policy, or practice that prevents organiza-
tional participants from experiencing embarrassment or threat and, at the 
same time, prevents them from discovering the causes of  the embarrass-
ment or threat” (pp. 20–22). Perhaps both managers thought that they did 
not have the skills required to enable the project to succeed, and because 
of  their escalating confl ict, they may have become even more invested in 
“winning” by placing responsibility on the other party in order to avoid 
personal failure.

Because climbing the Ladder of  Inference occurs in the minds of  other 
people, it’s impossible to know what Bernard and Tracy were thinking at 
the time. However, what is known is that the project was delayed for weeks 
because of  this stalemate, and that this ultimately led to the project’s being 

Select Data from
What’s Observed

Ascribe Meanings
to the Data Selected

(based on cultural and 
personal experiences)

Make Assumptions Based on 
the Meanings Added

Draw Conclusions

Adopt Beliefs About the World

Take Action

Observable
Data

Beliefs 
filter 
the data 
selected

FIGURE 3.3
The Ladder of Inference [Adapted from Argyris (1990)]

www.amanet.org


60 Roles

 American Management Association
 www.amanet.org

cancelled by the CIO. Both managers were reassigned to roles with sig-
nifi cantly less responsibility, which leads us to believe that their defensive 
routines and poor communication led to less than optimal results both for 
them and for their  organization.

O’Neil and Marsick (2007) off er the TALK model, a straightforward 
tool that multi- level learning coaches can use to help both themselves and 
their clients communicate in ways that, rather than triggering defensive 
routines, lead to interactions that are more consistent with the three core 
values of  facilitation. The model is a sequential approach to communicat-
ing, and it is an acronym for the four steps involved: Tell the person what 
you are thinking from the start, ask whether he has the same interpreta-
tion of  the situation, listen to his response, and keep open to others’ views. 
Shared meaning, they say, can come only from accepting and bringing to 
the surface our multiple understandings, those that represent the various 
rungs on the Ladder of  Inference.

Productive communication, as mentioned previously, underpins all the 
elements of  an eff ective group process. An eff ective approach to manag-
ing confl ict, along with eff ective communication, for example, might also 
have helped Bernard and Tracy resolve their diff erences. We will discuss 
confl ict management later in this chapter. We now turn to another impor-
tant component of  group process, a model for group problem solving. 

Problem Solving

Much of  a team’s work is focused on problems. Problems in this context 
are simply a gap between what is desired and what currently exists. The 
central elements of  problem solving are the following steps, which can be 
seen both on a macro level (in project plans, for example) or on a micro 
level (in meeting agendas focused on more specifi c issues): Identify the 
problem, collect data about the problem, analyze the data to determine 
the root causes, develop possible solutions, select the most appropriate 
solution, implement the solution, and evaluate and monitor the situation 
after implementation. Project methodologies such as Six Sigma, TQM, 
and other quality improvement approaches build these steps directly into 
project plans in order to generate sustainable improvements that focus 
not just on symptoms, but on solving the root causes of  problems so that 
they don’t recur. 
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Most readers will fi nd nothing conceptually diffi  cult about this model 
and may even be wondering why such a basic topic is being addressed 
here. The hard part about working with groups is not helping them 
understand the model, it’s helping individuals clarify what stage of  the 
problem- solving process they are in so that they can collaborate eff ectively 
at each stage. This becomes the basis for the multi- level learning coach to 
intervene to help people focus on the right place at the right time. This is 
consistent with the value described earlier of  helping teams acquire valid 
information that enables individuals to make free and informed choices.

Decision Making

Groups use a variety of  ways to make decisions, some more formal than 
others, and some more important than others in their scope and mag-
nitude. Yet eff ective decision making is essential if  people are to work 
together productively in a team format. Decision making includes who 
should be involved, when, in what decisions, and how the choice will be 
made (Schwarz, 1994). An eff ective decision has the following character-
istics: It takes all relevant data into account, team members accept it and 
will work to implement it, and the decision is made in an appropriate 
amount of  time. Again, these characteristics are consistent with the ideals 
of  valid information, free and informed choice, and internal commitment. 
While not all decisions need to be made by consensus, these three ideals 
point to the superiority of  consensus for helping people make free and 
informed choices to which they are internally committed. However, time 
and resource limitations don’t always enable full consensus to be achieved, 
and not all decisions require such investment. The coach, team leader, and 
group members should decide in advance the who, when, what, and how 
of  decision making before signifi cant choices that aff ect group members 
and stakeholders in the organization have to be made.

A useful model for clarifying decision processes entails identifying who 
should recommend the appropriate course of  action, who should approve 
the decision, who should be consulted prior to the decision’s being made, 
and who should be informed after the fact. This model, called the RACI 
model, helps clarify the roles of  individuals inside and outside the team in 
the decision- making process. In situations in which consensus is desirable 
and the time can be dedicated to achieving it, all group members would 

www.amanet.org


62 Roles

 American Management Association
 www.amanet.org

be assigned A, for approve. Often, however, a subgroup or an individual 
with expertise in a specifi c area may recommend a course of  action to the 
entire group. In such cases, this person or subgroup would be labeled R. In 
still other cases, people may not want to either recommend or approve a 
decision, but instead should be consulted beforehand so their opinion can 
be considered. Finally, those assigned an I would not have infl uence over 
the decision but would be notifi ed of  the result in an appropriate amount 
of  time. 

The coach can help teams establish eff ective decision making not only 
in team meetings, but for the project organization overall. For example, 
many project groups have established “gates” through which projects 
must pass, such as before systems “go live” or prior to the implementation 
of  recommendations on a process improvement project. Often, these deci-
sion points are critical not only for project teams, but for stakeholders in 
many parts of  the organization. Clarifi cation on who should be involved, 
when, and how can help project organizations improve the way they man-
age these important milestones.

Confl ict Resolution

The Chinese kanji characters for “confl ict” represent both “danger” and 
“opportunity.” While confl ict can some times be threatening, it also opens 
up avenues for collaboration that would not otherwise be possible. Con-
fl ict is a natural aspect of  group activity that, when handled eff ectively, can 
promote creative solutions by combining the interests, skills, and capabili-
ties of  diverse people and perspectives. From this point of  view, confl ict at 
some level may even be necessary if  organizations are to surmount sub-
stantive obstacles and deal with their most important challenges. Confl ict 
is defi ned here simply as a situation in which two or more parties have 
interests or needs that diff er in some way and that need to be resolved in 
order for a group to move forward. Interests and needs can be either tangi-
ble or psychological. And they must be satisfi ed in some way (or changed) 
for the individuals involved to reach a sustainable outcome. Examples of  
tangible needs include equipment, tools, and resources to perform a task. 
Psychological needs include things like respect, autonomy, recognition, 
belonging, and safety. 
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A useful framework for understanding the diff erences in how people 
relate to confl ict—and a path forward for helping teams become more ef-
fective at handling it—is refl ected in the dual concerns model depicted in 
Figure 3.4, a version of  which is incorporated into the Thomas- Kilmann 
confl ict mode instrument (Kilmann & Thomas, 1977). The horizontal axis 
represents the degree to which an individual or group is attempting to 
satisfy others’ concerns. The vertical axis represents the degree to which 
someone is attempting to satisfy her own concerns. The result leads to fi ve 
diff erent styles that people bring to confl ict situations: competing, avoid-
ing, accommodating, compromising, and collaborating. The approach 
that is most suitable for a given situation depends on the degree to which 
an ongoing relationship needs to be maintained and the importance of  the 
outcome to participants. For example, if  an individual inadvertently says 
something that is irritating or off ensive to another, it may be worth avoid-
ing, given the low degree of  severity and impact. However, in situations 
where two or more individuals are responsible for making choices that af-
fect others in a signifi cant way, such as in the case of  important project de-
cisions, strategy formulation, or process designs, a collaborative approach 
to negotiating a successful outcome is preferable, as it enables multiple 
perspectives to be combined. No party to the decision “caves in,” tries to 
“win” at the expense of  others, avoids the decision, or compromises his 
views to accommodate others. Rather, each fully represents her point of  
view, advocating it with an appropriate level of  assertiveness and with an 
appropriate degree of  cooperation that seeks to inquire and understand 
the underlying basis for others’ points of  view. 

In their book Getting to Yes, Roger Fisher and William Ury (1991) out-
line a number of  steps that participants can take to resolve confl icts in a 
collaborative way, reaching outcomes that satisfy all parties’ needs in a 
win- win fashion. They help us to realize that bargaining over positions can 
often lead to ineff ective solutions, with results that are potentially damag-
ing to the people involved. Positions can be viewed as opening demands, 
and may come in the form of  something like, “We don’t have additional 
resources to put into this eff ort.” They can come in the form of  posturing 
or blaming as a way of  protecting one’s own interests, as when someone 
says, “You’ve consumed enough time from our department on this project 
already.” 
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FIGURE 3.4
The Dual Concerns Model
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For a multi- level learning coach, it is important to help people move 
beyond these initial positions to identify, understand, and satisfy the un-
derlying needs that give rise to them. When the underlying needs are un-
derstood, and each party agrees on what those needs are, it is possible to 
reframe the problem from the initial positions to fi nd a solution that meets 
each party’s underlying needs. The IT department’s position might be that 
it needs more people from the call center to test its new software appli-
cation, while the call center manager’s position might be that she can’t 
provide more people because their time needs to be dedicated to serving 
customers. Reframing helps people move beyond these initial positions 
to meet the underlying needs that generated them in the fi rst place. The 
problem can then become, “How can we satisfy the IT group’s need to 
ensure that the new software application for the call center is free of  ‘bugs’ 
and, at the same time, enable the call center to maintain the high levels of  
service that customers expect while the software is being tested?” This can 
lead to more creative solutions than those available by bargaining over the 
initial positions. For example, the two groups might agree to move up the 
software implementation so that it does not coincide with a peak time for 
customer service, enabling IT to get the people it needs for testing while 
enabling the call center to meet its service- level goals at the same time.
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The multi- level learning coach can intervene by helping people fo-
cus on how their behaviors might create a win- lose situation, or one in 
which someone caves in for fear of  asserting her needs. Ellen Raider, 
Susan Coleman, and Janet Gerson (Raider et al., 2006) off er a simple yet 
useful mnemonic tool, AEIOU, that helps to distinguish between produc-
tive and nonproductive behaviors in confl ict situations. Each letter signi-
fi es the fi rst letter of  a type of  behavior that is typical in these situations. 
Starting with the fi rst, attacking behaviors include threats, hostile words 
or gestures, insults, defending, criticizing, interrupting, and asking judg-
mental questions, to name a few. These often lead to escalation of  the 
confl ict rather than resolution. Evading behaviors are also unproductive, 
and include changing the subject, withdrawing, postponing, or not ac-
knowledging the issues to begin with. Informing behaviors can be useful, 
because they enable people to state their needs and justify their positions 
with facts. Informing behaviors should be used to help others understand 
the information being conveyed, enabling valid information to be shared 
and mutually understood. The next two types of  behaviors—opening 
and uniting behaviors—are highly productive and generally lead to suc-
cessful collaboration. Opening behaviors enable people to uncover the 
underlying needs of  others. These include asking nonjudgmental ques-
tions about the other’s position, needs, or feelings; actively listening by 
paraphrasing what was heard; and testing understanding and summariz-
ing without necessarily agreeing. Uniting behaviors are also important 
because they not only bring people and perspectives together to set a tone 
that enables the sharing of  underlying needs in a way that’s suitable for all 
involved, but also enable joint solutions to be developed and relationships 
to continue in collaborative ways after resolution of  the confl ict. Uniting 
behaviors include ritual sharing to build rapport, establishing common 
ground, and reframing a problem to develop solutions that meet both 
sides’ needs. 

By keeping this simple mnemonic in mind, the multi- level learning 
coach can intervene with teams to help them distinguish collaborative be-
haviors from those that more often than not lead to avoidance, blame, or 
defensiveness and therefore leave problems unresolved, creating the op-
portunity for continuing frustration and poor performance.

We now turn to the fi fth and fi nal component of  group process to be 
discussed, boundary management.
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Boundary Management

Groups, whether they be senior management teams, departments, or 
project teams, are both diff erentiated from and integrated within a larger 
social structure consisting of  many “communities of  practice.” As dis-
cussed in Appendix B, Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, and William 
Snyder (2002) defi ne communities of  practice as “groups of  people who 
share a concern, a set of  problems, or a passion about a topic, and who 
deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an 
ongoing basis” (p. 4). Just as groups of  disparate people can develop into 
teams, so can teams develop into their own “communities of  practice.” 
Over time, through mutual engagement and joint enterprise, teams can 
develop a shared history that includes both tacit and explicit knowledge 
in the form of  memories and a common repertoire of  tools, methods, ar-
tifacts, and language. While communities of  practice are highly eff ective 
at learning and continuously improving, through their work they also dif-
ferentiate themselves from the larger organization. And it is this diff eren-
tiation that creates the need to manage “practice boundaries” eff ectively, 
whether these boundaries lie between management teams and project 
groups or between functional groups like IT and marketing. Boundaries 
are a natural consequence of  learning in communities of  practice.

To manage boundaries eff ectively, especially for cross- functional 
teams that consist of  members from multiple communities of  prac-
tice, team members and project managers may be required to play a 
brokering role. Project managers leading cross- functional projects, for 
example, may belong to both a community of  project management pro-
fessionals associated with a PMO and a community of  engineers within 
which their career has progressed. Brokering is the process of  establish-
ing connections between communities by “introducing elements of  one 
practice into another” through processes of  translation, coordination, 
and alignment between perspectives (Wenger, 1998, p. 105). Translation 
involves the rendering of  something written or spoken in one communi-
ty’s words into the language and practices used in another. Coordination 
involves facilitating connections and transactions between communities 
and their members. Alignment involves addressing and resolving con-
fl icting interests among two or more communities of  practice.
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Wenger elaborates further on the role and competencies required of  
brokers:

It requires enough legitimacy to infl uence the development of  a prac-
tice, mobilize attention, and address confl icting interests. It also re-
quires the ability to link practices by facilitating transactions between 
them, and to cause learning by introducing into a practice elements of  
another. (Wenger, 1998, p. 109)

Multi- level learning coaches can help members become eff ective bro-
kers not only by helping them understand the nature of  communities of  
practice as described in Appendix B, but also by reinforcing the tools of  
eff ective communication and confl ict resolution described earlier in this 
chapter. Eff ective communication tools such as the Ladder of  Inference 
and the TALK model can help people with diff erent perspectives share 
their tacit knowledge—the knowledge that exists in their heads in the 
form of  meanings, inferences, assumptions, and conclusions—which is 
diffi  cult to uncover, particularly for those with diff erent shared histories 
who come from diff erent backgrounds. In addition, where confl icting in-
terests appear to be at work, confl ict resolution and eff ective collaboration 
are more probable when people seek to identify the underlying needs, re-
frame problems to address these needs, and fi nd joint solutions that work 
for each party involved. 

Multi- level learning coaches can not only help teams develop their own 
community of  practice, but also encourage team members to seek so-
lutions that include perspectives from multiple communities of  practice, 
leading to more sustainable results and higher levels of  collaboration. 

Having discussed models for eff ective group processes, including com-
munication, problem solving, decision making, confl ict resolution, and 
boundary management, we now turn to a model for diagnosis and inter-
vention that can guide multi- level learning coaches in their eff orts to help 
groups learn and refl ect in ways that are consistent with these models. 
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DIAGNOSING AND INTERVENING

Schwarz (2002) provides guidance for how to diagnose and intervene with 
groups to improve their eff ectiveness. The diagnosis- intervention cycle 
shown in Figure 3.5 is useful for multi- level learning coaches, as their 
role is to help teams develop both a climate and a group process that are 
conducive to productive learning and refl ection. When the climate and 
conditions are perceived to be getting in the way, the multi- level learning 
coach may decide to intervene and help the team decide whether and 
how to change its patterns and actions so that it can move forward in a 
way that is more consistent with the models of  eff ective group processes. 
The diagnosis- intervention cycle is important because it helps the coach 
herself  remain consistent with the core values of  facilitation, modeling the 
behavior for others as she intervenes.

The fi rst three steps of  the cycle occur in the mind of  the facilitator and 
include (1) observing the behavior, (2) inferring meaning, and (3) deciding 
whether or not to intervene. These represent all the steps in the Ladder 
of  Inference from observing behavior to drawing conclusions based on 
one’s beliefs. Because these steps occur in the intervener’s mind and are 
hidden from view, they must be communicated and tested with group 
members in order to remain consistent with the fi rst core value of  eff ec-
tive intervention: valid information. Therefore, the next two steps in the 
cycle are to (4) describe the observed behavior and (5) test the inferences 
with the others involved. In the fi nal step, assuming that the group agrees 
with the facilitator’s observations and inferences, she helps the group de-
cide whether or not it wants to change its behavior and, if  so, what course 
of  action is most appropriate. The fi nal steps are consistent with the last 
two core values of  eff ective intervention: free and informed choice and 
internal commitment.

New facilitators may fi nd this cycle threatening at fi rst, because it in-
vites open disagreement between the facilitator and the group members. 
Many corporate cultures, especially at managerial levels, do not reward 
discussion leaders for inviting disagreement, as this is perceived as pos-
sibly undermining the leader’s credibility. For example, upon being en-
couraged to learn more about another department’s goals and intentions, 
one senior manager with whom the author worked was quoted as say-
ing, “I don’t want to ask any questions to which I don’t already know the 
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answers.” This is representative of  the barriers some may face when mak-
ing the transition to the role of  coach or facilitator using the core values 
of  facilitation. However, if  the facilitator models these values successfully, 
team members will be provided with the information they need in order 
to decide whether and how to improve. If  they decide to change, their 
internal commitment to doing so will lead to substantive improvements 
in the group’s functioning and the potential for breakthroughs. As men-
tioned at the beginning of  this chapter, the multi- level learning coach does 
not change behavior. He helps others decide whether or not they want to 
change, and if  they do, supports them and encourages the formulation of  
a path forward.

GROUND RULES FOR GROUPS

When groups develop into eff ective teams, and when teams evolve their own 
community of  practice, implicit ground rules become a matter of  course. 

FIGURE 3.5
The Diagnosis-Intervention Cycle (Schwarz, 2002)
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New members of  the group often have to learn these implicit rules as they 
work their way from the periphery into full participation (Lave & Wenger, 
1991). There are two reasons, however, why explicitly stated ground rules 
are important for eff ective group learning.

First, not all communities of  practice have developed norms and ex-
pected behaviors that foster productive refl ection and eff ective communi-
cation. While the social energy generated by a community can, on the one 
hand, “give rise to an experience of  meaningfulness,” on the other, it can 
“hold us hostages to that experience” (p. 85). As Wenger states:

The local coherence of  a community of  practice can be both a strength 
and a weakness. The indigenous production of  practice makes com-
munities of  practice the locus of  creative achievements and the locus 
of  inbred failures; the locus of  resistance to oppression and the locus 
of  the reproduction of  its conditions; the cradle of  the self  but also the 
potential cage of  the soul. (Wenger, 1998, p. 85)

Habits may have developed over the lifespan of  a community that 
block learning and prevent people from speaking their minds without fear 
of  retribution. Some cultures or groups may shun the idea of  refl ection 
and learning, ascribing these processes to those who “don’t know what 
they’re doing”; this often is the result of  ingrained defensive routines that 
have evolved to keep things just the way they are, whether they serve the 
organization, its stakeholders, and its employees or not. Having explicitly 
agreed- upon ground rules that help team members interact in more pro-
ductive ways can create the space for new, more functional routines to 
develop that lead to improvements not only in strategies, programs, and 
projects, but also in how people feel about their work.

The second reason that ground rules are important stems from the 
nature of  project work. In project environments, people are continually 
rotating into and out of  various team roles. New teams are constantly 
being formed, and people must work with “new faces” who come from 
diff erent cultures, business units, and functional backgrounds from both 
inside and outside their company, including strategic partners, newly ac-
quired entities, vendors, suppliers, and customers. The demands placed on 
these teams require the delivery of  quick results before a team is able to 
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develop into a community of  practice. While project charters and project 
plans explicitly defi ne objectives and the roles of  the individuals involved, 
they do not provide direction for how people might interact during group 
sessions. And teams from such diverse communities that need to deliver 
quickly cannot aff ord to leave group norms to chance, especially because 
each individual will have diff erent interpretations of  what constitutes ef-
fectiveness. Explicitly agreed- upon behavioral norms can prevent frustra-
tion among even the most gifted and talented people. 

Each group should develop ground rules that enable each individual 
to feel a sense of  safety when negotiating goals and roles or when refl ect-
ing on recent results. In diffi  cult situations, particularly where individuals 
may not be accustomed to retrospectives or where a failure has recently 
occurred, Norm Kerth (2001) suggests that facilitators conduct a “create 
safety” exercise to develop ground rules for group interactions. He begins 
with Kerth’s Prime Directive, a statement that is akin to a ground rule, but 
that can be used in all retrospectives with teams:

Regardless of  what we discover, we must understand and truly believe 
that everyone did the best job he or she could, given what was known 
at the time, his or her skills and abilities, the resources available, and 
the situation at hand. (Kerth, 2001, p. 7)

He goes on to outline the following exercise for creating safety.
First, begin by stressing that the purpose of  the session is to learn and 

improve rather than to fi nd fault, and that each aspect of  the session is 
optional. That means that no one has to participate if  he doesn’t feel com-
fortable doing so. The second step is to take a confi dential poll of  how 
safe people feel, especially when their direct supervisors are participating. 
If  appropriate, this is done by secret ballot. The third step involves asking 
people to form “natural affi  nity” groups consisting of  the people with 
whom they work most often. Fourth, each group develops a list of  ground 
rules that its members feel would provide them with the safety they need 
if  they are to be comfortable discussing diffi  cult issues without fear of  
retribution or threat to their careers. Next, these ideas are combined for 
discussion by the full group. Another poll is then taken to assess the level 
of  safety, assuming that these ground rules are adhered to. Again, this may 
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be done by secret ballot. This process is iterated until members report that 
they are comfortable moving forward.

In accordance with the core values of  eff ective intervention, ground 
rules should be freely accepted and agreed to by each group member. 
When such agreement has been achieved, the rules can always change, yet 
they provide group members and facilitators with an agreed- upon means 
of  intervening to get a team back on track. When groups have trouble 
developing their own list of  ground rules, the multi- level learning coach 
can use the models discussed in this chapter to develop an initial list. An 
example of  a “starter list” is given in Table 3.1 and includes the following: 
Test assumptions and inferences; share all relevant information; focus on 
interests, not positions; explain the reasoning behind statements; invite 
questions; stay focused; no cheap shots or jokes at others’ expense; do not 
interrupt while others are speaking; silence is not consent; assume that 
people did the best they could given the situation they were in; start and 
end group sessions on time; keep to agreements on prework and follow-
 ups. You will probably be able to add to this list by drawing on your back-
ground and experience in either leading or working with eff ective teams.

CONCLUSION

The multi- level learning coach is well served by using the core values of  
eff ective group intervention: valid information, free and informed choice, 
and internal commitment to choices. The coach brings a number of  skills 
to her work, including highly eff ective facilitation, asking questions that 
generate deeper insight, helping members navigate organizational change, 
and familiarity with the business and technical context within which her 
clients work. Although she is not simply a group facilitator, the coach can 
help teams improve their group process when dysfunction blocks learn-
ing and productive refl ection. Models of  group processes were covered, 
including eff ective communication, problem solving, decision making, 
confl ict resolution, and boundary management, so that coaches can make 
use of  the diagnosis- intervention cycle to intervene when required. Estab-
lishing agreed- upon ground rules that refl ect models of  eff ective group 
processes enable both the coach and the teams with which he is working 
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to keep one another on track and ensure an environment of  safety, par-
ticularly when discussing diffi  cult or sensitive topics.

In the next chapter, we discuss the role of  the project and program 
management offi  ce and the ways in which the leaders of  these functions 
can help to facilitate cross- project learning and continuous improve-
ment.

TABLE 3.1
List of Useful Ground Rules

� Test assumptions and inferences

� Share all relevant information

� Focus on interests, not positions

� Explain the reasoning behind statements

� Invite questions

� Stay focused

� No cheap shots

� Limit interruptions

� Silence is not consent

�  Assume that people did the best they could 
given the situation they were in

� Start and end group sessions on time

�  Keep to agreements on prework and 
follow-ups
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In the previous chapter, we discussed the role of  the multi- level learning 
coach. In this chapter, we discuss the role of  the project or program man-
agement function, sometimes called a PMO (for project or program man-
agement offi  ce), but alternatively called a product development group, 
business transformation group, project services organization, client ser-
vices group, or center of  excellence (Dai, 2002; Engle, 2005; Kerzner, 2006; 
Rad & Levin, 2002). While a PMO is not required in order to deploy multi-
 level learning, the functions provided by a PMO can build learning prac-
tices into the way work gets done and transfer the resulting improvements 
from one team to the next. 

Victoria Marsick and Karen Watkins (1999) explain that continuous 
systems- level learning is required if  organizations are to improve and 
transform to achieve higher levels of  performance. Their view is based 
on the work of  Chris Argyris and Donald Schön (1996), who view organi-
zational learning as occurring if  two criteria are satisfi ed: (1) individuals, 
either appointed by management or anointed by followers, “take their 
learning back to the system,” and (2) the system has “structures, pro-
cesses and a culture in place to embed and support organizational learn-
ing” (Marsick & Watkins, 1999, p. 12). Whether they are performed by 
a PMO or by some other group, the functions of  a PMO are important 
because, as discussed in the previous chapter, people in project environ-
ments are continually rotating into and out of  roles. When project teams 
disband upon completion of  their work, this often means that “the end 
of  a project is consequently the end of  collective learning” (Schindler & 
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Eppler, 2003). As George Disterer (2002) explains, there is often no “for-
mal corpus” left where existing knowledge can be accessed once projects 
are over. Because of  its temporary nature, project work by itself  does not 
provide the structures necessary to ensure that learning is captured and 
applied by the organization to improve future project performance (Ek-
stedt, 1999). Without a knowledge broker or some form of  PMO func-
tion serving in this capacity, the organization risks losing the knowledge 
gained by project teams, resulting in redundant work, repetition of  mis-
takes, and considerably higher costs on future projects (Schindler & Ep-
pler, 2003). Eff ective PMOs are able to “take learning back to the system” 
and embed the resulting knowledge into the way the organization func-
tions on an ongoing basis. Continuous systems- level learning provides 
the mechanisms for building learning, knowledge, and adaptation into 
systems and routines that go beyond the tenure of  specifi c individuals 
working in the project environment at any one time.

This chapter discusses how leaders of  PMOs help their organizations 
continuously improve their performance from one project and program 
to the next. The chapter draws on a study of  20 PMO leaders and 6 project 
managers ( Julian, 2008c) from a variety of  functional disciplines, includ-
ing IT (representing the majority, with 65 percent), product development, 
strategy, fi nance, and HR, to provide examples of  how PMO leaders have 
helped their organizations build on success and avoid repetition of  failure 
by brokering practice connections across groups and by establishing or-
ganizational routines that transfer learning from one project to the next. 
As we shall also see, however, PMO leaders face a number of  obstacles to 
helping their organizations learn and improve. Many of  these obstacles 
are self- created—and many of  them exist because the leaders are stuck in 
the middle, between trying to manage performance, on the one hand, and 
serve as facilitators of  learning, on the other. We end the chapter with a 
discussion of  how PMOs or similarly structured groups can become more 
eff ective brokers of  organizational learning and continuous improvement, 
including how they might work with the multi- level learning coach to 
overcome many of  the obstacles they face.
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THE PMO

PMOs originated in the middle of  the twentieth century, when the defense 
industry needed to coordinate large, complex contracts that included 
many projects for a single large customer (Kerzner, 2006). PMOs have 
since evolved into a variety of  diff erent forms, yet they are typically staff ed 
with full- time members who “provide some combination of  managerial, 
administrative, training, consulting and technical services for projects and 
the organization overall” (Dai, 2002, p. 26). The PMO provides a focal point 
for the discipline of  project management, in some cases taking on direct 
responsibility for managing projects, and in other cases providing consul-
tative or administrative services to project managers, project teams, and/
or senior management (Dai, 2002; Kerzner, 2004; Rad & Levin, 2002). 

The impetus for introducing PMOs is often to improve project man-
agement performance and to reduce the number of  “runaway” projects—
those that fail to meet customer expectations, run over budget, or become 
compromisingly delayed (Stanleigh, 2006). Jerry Julian (2008a) found, for 
example, that continuous improvement was often an explicit responsibil-
ity of  many of  the 20 PMO leaders participating in his study. Parvis Rad 
and Ginger Levin (2002) describe PMOs as providing support at both the 
project level and the management level. Although each organization im-
plements PMOs in diff erent ways, support at the project level is provided 
through training, consulting, and mentoring of  project personnel. At the 
management level, PMOs support continuous improvement by “archiving 
project performance data, compiling lessons learned, establishing knowl-
edge management systems, and developing checklists and tools for stan-
dardized project management processes” (Rad & Levin, p. 3).

C. X. Dai and W. G. Wells (2004) conducted a survey of  209 PMO or-
ganizations to investigate the relationship between PMO presence and 
project performance. They found that the presence of  certain PMO func-
tions—particularly the ongoing establishment and reinforcement of  proj-
ect management standards and methods—was correlated with increased 
project success. They also found that some PMOs report to senior levels 
of  management at the divisional or company level, while others report to 
specifi c functional leaders (i.e., fi nance, human resources, or information 
technology). 

H. Kerzner (2004) claims that the concept of  the PMO “could very 
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well be the most important project management activity in this decade” 
(p. 379). The promises of  PMOs include standardization of  the project 
management process, better resource utilization, more eff ective prioritiza-
tion of  work, and the development of  future project managers (Kerzner, 
2006). Rad and Levin claim that the trend toward implementing PMOs 
in organizations will only continue as projects become “a way of  life for 
more and more organizations” (2002, p. 1).

BROKERING AND COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

In the previous chapter, we introduced the concept of  communities of  
practice—groups of  people who share a concern, a set of  problems, or a 
passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in 
this area by interacting on an ongoing basis, developing their own shared 
history, artifacts, and ways of  solving problems in the process. Manage-
ment groups represent one form of  a community of  practice. Companies 
like GE, Procter & Gamble, and Pepsi are well known for their pervasive 
management cultures. People in specifi c departments performing similar 
work—software developers, for example—may also develop their own 
community of  practice. Likewise, people with specifi c interests from vari-
ous areas in organizations may also develop a community of  practice. 
Project managers in diff erent functions, for example, may get together to 
share best practices and develop new tools, techniques, and processes for 
doing project work, even though they don’t work together on a routine 
basis otherwise (for those readers who are interested, Appendix B provides 
a complete overview of  theories of  situated learning and communities 
of  practice). Organizations are, in eff ect, a constellation of  these types of  
communities of  practice (Wenger, 1998). 

In the previous chapter, we also talked about the role that brokers 
(people who span multiple communities of  practice) play and how they 
provide translation, alignment, and coordination between perspectives to 
combine multiple practices in ways that can enable learning and innova-
tion. Members of  cross- functional teams, for example, play a brokering 
role, as each member comes from his own community of  practice and 
combines his perspectives with those of  others. It may even be possible, 
with suffi  cient time and continuity, for a project team to develop its own 
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routines and norms in ways that make it resemble a community of  prac-
tice, even though the members of  cross- functional teams come from a 
diverse array of  communities themselves.

Perhaps more so than anyone else, PMO leaders sit squarely in the role 
of  a broker. They span at least two and possibly more communities: upper 
management, project teams, and the PMO group, staff ed as it is with its 
own personnel. They may also work with groups of  vendors, suppliers, 
and customers, serving as the “glue” that enables strategies, programs, 
processes, and projects to work together eff ectively. As will be described 
later in the chapter, they facilitate learning from past project experiences 
for the benefi t of  current and future projects by brokering practice con-
nections between management, project teams, and other communities of  
practice ( Julian, 2008a). 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

As mentioned previously, this chapter draws on a study of  PMO leaders 
and project managers ( Julian, 2008c) to shed light on how PMO lead-
ers facilitate cross- project learning and continuous improvement. The 
study includes 20 PMO leaders and 6 project managers from a variety of  
industries, including healthcare, fi nancial services, consumer products, 
software, management consulting, and airline transport, although a 
majority (65%) worked within the information technology setting. The 
functional domains in which the PMO leaders worked include informa-
tion technology, product development, fi nance, and human resources. 
Others served the strategic needs of  their organization across all of  these 
domains. An approximately equal percentage of  men and women were 
represented.

Participants were interviewed for approximately 60 minutes each. 
Data from the interviews were transcribed and coded. After fi ndings were 
compiled from the PMO leader interviews, a focus group consisting of  
six project managers who had reported to PMO leaders in the past was 
conducted. Project managers represent “the next level down” on the or-
ganization chart in PMO environments. The aim of  the project manager 
focus group was to provide an additional point of  triangulation of  the 
PMO leaders’ perspectives. The project managers in this group were not 
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interviewed individually and represent a diff erent participant population 
than the PMO leaders.

Finally, a summative focus group was conducted with six PMO leaders 
who had been interviewed in order to confi rm and elaborate the interview 
fi ndings. This group, having participated in the interview process, repre-
sented a diff erent population than the fi rst focus group, which consisted of  
project managers who had reported to PMO leaders on past assignments.

HOW PMO LEADERS FACILITATE CROSS-PROJECT 
LEARNING AND CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

This section draws on the fi ndings of  the above study, to describe how 
PMO leaders facilitate cross- project learning and continuous improve-
ment. To provide a bridge from theory to practice for the reader, Table 
4.1 lists a number of  learning theory–based categories (described in Ap-
pendix B), along with examples that provide a translation from the con-
ceptual to the practical—that is, how the behaviors are manifested in 
actual practice. 

TABLE 4.1
Theoretical Categories and Their Manifestations in Practice

Theoretical
Category Manifestation in Practice

Brokering  The PMO leader coordinates and aligns groups, departments, and teams, translating 
their community- specifi c languages and ideas in order to facilitate project- related 
communication.

Boundary encounter  An ad hoc or nonroutine meeting with members of two or more groups, teams, or 
departments.

Boundary practice  An ongoing process established by the PMO to facilitate alignment among man-
agement, project teams, and the PMO. Examples include status reporting, lessons-
 learned sessions, and face- to- face knowledge sharing.

Boundary objects  Tools, templates, intranet portals, and databases that facilitate knowledge capture 
and exchange.

Refl ective practices  Often manifested as organizational members discussing “what worked and what 
didn’t” with respect to past project experiences or PMO processes. 
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Figure 4.1 shows the characteristics of  the sample in the PMO leader 
study, while Table 4.2 provides a summary of  the fi ndings. A discussion of  
each of  these fi ndings follows, including representative quotations from 
participants. All names used are pseudonyms to ensure the confi dentiality 
of  the participants and their organizations. 

Brokering

All 20 participants indicated that they create practice connections between 
project teams and management, providing coordination, alignment, or 
translation between and among these communities in order to facilitate 
learning from past project experiences. 

Coordination. The vast majority (90 percent) of  the PMO leaders indicated 
that they helped their organizations learn from past project experiences by 
coordinating practice connections. Patty talked about how she and her 
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team coordinated one such learning process that involved multiple project 
managers using previously documented lessons learned:

Again, we scour and go through the project closing documents for each 
project that closed for that year, and we identify on our own within the 
PMO what we believe to be the nuggets. Then what we will do is we 
will reach out to a select number of  project managers, who were re-

TABLE 4.2
Overview of PMO Leader Brokering Study Findings ( Julian, 2008c)

All the PMO leaders facilitated learning from past project experiences for the benefi t of current and future 
projects by brokering practice connections between management, project teams, and other communities of 
practice.

Brokering:
�  All participants indicated that they create practice connections between project teams and management, 

providing coordination, alignment, or translation between and among these communities.

Boundary practices:
�  All participants expressed that they had established processes that are common to multiple projects—

including lessons- learned practices, project methodologies, and status reporting and governance pro-
cesses—that bring opportunities for learning to the surface and provide a vehicle for transferring lessons 
learned to current and future projects. 

Boundary objects:
�  All participants expressed using tools and templates, systems, or documents that provide a means for 

incorporating learning from past project experiences into future projects.

Boundary encounters:
�  The vast majority of the PMO leaders (85 percent) reported that they and / or their staff coordinated bound-

ary encounters in order to (1) intervene with project teams to diagnose and remediate project- related 
problems, (2) transfer project management standards to new teams, or (3) continuously improve project 
management processes.

Refl ective practices:
�  Three- quarters of the participants described how they engage in content and / or process refl ection to 

diagnose project- related problems and to help stakeholders learn from past project experiences.

Formal training:
�  Just under half (45 percent) of the participants reported that they provide formal training in project man-

agement to transfer lessons learned, including project methodologies and “soft skills” that are deemed 
important to the organization.

Personal experience as project manager:
�  Less than half (40 percent) of the participants indicated that they or their staff drew upon their personal 

experiences as a project manager to determine where improvements needed to be made.

Personnel selection:
�  A few (15 percent) of the participants reported that they transfer lessons learned from past project experi-

ences by selecting future project managers with the requisite competencies.
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sponsible for those projects, work with them to develop presentations 
for their peers, and then we will hold a formal lessons- learned work-
shop with this audience.

June described how she and her team coordinated a project kickoff  
where they transferred lessons learned from previous failures by provid-
ing clear roles and responsibilities up front, so that all participants would 
know what to expect from one another:

So when you invite eight people to be part of  a particular work stream, 
what role is each one of  them playing? So that when we kick off  the 
project (and we actually just did this with a project that’s kicking off  next 
week), every single person walks in saying, “I’m here to listen and pro-
vide input, but I’ve got no decision rights here.” Or, “I’m being asked to 
build this, and these are the people to whom I need to listen.” You know, 
it’s sort of  an obvious thing, but we’re making it incredibly explicit.

Alignment. The vast majority of  the participants (85 percent) also reported 
brokering activities related to aligning the perspectives of  two or more 
communities by addressing confl icts, particularly when problems arose 
at the project level. Through these interventions, PMO leaders were able 
to bring to the surface issues from past project experiences that needed to 
be addressed, often in order to maintain alignment between project teams 
and senior management. June talked about her experience working with 
a project team that management felt was running off  course:

So what we did was we pulled the operating committee, in fact, we 
pulled three operating committee members together with their direct 
reports that were involved in this, and sort of  went back a couple of  
steps and then went through the assumption process; identifi ed why 
this disconnect seemed to be happening, in terms of  what they thought 
we were asking them to do versus what we were actually asking them 
to do. We reconfi rmed that it was okay to go forward, documented it, 
and then moved from there.

Victor described how he facilitated alignment by working with senior 
management to implement new project methodologies that were based 
on his previous experience as a project manager: 
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What I did was I got buy- in from the management level on both the 
business and IT sides with my boss and my peers, in terms of  some 
of  the things I was recommending, and also I would take any feed-
back that they provided me and obviously try to apply it in some way, 
shape, or form, if  I thought it was justifi ed. So I basically, in this case, 
kind of  did a top- down approach, in terms of  getting the buy- in from 
the management staff  before rolling it out to kind of  the team leader 
level staff .

In the summative focus group consisting of  a subset of  the PMO lead-
ers interviewed, Suzie confi rmed the importance of  coordination and 
alignment within her context:

So in our case, I would say the majority of  our activities are around co-
ordination and kind of  connecting the dots. Most of  the activity we’ve 
done so far is more around program management, where we’re trying 
to help align a larger program and multiple project managers within 
that program. So defi nitely alignment and coordination have been our 
top activities so far.

Translation. Most of  the participants (70 percent) also report engaging 
in activities related to translating one community’s meanings into the 
language of  another community in order to facilitate the learning pro-
cess between them. Patty’s previous quote demonstrates how her team 
“scours” the database to uncover “nuggets” that should be shared with 
other project managers. Antonio described another such translation activ-
ity in which he facilitated engagement between a project team and senior 
management:

Now I should say that prior to these PMO meetings, I obtained the 
business case summary, the fi nancial model that they’ve put together 
for these projects. And I provide a very high level pre- read copy for the 
PMO committee at least a week in advance of  the meeting. So that 
they’re not going in cold to those meetings.

In the summative focus group, Robert talked about a $50,000 proj-
ect he launched specifi cally to help one community—the information 
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technology department—understand the language and practices of  “the 
business community” by publishing a “black book”:

We have the IT department of  like, at the time, 300 people. And we 
had a business community that was suspicious of  the IT department’s 
understanding of  the business and how it actually functions and how it 
actually makes money. That suspicion led to a credibility issue. So there 
was a chasm between what technology could enable for the business 
community and what the business community thought technology 
could enable for them. So to address that chasm, we said, “You know 
what? Maybe IT doesn’t understand the business. Let’s write a book 
about the business and give it out to everybody in IT.” And the code 
name for the book was called the Black Book. And it was the who, 
what, where, when of  how we make money.

Boundary Practices

All participants stated that they had established processes that are com-
mon to multiple projects—including lessons- learned practices, project 
methodologies, and status reporting and governance processes—that 
bring opportunities for learning to the surface and provide a vehicle for 
transferring lessons learned to current and future projects.

Lessons- Learned Practices. Lessons- learned practices were the most com-
mon boundary practice that brought opportunities for learning to the sur-
face. The great majority of  the participants (85 percent) reported that they 
or their company require project teams to conduct lessons- learned ses-
sions upon project closure, resulting in a “lessons- learned document.” The 
purpose of  the lessons- learned sessions was to encourage team members 
to refl ect on their past project experiences in order to identify opportuni-
ties for improvement on future projects. Robert described how lessons 
learned were required by his PMO after projects were completed:

And as a PMO, we insist upon a lessons learned or a postmortem after 
every project. About two weeks after every project, there has to be a 
lessons learned, a postmortem. We follow a fairly standard template, 
pretty robust. It’s not a witch hunt. It’s a, “What went well? What could 
have gone better?”
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Robert also described how he required project managers who were 
participating in lessons- learned sessions to seek out others who might 
benefi t from the resulting knowledge:

Anything that we can take from that and immediately apply to other 
projects, one or more other projects, the project manager usually con-
tacts the other gaining project manager, if  you will. The one that’s 
gaining the knowledge from this lessons learned and says, “Hey, be on 
the lookout for something like this. It hasn’t happened in a while, but 
it just happened on my project.”

In answering a question in the project manager focus group about how 
PMOs help project teams learn from past project experiences, one project 
manager confi rmed the existence of  lessons- learned practices in her en-
vironment, saying, “One of  the processes that we put in place at my last 
company was that [a lessons- learned document] was a required deliverable 
before you could exit a project.”

Status Reporting and Governance. The great majority of  the PMO leaders 
(85 percent) have established status reporting and project governance prac-
tices that bring opportunities for learning from past project experiences to 
the surface. Rachel explained her PMO’s approach to status reporting and 
its focus on uncovering problem areas that might have emerged over the 
course of  a project’s life cycle:

That takes us right back to those project updates. In terms of, once a 
month, formally the project managers are reporting out along a lot 
of  diff erent areas. Actually one point I want to make is, over the year, 
we’ve also refi ned what they’re reporting out on so that it’s not just a 
red- amber- green rating on the overall project. But we’ve asked for more 
granularity. Maybe the overall project is amber, but where are you green? 
Where are you red? Where are you yellow? Is it around fi nancials? Con-
trols? Project planning? Resource management? You know, so forth, and 
so on. So that’s another lessons learned, not just to broad sweep a project 
red, yellow, or green, but in fact try to focus in on the root cause.

Sarah described a jolting experience resulting from a senior executive’s 
“no- go” decision caused by a project governance checkpoint, an event that 
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spurred eff orts to refl ect on the reasons why the mission- critical project 
had faltered:

I found out through a report from the project manager and the head of  
the London offi  ce, to say that the key deliverable for that phase with a 
“go/no- go” had been called a “no- go.” Then there was a plea for help, 
which is, “What do we do?”—You know, “This calls into question ev-
erything now. Our plans, our resources. What are we going to do?” So 
that’s how I found out.

Cathy described how she is moving toward establishing a more formal 
governance process that involves senior decision makers, ensuring align-
ment between business priorities and project management:

What we’re trying to do right now is we’re putting in a set of  gates. So 
that you have to pass through certain gates, which will be certain evalu-
ations. We do this now informally, and a lot of  the projects go through 
this, but we’re trying to make it so that they all go through this and no 
one bypasses it because we really want to have everything aligned with 
the business objectives, and we want to make sure that there are other 
VPs, especially on the business side, who are aware of  what’s being 
requested and are aware of  what’s going on.

In response to the fi nding that PMO project governance triggers learn-
ing opportunities, as in Sarah’s and Cathy’s situations, one of  the project 
managers said the following in the project manager focus group:

Well, I think who you’re presenting to . . . the members of  the steering 
committee often have good questions or key points that help to refl ect 
a little bit more on how the project is being conducted. I mean, it’s not 
the best place to learn but . . . it happens. (Project Manager 3)

In a discussion of  the ways in which PMO leaders transfer learning in 
the summative focus group, Rachel confi rmed the role that status report-
ing and governance can play: 

You know, we use the tollgate concept, where basically you have to 
present certain documents, so you can get through the tollgate and 
that helps [to ensure learning is transferred to future projects]. 
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Project Methodologies. Project methodologies were clearly the most com-
mon boundary practice that made past learning available to future proj-
ects. Most participants (80 percent) had established guidelines for project 
managers that outline requirements, standards, or guidelines for manag-
ing project work that were intended to incorporate lessons from past proj-
ect experiences. Mitch described how his fi rm has incorporated improve-
ments into its project methodology based on past project experiences: 

The other piece is that, you know, where we have learned clearly from 
the past, and brought forward into future projects are things like a—
more of  the acceptance criteria for our vendors. In other words, there 
are some acceptance criteria that we have written from our vendors 
when they hand us something. “Okay, we’re not going to take it un-
less you have this, this, and this done.” So those are things that we 
have learned, as we’ve moved forward and brought into future projects 
what we’ve done.

Rachel talked about another example of  incorporating previous learn-
ing into a project methodology:

Another area of  lessons learned is having a documented communi-
cations plan, change management plans. So you know, all the good 
practices, but just making them more and more—I don’t like using the 
word “formal”—but more and more expected. As part of  your role as 
a PM, you have to have these things in place.

Knowledge- Sharing Forums. Half  the PMO leaders (50 percent) reported 
that they had established knowledge- sharing sessions at which project 
managers or PMO staff  share lessons learned, providing others with an 
opportunity to learn from their experiences. Wendy described one such 
example of  an informal face- to- face knowledge- sharing session where 
project managers got together for lunch:

Every month, I sponsor the “Lunch and Learn,” where I have like all 
30 employees and consultants in the tank, and that’s where I’d get an 
hour and a half  with them. And in there, we would talk about lessons 
learned as well. We have a chance for the PM to say what’s working 
well and what is not working well.
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Patty discussed another example of  face- to- face knowledge sharing 
where her staff  members, consisting of  project “liaisons” that maintain 
connections with project managers and project teams, meet to discuss 
current issues and identify learning opportunities:

The members of  the PMO have weekly team meetings. Through those 
weekly team meetings, we will do liaison updates that help to promote 
and identify things that are happening out there, as real time as pos-
sible, that will be headline- worthy, newsworthy, action- oriented for the 
PMO as a whole, or to further equip or better equip our PMO liaisons 
in the liaison role. So we really kind of  do this as an iterative process 
all the time, depending on what the real- life issues or things are. So the 
PMO, in a way, doesn’t wait every year for the lessons- learned activity 
at a formal level to occur before we identify opportunities to address 
things as we see them.

One of  the project managers in the project manager focus group talked 
about his experience with knowledge- sharing forums in which very specifi c 
lessons learned were selected and discussed among project man agers:

Another thing is, like we have, what do you call it? A monthly meeting, 
all heads meet to do the Project of  the Month. . . . So basically what we 
do is we pick up something special about a project. . . . We pick up a 
very specifi c situation. Okay, we reached a problem, a typical problem 
situation within the scope of  the program. . . . We concentrate on that 
pertinent piece [versus] the whole project because we have realized 
that we do not get that kind of  attention when you’re talking about 
the whole project. (Project Manager 1)

Boundary Objects

All the participants reported using tools and templates, systems, or docu-
ments that provide a means of  incorporating learning from past project 
experiences into future projects. 

Tools and templates were utilized by 85 percent of  participants to share 
and transfer learning from past project experiences. Wendy described how 
she and her team developed a standard template and refi ned it as they 
learned more over the course of  their project experiences:
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So we have a document that outlines all of  the product information 
needed to actually build a product. Then it becomes the product rec-
ord, so to speak. So that the next time the product needs to be up-
graded or modifi ed, you can go back to that sort of  source document 
and then work from there to do your change estimates and fi gure out 
what needs to be done. We’ve been fi ne- tuning that document. I mean 
we were fi ne- tuning it basically weekly for the fi rst couple of  months 
we used it.

In response to the question, “What are some other ways in which 
PMOs transfer learning?” a project manager similarly talked about the role 
of  tools in his PMO experience:

They can share tools that worked on one project for another project. 
And also the ability to use Microsoft Project. Because Microsoft Proj-
ect has many, many diff erent ways of  using it, with tools and views and 
whatever. It’s not really standardizing it, but by using it the same way, 
you can give some knowledge from previous projects of  things that 
work and things that didn’t work, moving on to the next project.

Systems such as intranet portals, databases, and project tracking tools 
were also utilized by 65 percent of  the PMO leaders to share or transfer 
learning from past project experiences. Rachel described how her team es-
tablished an intranet site to share tools and templates:

We put up a site to house the various templates and examples of—
you know, not magic, but actually put up a project management site 
so people could fi nd these templates, and fi nd the charter document, 
and fi nd an example, and fi nd a communication plan. Because there 
was this endless, like, “Oh, can you send me—Can you send me?” And 
then you’re searching through e- mails. So just that is a simple way of  
helping people with the tools.

Similarly, Cathy described how her team posts status reports to the 
intranet so that others in the organization can see what projects are cur-
rently in progress along with their current status:

But the status reports are out there on the intranet web site that any-
one can reference any time. So we’re trying to keep them current. I 
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do take snapshots (like I freeze the dashboard), and I have historical 
information. But what’s out there, like if  you were to go on our web 
site and click on a particular project, you would be able to see the cur-
rent status of  that project.

The use of  documents to facilitate learning from past project experi-
ences was reported by 40 percent of  the PMO leaders. Documents were 
used when tools or templates for the particular purpose at hand were not 
available. Mitch, for example, documented a lesson learned in order to 
ensure that a vendor, an outside company, was provided with formal writ-
ten notice regarding his company’s expectations for the future when and 
if  a similar problem occurred: “What we did was we documented [the 
lesson learned] and are now working with our vendor to make sure that 
when we are working with something that involves both parts of  their 
company, that those parts are communicating adequately.” Similarly, Vic-
tor described how he used a slide deck to capture the collective learning of  
a project team after a lessons- learned session so that it could be forwarded 
to others:

It does get documented. We prepare a slide deck, usually about 10 
slides, that includes kind of  everything that happened on the [most 
recent phase of  the project], including what scope was delivered; what 
scope might we have deferred that we were planning to deliver; how 
many hours of  work were completed, etc., etc.; and then we kind of  
say—there’s a slide for what worked well; what did not work well. We 
review that as a management team, and make any adjustments we feel 
are necessary, not just to the team that produced the feedback, but 
making sure that other teams taking a similar approach also get that 
same feedback.

Boundary Encounters

The vast majority of  the PMO leaders (85 percent) reported that they and/
or their staff  coordinated boundary encounters in order to (1) intervene 
with project teams to diagnose and remediate project- related problems, 
(2) transfer project management standards to new teams, or (3) continu-
ously improve project management processes. 
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Project Intervention. Just over half  (55 percent) of  the PMO leaders indi-
cated that they held discussions with key project or management person-
nel in order to diagnose and remediate problems occurring at the project 
level. June described how she worked with one of  her project managers 
to better understand what was happening with a project team that began 
to falter:

I think, the project manager that kicked off  the project and I sat down 
and went through, “Okay, this is what we’re hearing. This is what it 
looks like. What is causing this?” We did a little bit of  sort of  informal 
cause analysis and came to the conclusion that where people thought 
that others had agreed to move forward, they actually hadn’t yet. Then 
we went back and sort of  researched it to see if  that was true, and it 
seemed to be true.

Similarly, Melissa described how she engaged a project team to help 
improve its project delivery practices:

So I attended their meetings. In fact, [my boss] had me start running 
their team meetings, to fi gure out what they were doing. . . . So I was 
meeting with them combined as well, putting stuff  in place for them, 
standards and things. So that’s how I got into that one.

Transfer of  Standards. Some of  the PMO leaders (35 percent) reported 
that they or their staff  met with others in the project environment, in-
cluding project managers, project teams, or senior management, in order 
to transfer previously established lessons and standards to future project 
eff orts. Patty described how she engaged the executive team in spreading 
the word about lessons learned from the previous year’s project work:

So much of  what happens gets derived out of  the lessons learned at the 
project team level. It gets bundled up, and it gets incorporated into—
it’s an annual executive training, where we get airtime every year in 
front of  all of  our executives. It’s typically our directors and above, 
and the project management offi  ce has carte blanche to identify and 
decide, “What is the most pertinent project management topic, or les-
son, to be given to executives?”

www.amanet.org


92 Roles

 American Management Association
 www.amanet.org

Similarly, Seth talked about how he transferred improved practices to 
an existing project that looked very similar to two massive failures for 
which he had previously developed two case studies:

And this was during the time that we were evaluating what’d taken 
place on these fi rst two deals that I had mentioned to you. And she 
said, you know, she threw up a fl ag, to her credit, and said, “Help. 
Somebody’s got to come look at this, because this could unravel.” 
And we did and said, “You’re right, and this has all the earmarks of  
what we just looked at.” Even though the director position was not 
funded in anybody’s budget, we said, “The right thing to do is to put 
the fi x in before we encounter the problem.” So we put the person 
in there.

The development and dissemination of  the two case studies that Seth 
had coordinated enabled others in the organization to understand some 
of  the pitfalls that large, multi- business- unit projects entailed. He was sub-
sequently able to leverage the learning from these two prior failures by 
aligning the troubled project with new practices aimed at preventing the 
past failures from recurring.

Process Improvement. Some of  the PMO leaders (30 percent) coordinated 
delegations from various groups in attempts to implement improvements 
in the organization’s project management processes. June described the 
quarterly meetings she hosts to improve the organization’s project man-
agement methodology:

It starts with, you know, compared to last quarter—“What did you 
think went easier this time than it did last time? What are the things 
that seem to be recurring? Here’s the list of  issues we identifi ed last 
quarter; have any of  them actually gone away? And/or do you see any 
of  these still here and/or getting worse?” And then we’ll delve into the 
things that seem—and the things that got better, we also talk about 
why we think they got better.

Similarly, Greg discussed how he coordinated an encounter with a key 
department in which they refl ected on their partnership in order to im-
prove their collaborative process:
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I proposed, and it was very well received, that we have a workshop, 
where we bring ourselves together and we talk about, “How can we 
leverage ourselves to be more successful? How can we maximize the 
eff ectiveness of  the partnership?” And that was all about looking at 
where the partnerships are working really well, what can we learn from 
that and transmit it to the rest of  the organization.

Refl ective Practices

Three- quarters of  the PMO leaders described how they engage in con-
tent and/or process refl ection (Mezirow, 1991) to diagnose project- related 
problems or improve processes that are common to multiple projects. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, content refl ection involves reviewing how ideas 
have been applied at each stage of  a problem- solving process or over the 
course of  a project. The second form of  refl ection, process refl ection, ex-
amines the problem- solving process itself, focusing on the procedures and 
assumptions involved in process standards and methodologies that apply 
to multiple  projects.

Content Refl ection. Almost half  of  the PMO leaders (50 percent) declared 
that they engaged in content refl ection. Mack described how he engaged 
project members in content refl ection by polling project members indi-
vidually prior to a lessons- learned session with a project team:

One way, which I like the most, is to ask everybody to, which I’ve been 
recommending to project managers, you know, to send an e- mail to 
everybody on the team, asking them to write a couple of  things. What 
went well and what went wrong? What could we have improved? And 
send it back to me or whoever is the PM. In that case, what happens is 
one person cannot infl uence the others. So we just get all the feedback 
and somebody synthesizes that data and then presents it in front of  the 
team together.

Similarly, Suzie described how she polled project members before a 
meeting she called to get a troubled project team back on track:

What I did before the meeting, just to make sure I really understood 
everything, is I went around to each person that had been involved 
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and I asked them about the project: where it was; what were the chal-
lenges; what might be the hurdles to success; what diffi  culties they 
were having.

Process Refl ection. Process refl ection was reported by just under half  (45 
percent) of  the PMO leaders. June described how her team engaged in 
process refl ection to improve her product development approach after 
completing a series of  recent product development projects:

We had done our fourth set of  postmortems on releases. Right? So we 
get together as a team and we say, “Okay. What happened this time? 
What was really good this time? What wasn’t so good, etc., etc.?” And 
what we realized was three quarters in a row, we were having role and 
responsibility issues and decision right issues, and one of  the root causes 
was organizational change. So what we realized was, “Is there a way to 
sort of  codify at a point in time what we’re asking someone to do?”

Similarly, Patty described how her team refl ected on its processes in 
order to continuously improve:

And we did an actual lessons learned, if  you will, of  the process that we 
had initially designed and developed, which includes a three- phase pro-
cess on how we nominate, prioritize, and select portfolio items. And 
then we’ll go through an end- to- end evaluation to identify opportuni-
ties to streamline, be more effi  cient, and articulate better results.

Formal Training

Of  the PMO leaders in this study, 45 percent indicated that they provide 
formal training in project management that enables lessons learned or 
“best practices” to be shared or transferred, including project methodolo-
gies and “soft skills” that are deemed to be important within the organiza-
tion. Classroom training of  this sort is made available to project managers, 
team members, and in some cases senior executives. Debra described how 
her organization, in conjunction with the training group, rolled out a new 
project management training program for executives:
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Actually, we also off er, I’m going to call it like a—the Fire Hose Proj-
ect Management Class for Executives. We call it “Just Enough Proj-
ect Management,” so we off er that, so that we’re hitting all the levels. 
From an executive’s perspective, “What are some of  the things I need 
to be looking for in order to help project managers run projects for my 
organizations? What are some of  the areas I can assist?” We actually 
give them a laminated card with the phases of  a project, and it’s all 
PMI- compliant. What are the phases? And then what are the questions 
they should be asking when they’re in a specifi c phase?

Similarly, Cathy described how her organization rolled out training for 
project members:

We have a certain group that provides training, that we’ve contracted, 
that has actually—you can take how to run projects from a pure state, 
and then you can also put the Consumerco pieces into that training. 
And that’s what this particular organization was able to do. The head 
of  the training was able to make that connection with them and to 
have it customized so that not only did you get the theory, but you 
actually got a lot of  the practical sides of  the pieces that we require 
here at Consumerco.

Personal Experience as Project Manager

Almost half  the PMO leaders (40 percent) reported that they either had 
learned from past project experiences themselves or had staff  members 
who drew on their own experiences as former project managers within 
the same organization. These personal experiences as project managers 
within the organization were perceived to have shaped their thinking 
about areas that needed improvement. Harold talked about how he drew 
on his previous experience as a project manager within his organization 
to develop ideas for improvement, saying, “Part of  getting this job was I 
took a lot of  my experiences as a PM and said, here’s the things we need 
to work at from a PM’s perspective.” Debra explained how one member 
of  her staff  had similarly drawn on his experience as a project manager to 
document lessons learned in order to improve future projects:
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His fi rst job here was as an infrastructure project manager. So it was 
the knowledge base, and let’s share that knowledge and let’s get it out 
there so that people are not reinventing the wheel over and over and 
over. So there, the lessons learned were basically documented and put 
into a process.

Personnel Selection

A few (15 percent) of  the PMO leaders transferred lessons from past proj-
ect experiences by selecting future project managers with the requisite 
competencies. Sarah’s team, for example, after having the “plug pulled” on 
a project before it went live, held a lessons- learned session after the project 
was fi nally over. As a result of  that meeting, she and her peer, who man-
ages the “technical managers,” decided not to place people in that role as 
project managers in the future. She explained this scenario as follows:

So he and I decided that, as a direct lesson from Australia, remember-
ing that very, very, very well, and others, that we would make it im-
mediate policy that no technical manager was allowed to be a project 
manager anymore. 

June, after “rescuing” a faltering project, determined that in the future, 
project managers would have to have a certain mind-set, one that the pre-
vious project manager had not had:

And what’s happened is that person is not engaged any longer in those 
sorts of  projects because this is not a person who is good at anticipating 
obstacles and planning for them. What’s required in that role is what I 
call “optimistic half- empty thinking.” 

ENABLERS AND BARRIERS THAT PMO LEADERS FACE 
IN FACILITATING CROSS- PROJECT LEARNING AND 

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

The PMO leaders in the study described in this chapter were asked to 
discuss “critical incidents”—high points or low points—where they either 
attempted to help their organization learn from a past project experience 
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or attempted to share or transfer that learning to other projects within 
their organization. Two additional interview questions were also asked: 
The fi rst was, “In what ways does the organization support your eff orts 
to learn from project work and/or share lessons learned with your team 
and others?” And the second was, “If  you were given the authority, what 
would you do in the organization to make it easier to learn from project 
work and share lessons learned with your team and others?” Both of  these 
questions, in combination with the critical incident discussions, generated 
a multiplicity of  barriers and enablers of  cross- project learning. A sum-
mary of  these barriers and enablers is presented in Table 4.3. As in the 
previous section, a discussion of  each of  these fi ndings follows, along with 
representative quotes.

Enablers of Cross- Project Learning and Improvement

One of  the two most frequently occurring enablers of  cross- project learn-
ing mentioned by PMO leaders was the quality of  their relationships with 
others, particularly those over whom they have limited direct authority, 
including project team members, project managers, senior managers, and 
others coming in and out of  the project environment. 

Network of  Strong Relationships. A majority of  the PMO leaders (60 per-
cent) stated that they were able to facilitate cross- project learning because 
of  the quality and/or quantity of  good relationships that they had estab-
lished across their organization. For example, Patty described how her 
close relationship with the senior management team enabled her and her 
group to fulfi ll their responsibilities more eff ectively:

I have a seat at the senior executive table, and as such, I’m involved in all 
the strategy, all the discussion of  what’s going on, and have that unique 
ability to knit the 30,000- foot view to the 3,000- foot view to the 3- foot 
view. And as a result of  having 360- degree observation of  the organiza-
tion and a fi rm pulse across all levels, it’s the only way that you’re going 
to be able to have some of  the stuff  be identifi ed, and address it in a way 
in which it’s going to be a value to the organization.
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Similarly, Cathy explained how her personal network in combina-
tion with her role in the PMO helps her to learn about problems “on the 
ground”:

I think I’ve been here enough, I guess I’m social enough that I have cer-
tain networks, that people feel open, that they can come to me and talk 

TABLE 4.3
Perceived Enablers and Barriers to Cross- Project Learning 

and Continuous Improvement

Enablers
The majority of PMO leaders identifi ed a network of strong relationships and support from senior management 
as enablers of learning from past project experiences. Other enablers include a learning- oriented culture, a 
neutral facilitator for lessons learned, and professional development. 

� Over half (60%) of the participants expressed a network of strong relationships as an enabler of cross-
 project learning.

� Over half (60%) of the participants also reported support from senior management as a key enabler.
� A third (30%) of the participants expressed that their organization’s culture also plays a positive role in 

facilitating cross- project learning.
� A quarter (25%) of the participants also noted the following enablers:

• Utilizing a “neutral” facilitator for lessons-learned sessions.
• Developing the professional capabilities of project managers through training, apprenticeship, or 

knowledge- sharing.
� One-tenth (10%) of the participants expressed refl ection throughout the project as an enabler rather 

than only upon project closure.

Barriers
The majority of PMO leaders identifi ed a lack of direct infl uence over project managers and/or teams as a 
barrier to learning from past project experiences. Other barriers include staff rotation, fear of airing mistakes 
publicly, deferring refl ection until the end of projects, and diffi culty accessing prior lessons learned.

� Just over half (55%) of participants pointed to a lack of direct authority over project managers or project 
teams as a major barrier to continuously improving upon past project experiences.

� Just under half (45%) of participants noted time pressures and resistance to the “extra work” required 
of PMO processes as a barrier to cross- project learning.

� Just under half (45%) of participants also identifi ed staff rotation as a barrier to cross- project 
learning.

� Just over a third (35%) of participants expressed that team members may fear airing mistakes publicly, 
making it diffi cult to learn from past project experiences.

� A few (20%) of the participants also noted the following barriers to cross- project learning:
• Refl ection is often deferred until the end of the project.
• Lack of senior management support.
• Organizational members’ diffi culty accessing past lessons learned.
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to me about diff erent situations. You know, an individual tower man-
ager or a director in a certain area wouldn’t be looking over across the 
whole organization, whereas the PMO is. So they would come here.

Senior Management Support. A majority of  the participants (60 percent) 
also reported that senior management support is a key enabler of  their 
ability to facilitate learning and continuous improvement. Victor described 
how support from his senior leadership helped him to gain buy- in from 
project teams in conducting post mortems:

You know, once they’ve implemented, now they’ve got to do some sort 
of  postmortem work? It’s a lot of  energy and eff ort on their part. So 
to have the senior leadership team accept that and sort of  support it, 
knowing that it’s going to cause additional work for the project teams, 
once the project’s done, I think it’s a good indication that they see value 
in making sure that we have post- implementation reviews.

Similarly, Wendy talked about the importance of  having a senior “cham-
pion” and how it helped her establish more credibility for the PMO:

He would basically make decisions happen where they wouldn’t have 
if  I didn’t have his sponsorship. I don’t know if  you’ve worked in a large 
organization, but if  you don’t have that Godfather, you could be wait-
ing till the cows come home. Because it’s a greatest idea, but if  no one 
listens, it doesn’t really matter. So really decision making, visibility. I 
mean he actually championed me all the way up to the chairman of  
the organization, which was really nice, for the PMO, the credibility of  
the PMO, but also for myself  professionally. You know? So that’s kind 
of  how we promoted the PMO, because he believed in us.

In response to questions about how her group overcomes the problems 
associated with a lack of  direct authority, one PMO leader in the summa-
tive focus group explained the key supporting role that “project sponsors” 
and other senior managers have played in her eff orts to facilitate cross-
 project learning:

Well, that’s where we really rely on the sponsors, the management 
team members who act as sponsors, to be advocates for the PMO 

www.amanet.org


100 Roles

 American Management Association
 www.amanet.org

process. Otherwise just having a PMO with senior folks who really 
aren’t that interested in it, defi nitely didn’t work for us. So the idea of—
you know, our steering committees always have senior management 
on them who are well aware of  the process we want to follow around 
tollgates or certain documents or go/no- go decisions.

Learning- Oriented Culture. Some of  the PMO leaders (30 percent) indi-
cated that their organization’s “way of  doing business” plays an enabling 
role in their eff orts to facilitate cross- project learning. Rachel, for example, 
discussed how, after three years of  evolution in the PMO, her organization 
has developed a culture that favors continuous learning:

The only thing I would say is that we always do [lessons learned]. So I 
don’t want to overplay that there was this one bad project and we had 
to take a step back. I think as good project managers, and given the 
structure we’ve put in place, you don’t wait. There’s no ceremony. It’s 
just, “Let’s keep looking at what’s going right or wrong here and mak-
ing sure we’re adjusting course.”

Similarly, Mitch described how his organization’s culture also enabled 
learning to occur routinely:

[Lessons- learned practices] are culturally engrained. We’ve been doing 
those for years, whether it’s on projects, other things, do well/do better 
is a cultural norm for us, so there were really no barriers there.

Neutral Facilitator for Lessons- Learned Sessions. One- quarter of  the PMO 
leaders talked about how having a “neutral facilitator” for lessons- learned 
sessions helps to promote a more productive discussion. For some of  the 
participants, this meant having someone other than the project manager 
facilitate the lessons- learned session. For others, it meant ensuring that 
the process was run in a fair manner, focusing less on blame and more on 
planning how to prevent the problem from recurring. In some cases, the 
PMO considered itself  more “neutral” and therefore saw itself  as being 
in a better position to conduct the exercise, and in other cases, an outside 
party, possibly a project manager from another team, would be brought in 
to perform this function. Patty described in detail how her PMO staff  not 
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only facilitates the lessons- learned workshop, but also attempts to create 
an environment conducive to fostering productive dialogue:

Because one of  the things that we think is very valuable and benefi cial 
to the organization as a whole is the fact that we are probably the one 
neutral department in the organization that doesn’t own a piece of  the 
business in any way, shape, or form. . . . I think the key is the facilita-
tion of  the lessons- learned workshop. That’s one of  the reasons why 
we tend to put a PMO liaison in that role, rather than the PM. We 
make sure that there are ground rules established at the beginning of  
each lessons- learned workshop, focusing on and emphasizing the need 
for honest feedback, declaring up front that the feedback that may be 
received isn’t personal; that we try to keep a limit to our criticisms at 
a constructive level. And ideally, the recommendations or the output 
from the lessons- learned workshop shouldn’t just be complaints, but 
it should be actionable. 

Likewise, one of  the project managers in the project manager focus 
group talked about how he emphasizes “the process,” not “the people,” in 
his lessons- learned sessions:

When we do lessons learned, we talk about some of  the situations, what 
worked and what did not work. If  it’s emphasizing the person, then it 
becomes counterproductive. But if  we emphasize the process . . . that’s 
how we try to make it a more benefi cial process for all of  us.

Another one of  the project managers confi rmed the need for eff ective 
facilitation, saying, “Yeah. It’s like emphasizing the positive and not the nega-
tive. Because the tendency is to emphasize, especially in post mortems—it 
becomes a ‘blamestorming’ more than anything else.”

Professional Development. One- quarter of  the PMO leaders also pointed 
to professional development as an enabler of  cross- project learning. Pro-
fessional development activities facilitated project learning in a number 
of  ways. In one case, training was provided that equipped staff  members 
with the skills required to conduct productive lessons- learned sessions. 
In another case, the organization required that each project member at-
tain a certain number of  professional development “credits” as part of  
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her annual performance objectives. Project members could obtain these 
credits by attending the knowledge- sharing meetings set up by the PMO. 
In yet another case, the organization sponsored a number of  employees 
in a master’s program, through which they developed close relationships 
and now work at the highest levels of  the organization as advocates of  
improved project management practice. Karen described how she and her 
colleagues benefi ted from this professional development activity:

About two years ago, the company sponsored a master’s program be-
cause they saw a need for project managers and decided, “We have to 
fi gure out some way to grow our own project managers.” And so they 
put 10 of  us through a master’s program. So the 10 of  us became very 
close in the cohort. As it turns out, one of  my classmates is now the 
director of  strategic planning.

In the summative focus group, Rachel described how she pairs junior 
project managers with more experienced ones who can provide mentor-
ing on an as- needed basis:

We set up that kind of  mentoring, or however you’d want to say it. 
The project manager has another PM to go to (and I’m always avail-
able too), but just the idea of  having another PM to go to, who you 
can be in the trenches with the stuff  on, that could help mentor and 
guide through any particular process. You know, it seems to be very 
favorable. There’s no appraisal piece to it. It’s just, “Here it is. Let’s talk 
about it,” and then the PM gets to move on with it.

Refl ection Throughout the Project. Refl ection throughout the project, 
rather than only upon project closure, was identifi ed by 10 percent of  the 
PMO leaders as an enabler of  cross- project learning. Patty described in 
more detail how she works with her organization to encourage refl ection 
throughout projects rather than only at the end:

So the two ways in which we try to achieve that, or get around that 
particular challenge, is we highly encourage that project team to keep a 
running list of  lessons learned in real time, or at least conduct a formal, 
a more formal check- in at the end of  each phase of  a project. Then 
through our guidance and facilitation of  the formal lessons learned, 
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we’ll try to set that up in a way in which we try to kind of  refresh their 
memories.

Similarly, in discussing his organization’s lessons- learned practices, 
Mack mentioned that “instead of  doing the lessons learned at the end, we 
ask teams to actually do it at the end of  each phase.”

Barriers to Cross- Project Learning

All the PMO leaders identifi ed various barriers that impeded their and 
their organizations’ eff orts to learn from past project experiences. Follow-
ing is a discussion of  these barriers. 

Lack of  Direct Authority. Just over half  (55 percent) of  the PMO leaders in 
the study pointed to a lack of  direct authority over project teams or proj-
ect managers as making it more challenging to ensure that past learning 
is incorporated into new project activities. Melissa, a recently appointed 
PMO leader, described her reactions after attempts to begin working with 
a problematic project team:

One big barrier is—“Who’s Melissa coming in here? Why do we have 
to tell her anything? Why are we going to do what she says? She’s not 
our manager.” You know, “Who cares?” That was a huge barrier, and 
that’s always a huge barrier, coming in as a PMO when you don’t actu-
ally have these people reporting to you.

Robert, a more established PMO leader faced with similar challenges, 
described how he’d change things if  given the authority:

Get me out of  IT. Get me into the Enterprise. Give me all the projects, 
all the project managers, all the initiatives, all the products, and I will 
save you money and will get this [stuff ] done on time, on budget.

The lack of  direct authority meant that for some PMO leaders, project 
teams were seen as working in “silos.” In the cases where this occurred, 
the PMO leaders expressed frustration that project teams sometimes 
worked at “arm’s length.” Karen, for example, said, “You know, it’s not 
easy to fi nd out the details of  what’s going on sometimes when you’re 
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on the outside of  a project.” Similarly, Antonio described his relationship 
with project teams and how he is limited in his capacity to share or transfer 
lessons learned:

A lot of  these project teams sort of  work in their own individual silos, 
if  you will, and they go off  and do their work. Right now the only 
mechanism for sharing best practices is, you know, when I’m able to 
communicate with them [informally]. You know, communicate to the 
individual project teams.

Mack demonstrated how the lack of  direct authority over the project 
managers can lead to uncertainty about whether or not past learning is 
being incorporated into new projects:

Right now there’s no way for us to check if  [project managers are using 
the lessons- learned recommendations from their knowledge- sharing 
forums] and have they thought about those recommendations and 
why they decided to do it or not to do it. So that’s one issue we have. 

In a striking confi rmation of  the frequently reported lack of  direct au-
thority, a project manager talked about how another PMO was created by 
one of  the company’s business units outside of  IT, placing his PMO within 
IT in a precarious position:

The biggest issue in our environment has been new PMOs that just 
sprung up recently, that have nothing to do with our PMO model. I 
think that they argue with the idea of, “What’s the value of  us always 
going to that group for expertise? I can hire the same people you guys 
hired. We can hire our own PMO leader, and we don’t have to strive to 
your methodology. We can make it work for us.”

Time Pressures. Just under half  of  the PMO leaders (45 percent) identifi ed 
some combination of  time pressures and resistance on the part of  organi-
zational members to engaging in what they perceive as “extra work.” 

Time pressures sometimes result from project members being pulled 
into new projects immediately after their last project ends, making it dif-
fi cult for them to take time for refl ection. Sarah described how this phe-
nomenon impedes her ability to improve future projects:
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So if  I were the queen of  the world, then I would ask for more refl ec-
tive time, time to actually decompress and—What’s the word? And 
bring about a learning environment which is, “Yeah, just give us a little 
more time to get our breath before we move on to the next one,” be-
cause that’s how you learn the lesson. You know? Okay. Yes. The PMO 
can bring everybody together, and we can talk about the lessons, and I 
can document them, and then I can circulate them. But if  that’s while 
you’re already one- third of  the way into the next project, how the hell 
am I supposed to apply them as quickly as we’re doing the projects?

Time pressures are also cited as a reason why project members may not 
want to take the time to follow PMO processes related to lessons learned. 
Darla, the PMO leader in the organization that requires documented les-
sons learned in order to maintain an internationally recognized quality 
certifi cation, talked about the “pushback” she sometimes receives on these 
requirements:

They’re pretty hard-core here about requiring so much documenta-
tion, so much follow-up, so many metrics. Some of  them make sense 
for some projects and some of  them don’t make any sense for some 
projects, so I think there’s a lot of  pushback in getting that done. You 
know, when you didn’t have to do it before and you suddenly do, it is 
a lot of  extra work.

The perceived burdens of  “extra process” were also highlighted by a 
project manager who said the following in response to the interviewer’s 
question, “What do you think PMO leaders perceive to be their respon-
sibilities related to the transfer of  lessons learned?”:

I think that their perception of  a PMO is the governance, more gover-
nance, and setting the rules, setting templates, and they’re almost mak-
ing these templates and rules as a goal by itself. I think this is where you 
get, not all of  it, but many of  the perceptions.

People Rotating Into and Out of  Roles. Just under half  of  the PMO leaders 
(45 percent) also stated that people moving into and out of  project- related 
roles at all levels, including project managers, team members, and senior 
decision makers, impeded their ability to ensure that past lessons learned 
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were consistently incorporated into new projects. Debra explained how 
people rotating into and out of  roles confounded her eff orts to ensure that 
past learning was brought forward:

And that’s the one thing that I’m constantly dealing with now, is the 
change of  roles and responsibilities within the business as well as the ap-
plication development area, keeping track of  who’s who and, “Who else 
do I need to bring up to speed? Who else do I need to convince? Who else 
do I need to have see the light?” Because that constantly changes.

Similarly, June explained the problematic impact of  organizational 
changes and the shifting roles and responsibilities that result:

But as a PMO, you’ve got people coming into and out of  jobs all the 
time, coming from one role to another role, and are at diff erent levels 
of  maturity within the role that they play. If  you only focus on the set-
back schedules, the milestones, and the templates, you’ll fail, because 
you have to be adaptive to the organizational constraints.

Fear of  Publicly Airing Mistakes. Some of  the PMO leaders (35 percent) 
pointed to project members’ fears of  publicly airing mistakes as a barrier 
to learning from past project experiences. Debra pointed to fears of  air-
ing mistakes publicly as a reason why she often was not invited to project 
teams’ lessons- learned sessions:

That’s why I’m not always invited to them because it’s kind of  like, 
you know, “We don’t need to air our dirty laundry.” They do create 
the lessons learned, and they are attached (sometimes they’re not). 
You know? So if  I know a postmortem has gone on, then we’ll double-
 check to make sure that the information has been attached. But we 
don’t—sometimes there’s sensitivity to it, so we don’t need to add salt 
to the wound.

Similarly, Cathy talked about how project teams might not want to 
relate their experiences publicly because of  the sensitivities involved:

Considering lessons learned, sometimes there are folks that don’t want 
to share that information if  there was something that happened on 
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the project that, you know, they don’t want to get out. You know? 
Like we had that knock- down, drag- out fi ght and we really don’t want 
anybody to know about it. Not that that happened. But do you know 
what I mean?

Sarah talked about her experience with a project manager who she 
feels was afraid to speak up when problems started occurring on a proj-
ect, leading to larger problems and an eventual “no- go” decision by her 
management team:

Unfortunately, it was because the project manager wasn’t as good as 
she should be, and she was covering things up. You know, the price 
of  failure was too much for her to pay, but then, you know, it caught 
her at the end. So every week on week, when I’d been asking, not just 
about me, but certainly because—we’re talking about the PMO meet-
ing. Week on week, when I was asking, “Are there any issues? Are there 
any resourcing constraints?” You know, whatever. It was like, “No, no. 
We’re fi ne. No, we’re fi ne.”

In reaction to the fi nding that fear of  airing mistakes was a barrier to 
cross- project learning, a project manager in the project manager focus 
group related her thoughts about this phenomenon and how it can occur 
in the project environment:

That’s what I was going to bring up, especially when you have a string 
of  projects that were, say, green. And then all of  a sudden, you’re on 
somewhat of  a turbulent project, where it’s turning red, there’s a ten-
dency to somewhat dismiss it. Because well, you don’t want to kind of  
admit that there’s something wrong. And also your manager, or who-
ever it may be, may tend to distance it because they had such a great 
experience prior to this as well. (Project Manager 3)

Refl ection Deferred Until End of  Project. One- fi fth of  the PMO lead-
ers highlighted the problem of  retrospective recall and how conducting 
lessons- learned sessions at the end of  a project’s life cycle can limit partici-
pants’ ability to learn from past project experiences. Patty discussed this 
problem and how it can create a barrier to project members’ learning from 
their project experiences:
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Because sometimes, particularly in project teams that have been out 
there for a period of  time, it’s hard to do a formal lessons learned at the 
end and have them remember everything. . . . I think that if  we were 
able to crack the nut of  getting more real- time feedback of  lessons 
learned from our teams, it would put us in a better space. I think that 
there’s always that lag and delay of  what happens to when we fi nd it, 
and where we fi nd it. It’s always challenging.

Similarly, Mort described how he would change his status meeting ap-
proach so that refl ection occurs more often over the course of  projects:

When we’re having status meetings, we should be focusing not entirely 
on, “Okay. Where are we against these milestones? And what issues 
have we raised?” We should also be asking, “What’s going well?” With 
our success, make sure we talk about them, to understand the “whys” 
behind it and the “hows” where others can hear it.

Lack of  Senior Management Support. One- fi fth of  the PMO leaders also 
identifi ed a lack of  senior management support as a barrier to cross- project 
learning. In these cases, PMO leaders stated that senior managers often do 
not “walk the talk” when it comes to lessons learned, and some did not 
even “talk the talk.” For example, Melissa described the “lip service” paid 
to learning from the past in her organization:

Oh, the data that we get from postmortems? You know, “Gather that. 
And yes, we need to investigate that and make sure that doesn’t happen 
on the next one.” You know, “Check into it on the next one.” So there’s 
lip service to that. All kinds. “Absolutely that’s the right thing to do.” 
But then, when it comes down to it, “Well, that’s just another task, and 
we don’t have time for that.”

In response to the question, “In what ways does the organization sup-
port your eff orts to learn from project work and share those learnings with 
your team and other PMs?” Cathy described how the senior managers in 
her organization are often focused on status reporting rather than lessons 
learned:
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You know, it’s hard to say. Because that gets back to the question of, “Are 
they looking for the lessons learned?” And they’re really not. What they 
are looking for is the status reporting on the projects. They’re looking 
to share that information to know where we are, in that regard.

Organizational Members’ Diffi  culty Accessing Past Lessons Learned. One-
 fi fth of  the PMO leaders also reported that it was diffi  cult to share lessons 
learned with the right people at the right time, even if  those lessons were 
stored in databases that were accessible via the corporate intranet. Mack 
talked about why he perceives databases like this to be limited in value:

So in the past, what happened was, you know, what they do is they do 
gather some lessons learned and sometimes they post it in a common 
repository. But nobody looks at it and nobody even sees what is in 
those lessons learned. As I said earlier many times, documenting and 
just even publishing it, nobody is going to look at that.

This was echoed by a project manager in the project manager focus 
group, who said:

It’s more left to chance. . . . They will put lessons learned [on an intra-
net site], and I’ve seen that it even translates into revising training, as 
needed. But it’s more than a process. It’s more word of  mouth. They’re 
shared among the PMs.

The Challenges of Brokering 

E. Wenger (1998) characterizes brokering as a complex process that’s 
fraught with social challenges. As mentioned in Chapter 3, he claims that 
brokering requires “enough legitimacy to infl uence the development of  
a practice, mobilize attention, and address confl icting interests. It also re-
quires the ability to link practices by facilitating transactions between them, 
and to cause learning by introducing into a practice elements of  another” 
(pp. 109–110). Because boundaries lack the negotiated understanding of  
what defi nes competence in a given community of  practice, the value of  
brokering can be diffi  cult to recognize. As a result, “brokers sometimes 
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interpret the uprootedness associated with brokering in personal terms of  
individual adequacy.” 

It is not surprising, then, that 55 percent of  the PMO leaders reported 
insuffi  cient authority over project teams as a major barrier to cross- project 
learning. Given their boundary- spanning role across communities, direct 
authority may be perceived as a route to achieving the legitimacy required 
in order to gain the cooperation and attention of  project managers, teams, 
and management. 

Because of  the frequent mention of  a lack of  direct authority, addi-
tional analysis was performed to determine whether or not there was a 
diff erence in perception between those who report to “C- level” executives 
and those who report further down in the organizational hierarchy. It was 
found that approximately the same proportion of  participants reporting 
to the C level as of  those reporting elsewhere expressed a lack of  direct au-
thority, suggesting that organizational position does not necessarily make 
a diff erence in respondents’ perceptions of  a lack of  authority aff ecting 
their ability to facilitate cross- project learning. The researcher posits that 
it is not necessarily organizational position that creates the required level 
of  authority, but the perceived legitimacy of  the PMO leader, regardless 
of  where he reports. 

According to Wenger, brokering requires the ability to “manage care-
fully the coexistence of  membership and non- membership, yielding 
enough distance to bring a diff erent perspective, but also enough legiti-
macy to be listened to” (p. 110). The two most frequently expressed en-
ablers of  cross- project learning—a strong network of  good relationships 
and support from senior management—can be seen as both contributors 
to and by- products of  the level of  legitimacy required of  the PMO leader 
if  he is to mobilize the activities required to facilitate learning from one 
project to the next. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, Cervero and Wilson (2001) claim that adult 
learning in any context represents a struggle for knowledge and power. 
Learning not only is shaped by relations of  power, but plays a role in repro-
ducing or changing these relations. Taking this perspective, the negotia-
tion of  meaning associated with project lessons learned can also be seen 
as a political endeavor, the results of  which depend on the relative power 
associated with project teams, management, and the PMO. 

Project teams can exercise power by excluding the PMO from discus-
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sions of  project lessons learned. Likewise, the PMO leader can exercise 
power by intervening with project teams to facilitate learning. The learn-
ing that results in either case will necessarily be negotiated based on the 
interests of  those involved and may give certain interests priority over oth-
ers. For example, if  the PMO leader is involved and has garnered suffi  cient 
legitimacy, the learning outcomes may be shaped by the PMO leader’s 
interest in the project team’s conformance to existing standards and pro-
cesses. Did they follow established routines? Why or why not? In situations 
where the PMO leader is not present or has not attained a suffi  cient level 
of  legitimacy, emphasis may be placed elsewhere, as the project team may 
not have a vested interest in improving the organization’s project stan-
dards and processes. 

Social Capital. A strong network and support from senior management 
are closely aligned with the concept of  social capital, which J. Nahapiet 
and S. Ghoshal (1998) defi ne as “the sum of  the actual and potential re-
sources embedded within, available through, and derived from, the net-
work of  relationships possessed by an individual or social unit”(p. 243). 
It appears that the social capital of  the PMO leader is an important fac-
tor in her ability to gain the legitimacy required to facilitate cross- project 
learning, particularly when she lacks a direct line of  authority over project 
participants.

Defensive Routines. Insuffi  cient authority was not the only challenge re-
ported by PMO leaders. As shown earlier in the chapter, 45 percent of  
interviewees also reported time pressures as a barrier to learning from 
past project experiences. One might simply surmise that if  organizational 
members do not have the time to engage in learning practices, then pro-
cesses associated with replicating success and avoiding past failures may 
simply require increased visibility and attention in order to be eff ectively 
deployed. Yet this conclusion may not tell the whole story, especially given 
that, as reported earlier, 50 percent of  the PMO leaders indicate that upper 
management expects them to continuously improve project delivery. 

Researchers in previous project- based learning studies have also noted 
time pressures as a barrier to learning from past project experiences (Dis-
terer, 2002; Keegan & Turner, 2001; Schindler & Eppler, 2003; Zedtwitz, 
2003). In A. Keegan and J. R. Turner’s study of  19 project- based fi rms, for 
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example, the authors found that it was “common throughout the study for 
respondents to list impressive practices in place to facilitate organizational 
learning, and then at the very end to state they do not work, or are not 
used, because of  the time pressures on those people whose learning is the 
focus of  these systems” (p. 91).

It may not be simply a lack of  time that limits the use of  refl ective prac-
tices, but rather defensive routines that conspire to make conscious refl ec-
tion and learning much less appealing to organizational members than, 
say, launching the next project and generating more activity. As described 
in earlier chapters, Chris Argyris (1995) describes organizational defensive 
routines as “any action, policy, or practice that prevents organizational 
participants from experiencing embarrassment or threat and, at the same 
time, prevents them from discovering the causes of  the embarrassment or 
threat” (pp. 20–22). “Face- saving” is one such defensive routine, the rules 
of  which Argyris describes as follows: “When encountering embarrass-
ment or threat, bypass it and cover up the bypass.” 

It is not diffi  cult to envision defensive routines at work within the proj-
ect environment, especially within the context of  red- light learning, where 
management and the PMO intervene with project teams to understand 
what went wrong after a project has been classifi ed as red on the PMO 
leader’s dashboard status report. One could also envision defensive rou-
tines at work not only at the project team level, but also at the PMO leader 
level and among members of  the management team. Each of  these com-
munities, either by its action or by its inaction, may have the potential 
to be seen as a contributor to “the problem.” Of  course, project team 
members—and especially project managers—are under a more acute 
threat to their individual careers. The point here is that the PMO leader 
and the senior management team, because of  their relative positions of  
power, can inadvertently undermine their own ability to “know the truth” 
about what is happening at the project level. After all, defensive routines 
are likely to emerge if  project members have the potential to be associated 
with a “mistake.”

In sum, then, under conditions of  red- light learning, refl ective practices 
can come to be seen by the culture as a punitive experience, making it 
more likely that defensive routines will be perpetuated and further reduc-
ing the utility and eff ectiveness of  refl ective practices. Defensive routines 
are likely to undermine the PMO leader’s attempts to help team members 
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refl ect constructively on past project experiences for the benefi t of  current 
or future projects.

Conceptual Framework for the PMO Leader Role

A conceptual framework for how PMO leaders broker the continuous im-
provement process is presented in Figure 4.2. It synthesizes the fi ndings 
and discussion in this chapter and includes the following elements: organi-
zational context, PMO leader brokering, social capital, defensive routines, 
and collective brokering. Each of  these elements is discussed here.

Organizational Context. Consistent with Wenger’s (1998) view that orga-
nizations are made up of  multiple communities of  practice, we fi nd the 
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PMO leader to be immersed within a “constellation of  practices” from 
which and through which knowledge about past project experiences may 
be negotiated and shared. The PMO leader works within the context of  
these communities, which include senior management, project teams, the 
PMO organization itself, and other functional departments. Members of  
a project team may include people from multiple communities of  prac-
tice within the organization, often from various functional departments 
or areas of  specialty. Over time, the project team may also develop a com-
munity of  practice of  its own.

PMO Leader Brokering. As discussed in this chapter, PMO leaders engage 
in brokering—the process of  establishing connections between communi-
ties by “introducing elements of  one practice into another” through pro-
cesses of  translation, coordination, and alignment among and between 
these perspectives (p. 105). Refl ection is also seen as an additional dimen-
sion of  PMO leader brokering. All of  these processes are therefore repre-
sented in the revised conceptual framework.

The analysis of  PMO leader brokering given in this chapter indicated 
that not only do PMO leaders broker in support of  boundary practices 
such as status reporting and governance, lessons- learned practices, and 
knowledge- sharing forums, but they also intervene in the project environ-
ment to (1) improve projects, (2) improve processes that are common to 
multiple projects, and (3) transfer standards and practices to project teams. 
These elements are also represented.

Social Capital and Defensive Routines. Two broad themes emerged from 
the additional interpretation of  the enablers and barriers to cross- project 
learning. Social capital is seen as being a key enabler, while defensive rou-
tines are viewed as a key barrier. Researchers in project- based learning 
have drawn upon the concept of  social capital to describe how knowledge, 
particularly context- dependent, tacit knowledge, is more eff ectively shared 
and diff used across projects and organizations by individuals who have 
developed strong, mutually benefi cial relationships and have therefore 
gained a degree of  social capital (Bresnen et al., 2003; DeFillippi & Arthur, 
1998; Newell, 2004; Walker & Christenson, 2005).

As discussed previously in this chapter, red- light learning and the 
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associated defensive routines it inspires may contribute to Keegan and 
Turner’s (2001) fi nding that “in no single company did respondents ex-
press satisfaction with [the lessons- learned process]” (p. 90). Both social 
capital and defensive routines are represented in the revised conceptual 
framework.

Retrospective and Prospective Collective Learning Practices. Many of  the 
PMO leader’s activities can be classifi ed as either retrospective, prospec-
tive, or both. Retrospective learning practices include status reporting 
and governance, lessons- learned practices, and the personal experiences 
of  PMO leaders and their staff s. Prospective learning practices include 
project methodologies, knowledge- sharing forums, formal training, and 
personnel selection.

Boundary practices such as status reporting and governance, lessons-
 learned practices, project methodologies, and knowledge- sharing fo-
rums—all forms of  collective brokering—are viewed as organizational 
routines (Bresnen et al., 2005) through which and by which knowledge 
is captured and transferred for the benefi t of  current and future projects. 
M. Bresnen et al. (2005) describe organizational routines as “repetitive, 
recognizable patterns of  interdependent actions involving multiple actors” 
(p. 28). The development of  these routines represents a shared history 
of  learning (Wenger, 1998) among management, the PMO, and project 
teams. Collective brokering practices are a means through which lessons 
learned are transferred from one project to another. Newly established 
project managers and project teams experience these practices, with previ-
ous lessons built in, as a form of  legitimate peripheral participation (Lave 
& Wenger, 1991). 

Boundary practices can also be construed as a means by which process 
knowledge from past project experiences can be embedded into organi-
zational routines for the benefi t of  future projects. S. Newell et al. (2006) 
describe process knowledge as processes that a team has deployed in order 
to achieve its goals. Process knowledge can be distinguished from “prod-
uct knowledge,” which the authors defi ne as “knowledge about what had 
actually been achieved in relation to the stated goals or objectives” of  a 
project (p. 175). The transfer of  project methodologies, including embed-
ded process knowledge, is accomplished through templates that are often 
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stored on intranet portals for use across multiple projects. Templates and 
systems are forms of  boundary objects that facilitate knowledge transfer 
through processes involving participation and reifi cation (Wenger, 1998). 
Consistent with the fi ndings of  Marc Antoni et al. (2005), process knowl-
edge resides in templates, checklists, manuals, and guidelines, represent-
ing an accumulation of  experience in project delivery. 

Drawing on the work of  Maurizio Zollo and Sidney Winter (2002) and 
Martha Feldman and Brian Pentland (2003), Bresnen et al. (2005) claim that 
organizational learning “concerns how change is accomplished through 
the development of  capabilities tied to the production and reproduction 
of  new organizational routines” (p. 29). Adopting this perspective, PMO 
leaders can therefore be viewed as knowledge brokers who, through the 
establishment of  both retrospective and prospective collective brokering 
processes, help their organizations learn from past project experiences by 
embedding process knowledge into organizational routines that can be 
transferred to new or existing projects.

The revised conceptual framework informs the cross- project and or-
ganizational learning literature in two ways. First, previous researchers 
have pointed to the potentially broader applicability of  process knowl-
edge than of  product knowledge, suggesting that it may be a more useful 
mechanism by which to transfer knowledge from one project to the next 
(Antoni et al., 2005; Newell et al., 2006). This study confi rms that process 
knowledge can indeed be useful in the project environment, as it demon-
strates how PMO leaders utilize process knowledge in the form of  project 
methodologies, tools, and templates to inform the work of  prospective 
project teams. 

A second way in which the revised conceptual framework informs the 
literature is by demonstrating that PMOs can be viewed as a way to fa-
cilitate organizational learning in project environments. As discussed in 
Chapter 1, Marsick and Watkins (1999) claim that organizational learning 
can occur if  two criteria are satisfi ed: (1) Individuals, either appointed by 
management or anointed by followers, “take their learning back to the sys-
tem,” and (2) the system has “structures, processes and a culture in place 
to embed and support organizational learning” (p. 12). This study demon-
strates that PMO leaders can in fact bring learning “back to the system” 
and that they routinely establish processes, structures, and systems that 
embed this learning across project teams within their organizations. 
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THE PMO AND MULTI- LEVEL LEARNING

A number of  conclusions can be drawn about the role of  the PMO leader 
and how he can contribute to facilitating cross- project learning and con-
tinuous improvement, components of  multi- level learning that enable 
continuous systems- level learning. Each of  these conclusions is discussed 
here, followed by recommendations for how PMO leaders can overcome 
many of  the barriers to continuous improvement.

The PMO Leader as Knowledge Broker

The fi rst conclusion drawn from the study is that PMO leaders are knowl-
edge brokers who facilitate connections among multiple communities in 
order to facilitate learning from one project to the next. PMO leaders are 
uniquely positioned to facilitate the deployment of  refl ective practices and 
to embed this learning into future project activities for two reasons. First, 
by virtue of  their organizational position, PMO leaders are able to see 
patterns across multiple projects and identify learning opportunities based 
on those observations. Second, PMO leaders oversee the design and imple-
mentation of  processes that are common to multiple projects, and, as seen 
in this study, most of  these practitioners have recognized the importance 
of  embedding lessons- learned practices into project methodologies within 
their organization. 

Transferring Improved Practices via Organizational Routines

The second conclusion is that organizational routines that can be utilized 
by multiple projects can provide project organizations with a repeatable 
way to generate and transfer learning from past project experiences. Previ-
ous theorists and researchers have identifi ed organizational routines as a 
means by which the collective know- how from previous experiences can 
be embedded into the everyday work of  organizational members (M. C. 
Becker, 2005; M. C. Becker et al., 2005; Bresnen et al., 2005; Feldman & 
Pentland, 2003; Szulanski & Jensen, 2004). As discussed in Chapter 1, how-
ever, project organizations present a unique challenge for organizational 
learning because projects may be perceived as being “one- off ” or unique. 
Moreover, project teams disband upon the completion of  their work, 
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leaving no formal corpus behind to carry the learning to future activities. 
This study demonstrates that organizational routines in the project man-
agement environment can help to overcome these challenges. Not only do 
they provide a formal mechanism for lessons- learned practices, but they 
can incorporate learning from past project experiences in the form of  im-
proved project methodologies and templates that can be transferred to 
future project teams.

Legitimacy and the Need for Social Capital

The third conclusion drawn from this study is that both the learning pro-
cess and the transfer of  learning via organizational routines are shaped by 
relations of  power, requiring PMO leaders to attain a degree of  social capi-
tal in order to facilitate cross- project learning eff ectively. Project managers 
and teams must factor in the interests of  the PMO and the processes that 
it requires when planning approaches to new projects. Likewise, the PMO 
leader must factor in the interests of  project managers and teams when 
designing new or improved routines to ensure that they can be adopted 
eff ectively. When the PMO leader faces challenges to her legitimacy, both 
the learning process and the transfer of  learning via organizational rou-
tines can be undermined by the relative power of  project teams and senior 
management, both of  which may be more worried about eff ective out-
comes than about the processes by which these outcomes are achieved.

Defensive Routines Undermine Improvement

The fourth conclusion from this study is that defensive routines may dis-
tort or constrain organizational learning from projects, making it less 
likely that future project teams will benefi t from the experiences of  previ-
ous teams. Under conditions of  red- light learning, where the organization 
focuses most of  its formal refl ective practices on failing projects, project 
team members may be inclined to avoid embarrassment or threat and may 
fi nd ways to divert attention to other, less threatening issues. As a result, 
the learning that occurred at the individual or group level may not be ad-
equately represented, making it more likely that future project teams will 
be required to “reinvent the wheel.”
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Lack of Awareness of the Importance of Productive Refl ection

The fi fth and fi nal conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that 
although most PMO leaders engage in refl ective practices, they may not 
be aware of  the value of  these practices when it comes to facilitating or-
ganizational learning from one project to the next. As discussed in Chap-
ter 5, most PMO leaders engage in refl ective practices in order to bring 
“runaway” projects back into alignment with management expectations. 
It may be that refl ective practices are utilized more as a short- term “fi x” 
than as a way to make a project team’s tacit knowledge explicit for the 
benefi t of  future project teams.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PMO LEADERS

Several recommendations are provided for PMO leaders who are endeav-
oring to improve their organization’s ability to learn from past project 
experiences. Overall, these recommendations are aimed at establishing 
conditions in which organizational members can refl ect productively on 
past experiences by increasing the social capital of  the PMO leader and 
reducing the eff ects of  defensive routines.

Recommendation 1: Focus on Accumulating Social Capital Across Multiple 
Communities by Establishing a Network of  Strong Relationships Built on 
Trust, Professional Development, and Mutual Understanding. As knowl-
edge brokers among multiple communities of  practice, PMO leaders must 
maintain enough distance from each community to be able to off er bal-
anced perspectives, yet they also need to attain a degree of  legitimacy 
among these communities in order to mobilize attention. This is true 
even for those who report to the highest levels of  management (C- level 
direct reports), as formal authority does not always equate to perceived 
legitimacy among constituents. Therefore, it is essential that PMO leaders 
build a strong network across communities in order to enlist support and 
negotiate practice connections eff ectively. Given the likely pervasiveness 
of  defensive routines and their confounding eff ects on refl ection and learn-
ing, it is necessary to gain the trust of  organizational members by empha-
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sizing professional development over more punitive approaches and by 
understanding the needs of  each community and its members rather than 
imposing practices that demonstrate a lack of  understanding of  a com-
munity’s unique requirements.

Recommendation 2: Focus Equal Emphasis on Learning from Success ful 
Projects as from Those That Appear to Have Failed or Run Off  Course. If  
formal learning practices are continually focused on poorly performing 
projects, the organization risks enculturating learning practices as a pu-
nitive endeavor, making engaging in this process a less- than- appealing 
prospect for organizational members. Moreover, if  learning practices are 
primarily focused on troubled projects, then the improvements in organi-
zational routines that result may be distorted in the direction of  eliminat-
ing risk and establishing tighter controls to prevent such problems from 
recurring. This may shackle future project teams with burdensome pro-
cesses that limit their innovative potential. It is recommended that PMO 
leaders actively engage successful project teams in formal learning prac-
tices by adopting the multi- level learning practices described in this book, 
not only to make the learning process more eff ective and engaging, but to 
discover the reasons why projects succeed so that this knowledge can also 
be embedded in future project routines.

Recommendation 3: Refl ect over the Course of  Projects Rather than Just at 
the End. Performing lessons- learned sessions upon project completion is 
often ineff ective when learning and refl ection have not been part of  the 
project from the beginning. Project teams may not have recorded their 
learning as the project progressed, nor will they have learned to refl ect col-
lectively in a structured format, and these limitations can severely hinder 
their ability to do so once at the end and expect a productive result. For 
projects that last for months or years, project members will clearly have 
diffi  culties bringing to the surface memories about the ways in which they 
solved problems over the course of  the project, making the learning gen-
erated in lessons- learned sessions highly selective and potentially less than 
useful for future teams. It is recommended that PMO leaders adopt multi-
 level learning practices that embed formal refl ective processes throughout 
the course of  projects. 
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Recommendation 4: Provide Useful Process Knowledge to Project Teams 
by Asking “Why” Questions in Lessons- Learned Sessions and Embedding 
Stories and Examples from Past Project Experiences into Standard Method-
ologies and Templates. Most of  the lessons- learned practices described by 
PMO leaders focused on “what worked and what didn’t” with respect to 
past project activities. It is recommended that these refl ective questions 
be supplemented with questions as to why something worked or did not. 
This may generate more useful knowledge not only for the project team 
that is refl ecting on the experiences, but for prospective project teams that 
need to heed this advice on future projects. Asking why can evoke richer 
contextual information about why the practice worked or did not so that 
future project teams can make informed choices about their planned ap-
proaches. This richer contextual information may also be accompanied by 
what was formerly tacit knowledge on the part of  the originating project 
team, making this knowledge more accessible to the organization.

Recommendation 5: Establish Conditions That Are More Conducive to 
Productive Refl ection in Lessons- Learned Sessions by Utilizing an Objective, 
Substantively Neutral Facilitator. Lessons- learned sessions can be domi-
nated by defensive routines, which can distort the refl ective process and 
block learning at the project level. The “lessons” that result may therefore 
not represent the true experiences of  project teams, further undermin-
ing the organization’s ability to continuously improve. It is recommended 
that PMO leaders provide a means for project teams to utilize a trained 
facilitator from outside the project team who can help the team uncover 
its tacit knowledge and provide conditions that foster equal participation 
so that organizational members’ defensive routines do not dominate the 
session. A skilled facilitator from outside the team can help the group 
members avoid “blamestorming” and focus on the processes by which 
they achieved their outcomes rather than focusing on the performance of  
specifi c individuals, thus creating an atmosphere that is less conducive to 
defensiveness, blame, or individual heroics.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter presented the fi ndings from interviews with 20 PMO lead-
ers and two focus groups. It described how the PMO leader plays a criti-
cal knowledge brokering role, working across communities of  practice to 
facilitate continuous improvement. As the overseer of  multiple concur-
rent projects, the PMO is able to incorporate learning practices and the 
outcomes that result into the organization’s routines, methodologies, sys-
tems, tools, and templates. It is in this way that the PMO leader provides 
the “glue” that enables continuous systems- level learning.
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PA RT  3

Implementing 
Multi-Level Learning

In Part 2, we discussed two of  the roles required for deploy-
ing multi- level learning: the multi- level learning coach and the 
program management offi  ce (PMO). In this section, we dis-
cuss how the people in these roles work with the rest of  the 
organization to facilitate learning and continuous innovation 
at each of  three levels: projects, processes, and strategies. The 
fi rst chapter covers how to facilitate continuous innovation and 
improvement at the project team level. The second chapter dis-
cusses how to engage project managers and teams in improv-
ing processes that span multiple projects. The third chapter in 
Part 3 focuses on how to facilitate alignment between the orga-
nization’s strategy and its overall project portfolio.
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Level 1, facilitating continuous project improvement, focuses on pro-
viding mechanisms that allow project teams to learn from their experi-
ence while work is progressing. In Chapter 1, we discussed the need for 
continuous structured learning throughout the project life cycle, so that 
teams can generate actions based on their refl ective eff orts while some-
thing can still be done to improve their results. Among the numerous 
problems with postproject reviews is that team members lack the moti-
vation to tackle sensitive or complex issues head- on after the project is 
over, since addressing these issues can no longer improve the outcomes. 
Continuous structured learning over the course of  projects enables teams 
to refl ect and improve while they are “in fl ight,” reducing the risk of  the 
surprises and blowups that can result when problems remain buried or 
unresolved.

OVERVIEW OF LEVEL 1: 
CONTINUOUS PROJECT IMPROVEMENT

Consistent with the principles of  multi- level learning discussed in Chap-
ter 2, the purpose of  Level 1, continuous project improvement, is to give 
project teams a mechanism for refl ecting on their experiences in order to 
eliminate waste, deliver as fast as possible, and satisfy the customer while 
seeing the whole and welcoming new insights as they emerge. They do 
this by taking responsibility for their own learning, using a third- party 
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coach to facilitate action- refl ection cycles at key points in the project, 
either after each iteration or upon the completion of  key milestones.

After each iteration or phase, the project team assembles to look back 
on what results were actually delivered and to what extent the team has 
met the expectations for that time period. The project retrospective is 
diff erent from a standard project review. It is not meant to replace it. 
Standard project reviews are informational. They provide the senior team 
or the PMO with updates on what a project has delivered, its status, and 
what needs to happen next to either get it back on track or keep it run-
ning. The focus is on the project team receiving feedback from the key 
decision makers, emphasizing what the team should be doing to meet 
expectations. The project retrospective is diff erent. Consistent with the 
principle of  empowering teams to take responsibility for their own learn-
ing, it asks the team members to refl ect on what actions they need to take 
to continually improve on their results. The project retrospective enables 
team members to refl ect on the project without the added complexity of  
“saving face” or defending their approach in the presence of  their peers 
or managers.

As noted in Chapter 3, the multi- level learning coach has no decision-
 making authority and serves as a substantively neutral third party. She 
works with the team’s project manager to plan and conduct prospective 
and retrospective sessions to clarify what needs to be done, refl ect on what 
was actually accomplished, and plan improvements for the next time pe-
riod. While the PMO leader or his designate may or may not attend these 
sessions, a key function of  the PMO is to capture the learning and knowl-
edge that results so that they can be applied to other projects and pro-
grams that can use them. 

The project manager takes the lead role in prospective discussions, 
with facilitation support from the coach, while the coach takes the lead in 
facilitating the retrospective. 

We now turn to the steps required at this level. As shown in Figure 5.1, 
these include (1) plan and conduct the prospective, (2) execute the plan, 
(3) plan and conduct the retrospective, and (4) update project plans, issues, 
risks, and lessons learned. Coverage of  each of  these steps follows, begin-
ning with Step 1. 
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STEP 1: PLAN AND CONDUCT THE PROSPECTIVE

Before conducting the fi rst prospective with the project team, the coach 
works with the project manager to (a) determine the goals, roles, and de-
liverables for the next iteration or time period, (b) identify the participants, 
(c) establish the agenda, date, and time, and (d) conduct the prospective.

Step 1a: Determine the Goals, Roles, and Deliverables

The primary purpose of  the prospective is to confi rm and clarify the 
goals, roles, and deliverables for the next time period or iteration. As 
this becomes more routine, teams will be able to get into a “fl ow” where 
they plan, execute, and refl ect at regular intervals. The project manager 
(or the Scrum master for agile teams) confi rms their understanding of  
the objectives and deliverables in preparation for the session, getting in-
put from team members, sponsors, and business owners as required.

2. Execute
the Plan

3. Plan and
Conduct the
Retrospective

4. Transfer
Improvements to 
New and Existing
Projects

1. Plan and
Conduct the
Prospective

1a. Determine Goals, 
Roles, and 
Deliverables

1b. Identify the
Participants

1c. Establish an 
Agenda, Date, 
and Time

1d. Conduct the 
Prospective

3a. Collect
Performance
Feedback

3b. Assess Team 
Members’
Perceptions

3c. Establish the
Agenda, Date, 
and Time

3d. Conduct the
Retrospective

Update the Following:
� Action Items
� Project Charter
� Project Plans
� Roles and

Responsibilities
� Issues and Risks
� Lessons Learned

FIGURE 5.1
Steps for Level 1: Continuous Project Improvement
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Step 1b: Identify the Participants

Identifying who should attend the project team prospective is usually 
obvious. It may be a direct refl ection of  what is represented in the proj-
ect charter or the organization chart. More often than not, those at-
tending include the project manager and all full- time or part- time team 
members. However, at times the meeting may also include others who 
can provide input on the expectations for the project. This might, for 
example, be a key stakeholder, the project sponsor, or an internal client, 
who attends, if  only for a portion of  the meeting, to clarify what is re-
quired. The PMO may or may not be involved, depending on whether or 
not one exists and on whether or not she would be able to provide value 
to the team. The multi- level learning coach should attend to help the 
team clarify and reinforce its goals, roles, and procedures, as discussed 
in Chapter 3. 

Step 1c: Establish the Agenda, Date, and Time for the Prospective

Each prospective may have a diff erent emphasis, depending on what stage 
in its life cycle the strategy or program is in and how much experience 
the team has with these types of  sessions. Yet regardless of  where the 
project or the team members are in relation to progress or experience, 
the purpose of  the prospective is to come to agreement on the answers 
to the following questions for the upcoming period, phase, or iteration. 
These questions serve as the outline of  the agenda:

1. What are the objectives and deliverables expected to be completed by 
the team?

2. What are the roles and responsibilities of  each individual with respect 
to making this happen?

3. What are the time and budget constraints?

The project manager will need to use his judgment, based on the pre-
liminary conversations and preparations, as to how much time should be 
dedicated to each of  these areas. In all cases, before addressing these topics 
in sequential fashion, the project manager, with assistance from the coach, 
facilitates a discussion about the ground rules for group discussions (see 
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Chapter 3) and ensures that time is allocated to this task on the agenda, 
particularly for the fi rst prospective.

Step 1d: Conduct the Prospective

Unlike the retrospective, which may place people in a defensive posture 
and therefore needs to be facilitated by the multi- level learning coach, the 
prospective may be led by the project manager or Scrum master (in the 
case of  agile projects), provided that she is skilled in the use of  eff ective 
group intervention and the principles of  multi- level learning described in 
Chapters 2 and 3, respectively. The coach may intervene when required 
to keep the group on track, while the project manager leads the team in 
getting clarity on objectives, deliverables, and time and budget constraints. 
Doing so sets the stage for the group members to take action in the next 
iteration or phase, knowing that in a few weeks’ time they will refl ect as 
a group on what worked, what didn’t, and what they need to sustain or 
change the next time around. Participants are asked to keep a journal of  
their experiences so that they can bring this material to the retrospective 
session. 

STEP 2: EXECUTE THE PLAN

After having clarifi ed the goals, roles, and deliverables, the project man-
ager, in consultation with the team members, issues a project plan that 
outlines who will do what, and when. The team then goes to work to 
carry out that plan, working to meet the goals and deliverables defi ned 
in the prospective. As work proceeds, the team members may wish to 
record signifi cant events in individual journals and refl ect on them as they 
occur. This will provide more useful material for discussions during the 
retrospective, which follows next.

STEP 3: PLAN AND CONDUCT THE RETROSPECTIVE

After each iteration, every 30 days, or after signifi cant milestones, the proj-
ect team reassembles to look back on what results were actually delivered 

www.amanet.org


130 Implementing Multi-Level Learning

 American Management Association
 www.amanet.org

and to what extent the team has met the expectations for that time pe-
riod. In this step, the coach works with the project manager to lay the 
groundwork for the session. Unlike the prospective, however, this session 
is facilitated by the coach. In this step, the project manager and coach work 
together to (a) collect performance feedback, (b) assess team members’ 
perceptions, (c) establish the agenda, date, and time, and (d) conduct the 
retrospective.

Step 3a: Collect Performance Feedback

As discussed in Chapter 2, the principles of  multi- level learning encour-
age quick iterations of  project delivery that place working end products 
in users’ hands sooner, so that teams can get feedback, learn, improve, 
and deliver what customers actually need and want. Measures of  on- time 
performance and budget variances are useful as intermediary measures 
and provide information that may be useful in refl ecting on recent events. 
However, short iterations that give customers and internal clients the abil-
ity to off er their perceptions are much more eff ective. Regular feedback 
from customers early in the cycle can reduce waste and focus resources on 
the right areas sooner. Of  course, short iterations are an ideal, and they are 
not always possible for all types of  projects. 

For organizations that provide project services directly to external cus-
tomers, assessing customer satisfaction may be more straightforward, albeit 
not always easy. Many project organizations, however, provide project ser-
vices to internal clients. For example, IT may develop new software and 
systems for the call center, or a Six Sigma group may perform projects that 
help the HR group. The HR group, in turn, may perform projects for the 
operations group. Distinguishing between external customers and inter-
nal clients is consistent with one of  the core principles of  multi- level learn-
ing: Satisfy the customer. In all cases, and wherever feasible and possible, 
providing value to the external customer is the ultimate goal. In the case 
of  projects that deliver to internal clients, however, assessing the internal 
client’s satisfaction while keeping the external customer in mind may be 
the most pragmatic approach.

In addition to gathering internal client or external customer feed-
back wherever possible, it is also benefi cial to obtain perceptual, qualita-
tive feedback from the project’s sponsors and other senior managers. 
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Questions for these stakeholders might include: What topics should the 
team address in the retrospective? What are some of  the strengths of  
the work to date? In which areas should the team focus its improvement 
eff orts? It is important to emphasize that stakeholders’ perceptions may 
not refl ect the deep level of  understanding that the project team has de-
veloped as a result of  having been close to the details of  the work. Feed-
back from sponsors and stakeholders, therefore, should be understood 
as perceptual data. Yet this feedback provides the team members with 
important information that will help them better understand what is on 
the minds of  the people who may have signifi cant impact on the project 
in one way or another.

It is also useful to have factual data related to actual person- hours, ac-
tual output (lines of  code, for example), and the number of  defects, de-
lays, and schedule slips. Having these data will help in establishing a fact 
base that enables the team to see the amount of  work accomplished, to 
improve future time and resource estimates, and to identify areas that can 
be improved upon. Examples of  the questions for data collection might 
include the following:

1. What were the calendar time and number of  person- hours required at 
each stage?

2. What were the schedule slips on the project, if  any, and when did they 
occur?

3. How many defects were found at each stage, and how did these defects 
aff ect the project or its key stakeholders?

4. What are the customer, internal client, or sponsor’s perceptions regard-
ing the project’s progress?

Step 3b: Assess Team Members’ Perceptions

Prior to the session, particularly for end- of- project retrospectives or for 
those that occur after signifi cant milestones, the coach will need to speak 
individually with each team member to do the following:

1. Describe the retrospective process and its benefi ts (for those who are 
new to the process).

2. Ask the team member what topics he feels need to be addressed.
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3. Ask him to describe what he feels would make for a successful retro-
spective result.

4. Determine if  there are areas of  particular sensitivity that need to be 
handled with care.

5. Ask him to collect artifacts, including his project calendar, personal 
diaries, memos, meeting notes, old project schedules, white papers, 
budgets, project plans, project resource allocation, personnel “loading” 
charts, and any other materials that may be useful. These materials 
may be found in the team member’s journals, old e-mails, notebooks, 
bug status reports, MS Project fi les, and so on, and should be brought 
to the meeting. 

These conversations, particularly for the fi rst senior team retrospec-
tive, enable the coach to build rapport, prepare an agenda, and identify 
potential “hot buttons” that may lead to defensive routines. They also pro-
vide an opportunity to talk about what each member needs to bring to 
the session in the form of  artifacts. These may be drawn from the team 
members’ individual journals, e-mail exchanges, meeting notes, presenta-
tions, or project reviews and will be shared by each member during the 
retrospective. They serve as a means for communicating agreement and 
focusing on actual events, so that each member of  the group is able to 
provide perspective on the things that he feels are most important for dis-
cussion. This helps to both refresh memories and keep the focus on actual 
facts and events.

Step 3c: Establish the Agenda, Date, and Time

As discussed in Chapter 2, the purpose of  the retrospective is to refl ect 
on the actual results so that the team can plan actions that will improve 
future performance and build on its successes. The agenda for the project 
retrospective should result in answers to the following questions:

1. What were our expectations, objectives, and deliverables for this time 
period?

2. What were the actual results that were delivered? What were the per-
ceptions of  internal clients, customers, and other key stakeholders 
with regard to these outcomes?
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3. What were the primary causes or determinants of  these results and 
perceptions, whether favorable or unfavorable?

4. What worked well that we don’t want to forget?
5. What should we do diff erently next time?

The coach will design her agenda to achieve these objectives based on 
the planning discussions and her style preferences for how to accomplish 
them. As with the prospective, the meeting should start by establishing 
or reviewing ground rules for group interaction, including Kerth’s Prime 
Directive (see Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion of  this). In addition, 
the following agenda items should also be included: 

1. Review expectations, objectives, and deliverables. This should be brief  and 
to the point. 

2. Discuss what actually occurred with respect to these areas. Record team 
members’ perceptions on a fl ip chart, ensuring that you get clarity 
concerning what’s being said.

3. Share artifacts. In the planning discussions, group members were asked to 
bring important artifacts to the session, including their journals, project 
calendars, schedules, resource allocations, requirements, and the like. Al-
locate time for each person to discuss the artifacts he brought. Particu-
larly for end- of- project retrospectives, N. Kerth (2001) suggests that the 
team vote and award prizes to the people who bring the most artifacts, 
the most signifi cant artifact, and the most unusual artifact. This brings 
a degree of  levity and humor that can be very eff ective, as long as the 
organization’s culture is supportive of  this kind of  activity.

4. Develop a timeline. Before the session, hang blank fl ip charts on the 
wall and title them with applicable time buckets from left to right in 
chronological order. Have large Post- it notes available for individuals 
to record specifi c events. Facilitate the development of  a timeline of  
important events that occurred over the course of  the previous time 
period. This can be done either by asking the group to break out into 
small groups or take a few minutes for each individual to record her 
events on a series of  Post- it notes. The approach chosen will depend 
on the size of  the group and the ability of  specifi c group members 
to collaborate eff ectively. Begin with the start of  the project or time 
period, and ask each person or subgroup to off er its Post- it notes. Put 
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them on the fl ip charts under the applicable time period, reading each 
aloud as you post it, and clarifying the event if  necessary so that all 
team members understand the message that is being conveyed.

5. Off er appreciations. This is an exercise developed by Kerth (2001) that 
can be used to help team members appreciate all the work they’ve ac-
complished, particularly if  they perceive the project to be less than 
successful. The facilitator asks the group for a volunteer who would 
like to express appreciation for someone else’s eff orts. The person who 
receives the appreciation then selects someone whom she would like to 
thank, and the cycle continues until all individuals have both given and 
received appreciations. The coach will need to decide whether or not a 
group is ready for such an activity and whether or not it will be helpful. 
You will fi nd, however, that many teams will respond to this activity 
favorably, as this kind of  opportunity is a rare event in the everyday 
work experience!

6. Identify what caused the results, whether favorable or unfavorable. This is 
a critically important part of  the session that is often neglected in 
postproject reviews. Working from the timeline and their collective 
memory, the team members should attempt to come to a common 
understanding of  what led to the results, whether these results were 
perceived as positive or negative. It may be useful for the facilitator 
to introduce the concept of  the “fi ve whys,” an exercise that is famil-
iar to those with knowledge of  quality improvement tools. Often, the 
root causes of  specifi c outcomes lie buried within statements of  fact 
and require additional answers to the question “why” in order to be 
uncovered. For example, if  the project was delayed by two weeks, the 
facilitator begins by asking “why.” A response might be, “Because the 
requirements were not clear.” The facilitator then asks “why” once 
again. A response might be, “Because we didn’t talk to the right people 
to get the requirements.” The sequence then continues until either fi ve 
whys have been asked or a suitable cause has been identifi ed. This can 
be a tricky exercise for a variety of  reasons. First, it is absolutely critical 
to ensure that people do not blame specifi c individuals or groups, but 
rather take collective responsibility for the result. It should be assumed 
that each person did the best he could at the time, so the focus of  the 
cause analysis should be on decisions, issues, procedures, and processes 
associated with the group as a whole rather than perceptions about 
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problems with specifi c individuals. The aim is to create an environment 
of  safety so that the group can have a genuinely productive discussion. 
Second, this exercise can be tricky because what constitutes a “root 
cause” is not always obvious or unequivocal. The best approach is to 
be pragmatic and use the following criterion: A root cause is something 
that, if  it were eliminated or adequately addressed, would prevent the 
same problem from recurring. Note that it is possible to identify the 
root causes of  successful results as well.

7. Identify solutions for overcoming problems and replicating successes. Facili-
tate the brainstorming of  solutions that, if  applied the next time, could 
prevent problems from recurring or enable successes to be carried 
forward. These solutions should be based on the causes of  the actual 
outcomes discussed in the previous step, consistent with the problem-
 solving model reviewed in Chapter 3. 

8. Identify action items. Questions to ask here include the following: 
 a. What worked well that we don’t want to forget? 
 b. What should we do diff erently next time?
 c.  What requires more data, expertise, or discussion to better under-

stand?

Norm Kerth (2001), Esther Derby and Diana Larsen (2006) provide a 
number of  additional tools that can be used for retrospectives with proj-
ect teams, including (for those familiar with quality tools) brainstorming, 
force fi eld analysis, and fi shbone, all of  which can be useful depending on 
the situation at hand.

Step 3d: Conduct the Retrospective

Unlike the prospective, which may be facilitated by the project manager 
or Scrum master, the retrospective is facilitated by the coach—an objective 
third party with no infl uence over performance reviews and no decision-
 making authority on a day- to- day basis. As a skilled facilitator of  learning 
and refl ection, she helps team members look back on the project work in 
ways that limit defensive routines, reminding people about tools such as 
TALK, the Ladder of  Inference, and collaborative confl ict resolution that 
emphasizes understanding of  underlying needs rather than bargaining po-
sitions (see Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion of  how and under what 
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circumstances the coach should intervene to keep the group on track). 
When retrospectives are conducted more frequently, the team members 
themselves will become skilled in the art of  asking questions that lead to 
valid information, free and informed choice, and internal commitment. 

STEP 4: UPDATE PROJECT PLANS, ISSUES, 
RISKS, AND LESSONS LEARNED

After the retrospective session, the project manager or Scrum leader 
works with the coach and the PMO leader to document the results and 
communicate them to team members, sponsors, and key stakeholders. 
“Report- out” meetings with senior managers and the PMO may be useful 
for generating support for the team’s improvement actions. In addition, 
subgroups of  individuals may be required to take certain actions as a result 
of  the meeting and to make adjustments to the project charter, the project 
plan, and the issues and risks logs that are often maintained by project and 
program teams. Updates to the following documents may be required to 
ensure that the improvements are taken into the next iteration or time 
period:

� Action items
� The project charter (including objectives, scope, and business case)
� The project plan and resource allocations
� Roles and responsibilities
� Issue and risk logs
� Other “learning” that the team wants captured in the form of  things to 

sustain or improve

The project manager or Scrum master works with the PMO leader or 
program manager to follow up on important improvements that need to 
be carried forward, including the decisions captured in the documents just 
listed. What matters most is that the team acts on the outcomes of  the ret-
rospective and that its members fi nd the experience valuable. Therefore, 
it is good practice for the coach to facilitate feedback on the retrospective 
process itself, modeling the behavior of  taking feedback and acting upon 
it as appropriate so that the team feels that it is being listened to and that 
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it has an adequate degree of  control over its group process and how it is 
spending its time.

CONCLUSION

Project team retrospectives at regular intervals in the project life cycle en-
able teams to refl ect, learn, and improve as they go. With the help of  the 
multi- level learning coach, they take responsibility for their own learning 
so that they can proactively address problems, issues, and risks wherever 
possible before they grow into surprises or blowups that trigger a red light. 
Of  course, problems will always arise unexpectedly, but when teams have 
honed their communication skills and refl ective capacity through frequent 
action- refl ection cycles, they are able to solve these problems more eff ec-
tively as they occur, rather than waiting until the end of  the project, when 
the damage has already been done. Regular feedback from customers 
through short iterations, although not always possible, provides the op-
portunity to focus on only those areas that are important to the customer, 
enabling the team to reduce waste and deliver only what customers truly 
require.

In the next chapter, we cover how to facilitate cross- project improve-
ments that enable innovations to be spread from one team to the next, 
creating a multiplier eff ect that has the potential to improve results across 
many projects in the portfolio simultaneously.
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Many project organizations are small in scale, with one or two teams at 
most working on projects at the same time. For these organizations, the 
people who develop improvements are not diff erent from the ones who 
use them in the next project. In larger project organizations, however, 
and on business transformation initiatives that require many concurrent 
work streams, there may be numerous or even hundreds of  projects go-
ing at the same time. People who work in these environments know that 
while each project is unique—having its own set of  objectives, plans, 
issues, and risks—many of  them follow common steps. In these situa-
tions, one team may benefi t from improvements and innovations made 
by another. At this level of  multi- level learning, knowledge and innova-
tion are shared across projects to improve processes that are common to 
multiple projects. This creates a “multiplier eff ect,” in which improve-
ments can not only improve team effi  ciency and eff ectiveness, but enable 
the organization as a whole to continuously improve, reduce waste, and 
deliver faster across many projects at the same time. 

This chapter covers how to apply the principles of  multi- level learn-
ing to facilitate cross- project improvement. It begins with an overview of  
this level and then moves to a discussion of  the steps required to make it 
happen.

 6 FA C I L I TAT I N G  L E V E L  2 : 

C R O S S - P R O J E C T 

I M P R OV E M E N T
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OVERVIEW OF LEVEL 2: CROSS-PROJECT IMPROVEMENT

The goal of  Level 2 is to provide a mechanism for continually improv-
ing performance across multiple projects. Cross- project improvement is 
diff erent from Six Sigma or other process improvement methodologies 
that use a “waterfall” approach. Rather than following a sequential proj-
ect plan that steps through the phases of  defi ne, measure, analyze, and 
improve, cross- project improvement is an iterative approach. It starts with 
data from project- level retrospectives and an improvement goal. Project 
managers then try new approaches on real projects while they are in prog-
ress, enabling them to refl ect collectively on ways to improve processes. 
This action- refl ection cycle is repeated as necessary until the improvement 
goal is achieved. Consistent with the principles of  multi- level learning dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, cross- project improvement is focused on eliminating 
waste, delivering as fast as possible, and seeing the whole with the help of  
an objective, substantively neutral third- party coach. Questions include: 
What patterns are emerging from project retrospectives that appear to be 
aff ecting many projects? Which improvements that were made by specifi c 
teams can be shared across other projects? Which cross- project activities 
are consuming the most time and resources, and what can be done to 
make them more eff ective?

Both the multi- level learning coach and the program manager or pro-
gram management offi  ce (PMO) provide an important function. As noted 
in Chapter 3, the multi- level learning coach has no decision- making au-
thority and serves as a substantively neutral third party. She works with the 
program management offi  ce to plan and conduct regular action- refl ection 
cycles with project managers and other subject- matter experts from across 
the project organization. A key function of  the PMO at this level is to 
incorporate improvements and innovations into the organization’s pro-
cesses, systems, and methodologies so that future teams can use them. 
Chapter 4 discussed in detail how PMO leaders broker knowledge in this 
way, enabling the organization to incorporate ongoing improvements in 
ways that enable systems- level learning. 

Having covered the goals and roles required for cross- project improve-
ment, we now turn to the steps required to make it happen. As shown 
in Figure 6.1, these steps include (1) plan and conduct the cross- project 
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prospective, (2) pilot improvements, (3) plan and conduct the cross- project 
retrospective, and (4) transfer improvements to new and existing projects. 
Coverage of  each of  these steps follows, beginning with Step 1.

STEP 1: PLAN AND CONDUCT THE PROSPECTIVE

This step consists of  the following activities: (a) Identify a high- priority 
problem area, (b) recruit participants, (c) draft an improvement charter, 
(d) establish an agenda, date, and time, and (e) conduct a cross- project 
prospective. 

Step 1a: Identify Cross-Project Improvement Opportunities

There are many ways to identify opportunities for improvement across 
multiple projects. In environments in which many similar projects are 
happening concurrently, the PMO leader or program manager may fi nd 

FIGURE 6.1
Steps for Level 2: Cross-Project Improvement

2. Pilot
Improvements

3. Plan and
Conduct the
Retrospective

4. Transfer
Improvements to 
New and Existing
Projects

1. Plan and
Conduct the
Prospective

1a. Identify 
Cross-Project 
Improvement 
Opportunities

1b. Recruit 
Participants

1c. Draft an 
Improvement
Charter

1d. Establish the
Agenda, Date, 
and Time

1e. Conduct the 
Prospective

3a. Meet with
Participants
Individually

3b. Gather Data

3c. Establish 
the Agenda, 
Date, and 
Time

3d. Conduct the
Retrospective

� Manage 
action items

� Update
methodologies, 
tools, and 
templates

� Coordinate 
additional
action-reflection
cycles as necessary

� Transfer
improvements to 
new and existing 
project teams
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activities that consistently run into problems. Common themes or pat-
terns that point to similar causes may arise from project retrospectives. For 
example, a research organization was fi nding that diff erent managers were 
initiating cross- functional projects that required many of  the same people. 
Moreover, these projects had confl icting objectives. After several projects 
were cancelled abruptly, the management team said, “Enough!” and en-
listed the PMO leader’s help in solving the problem. The PMO leader then 
gathered a group of  project managers from across the organization to 
develop a revised approach for launching projects that would ensure that 
the right people were involved at each step to minimize confl icts in the 
project portfolio. The new approach was implemented successfully, in part 
because those people who were required to make the change happen were 
involved in developing the new solution.

In another example of  a cross- project improvement success, a diff erent 
company’s PMO leader found that while most projects were delivering 
on time and within expectations, systems testing had been consistently 
taking an inordinate amount of  time and resources. Moreover, feedback 
from project retrospectives was pointing to misunderstandings and missed 
expectations on software requirements. As a result, the PMO leader held a 
prospective session focused on improving the requirements development 
process. 

Step 1b: Recruit Participants

The people to recruit for cross- project improvement eff orts, as for any 
organizational change, should be those who can both benefi t and contrib-
ute the most. Since the approach requires people to take action on real 
projects, it is important to select people who have a degree of  infl uence 
over a project team’s activities, so that they can plan and execute new ap-
proaches. Project managers will often be in this position, although there 
may be other people with specifi c subject- matter expertise who could 
prove equally valuable. It is also important that the people selected be 
about to undertake the process being improved. For example, if  the focus 
is on improving the requirements development process, then people who 
will be involved in gathering requirements in the upcoming period should 
be recruited. To best utilize the talents of  those in the organization and 
to develop improvements that make a diff erence, it is also important to 
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recruit people who are interested in improving future results. This motiva-
tion may be derived from a desire to avoid additional frustration on future 
eff orts, or the area may be something that they are intrinsically interested 
in improving. 

Step 1c: Draft an Improvement Charter

Once a focus area has been chosen and interested parties have been re-
cruited, the PMO, in consultation with the participants, drafts a brief  
“charter” that covers the following: the “business case” and associated 
problem statement, the business objectives or goals to be achieved, key 
milestones, team members, scope, and costs and benefi ts. Data from 
multiple project- level retrospectives should be used to frame the busi-
ness case and problem statement. Questions to consider in developing 
the charter include: What fi rst brought the problem to our attention? 
What impact has it already had across projects? What evidence is there 
that this is a substantive problem that is worth addressing? What are the 
perceived root causes of  the problem? What will happen if  it is not ad-
dressed? Figure 6.2 provides a template that can be used to develop an 
improvement charter.

Step 1d: Establish an Agenda, Date, and Time

Like that for the project team prospective, the agenda should enable the 
improvement team to clarify its goals and roles with respect to making im-
provements and developing its approach. The following questions should 
be considered:

1. What is the problem, and what is our objective in relation to solv-
ing it?

2. What are the roles and responsibilities of  each individual involved?
3. What are the time and budget constraints?
4. What are possible improvements that can be made and on which proj-

ects will they be piloted?

The improvement charter serves as the primary document for use in the 
meeting’s discussion. The PMO or program leader, in consultation with the 
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coach, will need to use his judgment to determine how much time should 
be dedicated to each of  these areas. In all cases, ground rules for group 
discussions are developed or reviewed (see Chapter 3). Before the session 
ends, the PMO leader and the coach help participants get clarity concerning 
how they can defi ne and implement improvements on their projects after 
the meeting. Team members will need authority and infl uence with their 
respective teams so that they can work with them to implement the new ap-
proaches. As this requires real work on real projects, the organization needs 
to provide the latitude to enable improvements to be made.

Step 1e: Conduct the Prospective

The prospective may be led by the coach, the program manager, or the 
PMO leader, depending on their level of  skill and availability. As discussed 
in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively, the facilitator needs to be skilled in 

Scope

Describe geographic reach; functional areas 
affected; processes under review; types of 
projects to be improved.

Cost & Benefits

Potential benefits (revenue or expense benefits
from faster time to market, improved client
satisfaction, reduced risk, and/or increased
productivity)

Budget $/time for improvements

Goals and Objectives

� Should be specific, measurable, achievable,
and readily understood.

Team

Executive Sponsor:

Program Management:

Team Members:

Key Stakeholders:

Business Case / Problem Statement

Executive-level description of the burning need for
this improvement, the business problem(s) it solves,
and the potential benefits that will result if the
problem is adequately addressed.

High-Level Milestones

Prospective
Pilot
Retrospective
Implement

May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

FIGURE 6.2
Improvement Charter Template
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eff ective group intervention and the principles of  multi- level learning. The 
coach may intervene when required to keep the group on track, while the 
facilitator, if  diff erent from the coach, leads the team members in getting 
clarity concerning the problem and the objectives, their respective roles, 
the time and budget constraints, and how they will go about making im-
provements.

Participants are asked to keep a journal of  their experiences with the 
planning and implementation of  their improvements so that they can 
bring this material to the retrospective session.

Upon closing the prospective, the group will agree to meet after a few 
days or weeks, depending on the projects that are under way. If  require-
ments development is the process that is being improved, and two projects 
are about to undergo requirements development, then it is benefi cial to 
do the retrospective after this phase is complete on each project, so that 
the team members can refl ect on what happened in both cases. Typically, 
project managers and teams are responsible for creating their own project 
plans, so they can build in and pilot improvements as they do their plan-
ning for the upcoming time period. It is understood that a retrospective 
will be conducted afterward, and that additional refi nements will be iden-
tifi ed at that time. 

STEP 2: PILOT IMPROVEMENTS

After the prospective, the participants return to their respective proj-
ect teams to plan the deployment of  improvements aimed at solving 
the problems outlined in the improvement charter. This can be done in 
several ways, depending on the projects in the pipeline and the specifi c 
organizational environment. Project managers may choose to deploy 
multiple solutions, or it may be more practical to focus on just one or 
two. In addition, it may be necessary for the improvement team to meet 
several times to collect more data, identify root causes, or develop new 
tools, templates, or solutions before changes can be implemented on 
new projects. The PMO leader and the coach collaborate to determine 
the most eff ective approach given the size of  the problem, the magni-
tude of  the benefi ts that can be achieved, and the amount of  time that 
people are able to dedicate.
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While improvements are being developed and implemented, team 
members may want to keep a journal to record their thinking and other 
events that occur along the way in preparation for the cross- project retro-
spective, the planning and conducting of  which is covered next.

STEP 3: PLAN AND CONDUCT THE RETROSPECTIVE

After improvements have been made, either on one project or across mul-
tiple projects, the PMO leader and the coach work together to plan and 
conduct a cross- project retrospective. This step consists of  the following 
activities: (a) Meet with participants individually, (b) gather data, (c) estab-
lish the agenda, date, and time, and (d) conduct the retrospective.

Step 3a: Meet with Participants Individually

The PMO leader or program manager may want to meet with group 
members individually to provide support as they plan and implement po-
tential improvements for their respective projects, and he may work with 
project managers, sponsors, or others to help pave the way for the use of  
improved approaches. 

Step 3b: Gather Data

Prior to the retrospective, the PMO leader asks each participant to develop 
a timeline of  the steps her team took over the course of  its work. The 
timeline should also include any signifi cant events that may have occurred. 
This will be brought to the session and shared with other members of  the 
group. As with the project retrospective, it is also useful to have factual 
data related to actual person- hours, actual output (lines of  code, for ex-
ample), and the number of  defects, delays, or schedule slips that occurred. 
Having these data will help in establishing a fact base for evaluating the 
impact of  improvements. Examples of  the questions for data collection 
might include the following:

1. What was the calendar time and number of  person- hours required at 
each stage?
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2. What were the schedule slips on the project, and when did they occur?
3. How many defects were found at each stage, what was their severity?
4. What are the customer, internal client, or sponsor’s perceptions regard-

ing progress and results?

Step 3c: Establish the Agenda, Date, and Time for the Retrospective

As discussed in Chapter 2, the purpose of  the cross- project retrospective 
is to refl ect on the steps that teams take to accomplish their work. The 
agenda for this is similar to that for the project retrospective, except that 
the focus is on the steps taken on more than one project. The retrospective 
should result in answers to the following questions:

1. What was the problem identifi ed at the outset, and what was our objec-
tive for improvement?

2. What actual results occurred after implementing these improvements? 
What were the perceptions of  the project team members, internal cli-
ents, customers, and other key stakeholders with regard to their eff ec-
tiveness?

3. What were the primary causes or determinants of  these results and 
perceptions, whether favorable or unfavorable?

4. What worked well that we don’t want to forget?
5. What improvements will be carried forward into future activities, and 

how will the knowledge transfer be accomplished?

The coach will design an agenda that addresses these questions based 
on his style preferences, skills, and abilities. Like the prospective, the 
meeting should start by reviewing the ground rules for group interac-
tion, including Kerth’s Prime Directive (see Chapter 3 for a more de-
tailed discussion). In addition, the following agenda items should also 
be considered: 

1. Review the improvement charter. This should be brief  and to the point.
2. Share timelines. In the planning discussions, group members were asked 

to bring a timeline depicting the steps their team took and any sig-
nifi cant events that occurred. Allocate time for each person to discuss 
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her timeline, signifi cant data, improvements the she found useful, and 
what she might do diff erently next time.

3. Identify innovations. Working from their respective timelines, the group 
members identify practices that improved results and should be in-
corporated into future projects. Questions to ask here include: What 
worked well that we don’t want to forget? What did we learn from 
this? 

4. Defi ne additional improvements. The group discusses additional im-
provement opportunities that might be incorporated into future proj-
ect plans. If  time allows, the list should be prioritized to collect the 
team’s perspectives on which ones will have the most impact. Criteria 
for prioritization might include impact on calendar time, work time, 
customer satisfaction, quality, and/or employee development.

5. Determine if  another iteration is required. Before ending the session, the 
group, in consultation with the PMO leader, should decide whether 
or not another iteration of  improvement is required. It is likely that 
signifi cant problems will require multiple iterations to generate sus-
tainable improvement. 

Norm Kerth (2001) and Esther Derby and Diana Larsen (2006) provide 
a number of  additional tools that can be used for process retrospectives, 
including (for those familiar with quality tools) force fi eld analysis, fi ve 
whys, and the fi shbone diagram, any of  which can be useful depending 
on the situation at hand.

Step 3d: Conduct the Process Retrospective

The retrospective is facilitated by the coach. As a skilled facilitator of  
learning and improvement, he helps the group members look back on 
their respective projects in ways that promote valid information, free and 
informed choice, and internal commitment to changes. He helps people 
collaborate eff ectively, reminding people about tools such as TALK, the 
Ladder of  Inference, and collaborative confl ict resolution (see Chapter 
3 for a detailed discussion of  how and under what circumstances the 
coach should intervene to keep the group on track). When retrospec-
tives are conducted eff ectively, groups will become increasingly skilled 
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in refl ecting and improving in ways that make substantial cross- project 
improvement possible. 

STEP 4: TRANSFER IMPROVEMENTS TO 
NEW AND EXISTING PROJECTS

After the retrospective session ends, much of  the work begins for the PMO 
or the program manager. In collaboration with group members, she does 
the following:

� Document and follow- up on the action items from the retro spective.
� Refi ne and augment methodologies, tools, and templates.
� Coordinate additional cross- project improvement sessions as required.
� Transfer improvements to new and existing projects.

As noted in Chapter 4, PMO leaders and their teams should attempt to 
communicate “process knowledge”—knowledge about how a team can 
go about solving specifi c problems. Process knowledge enables a broader 
number of  people to use the resulting insights, whereas project deliver-
ables alone are often project- specifi c and may lack broader utility.

If  key stakeholders were involved in the previous steps and feel that 
their time was well spent, encouraging the use of  the improved practices 
on future projects may not be diffi  cult. That’s because project managers 
have already been involved in developing improvements for problems that 
matter to them. They will have utilized valid information to make free 
and informed choices about how to improve future project work, leading 
to greater levels of  internal commitment and broader adoption. Those in-
volved with developing the process improvements can themselves become 
evangelists for their transfer to other projects. 

CONCLUSION

Cross- project improvements enable organizations with many concurrent 
projects to spread innovations across teams, creating a multiplier eff ect 
that leads to improvement in multiple projects simultaneously. Consistent 
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with the principles of  multi- level learning, cross- project improvements 
help project organizations deliver faster, improve customer satisfaction, 
reduce waste, and empower teams to learn and improve. As a knowl-
edge broker, the PMO facilitates continuous improvement by incorporat-
ing cross- project innovations into the group’s processes, methodologies, 
tools, templates, and systems so that future projects can benefi t from the 
resulting insights.

In the next chapter, we cover how the multi- level learning coach and 
the PMO leader work with senior managers to facilitate alignment be-
tween the organization’s strategy and the project portfolio as a whole. 
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As representatives of  investors, shareholders, or the public in general, 
senior leaders are responsible for establishing the organization’s mission 
and vision, as well as its strategic objectives and plans. These objectives 
may include enhancing revenue growth, improving productivity, increas-
ing customer loyalty, or delivering higher levels of  service. To accomplish 
these aims, strategies must often be translated into discrete projects and 
programs that must be executed eff ectively in order to produce the busi-
ness transformation desired. These initiatives often represent signifi cant 
investments, and may include such things as developing and launching in-
novative new products, making operations and technology improvements 
that increase quality and productivity, upgrading supply chain technolo-
gies, executing mergers and acquisitions that grow the fi rm’s market share 
and increase its competitiveness, or fi nding ways to deliver business results 
to customers faster and more eff ectively than ever before. 

While senior teams and their designates are responsible for formulat-
ing successful strategies, these strategies will almost always need to be en-
hanced, adjusted, and modifi ed as conditions “on the ground” change and 
new information becomes available. The reality is that strategies require 
continual refi nement to ensure that they are eff ective and relevant. Adapt-
ing strategies to changing conditions is not a sign of  weakness, vulner-
ability, or lack of  determination. Rather, when eff ective learning mecha-
nisms are in place, adaptation is a sign of  strength, competitiveness, and 
strategic agility that will enable the organization to utilize its resources 
more effi  ciently in achieving its strategic aims. The benefi ts include re-
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duced risk of  failure, more effi  cient use of  scarce investment capital, and 
wise deployment of  the organization’s top talent.

This chapter provides information on how the multi- level learning 
coach and the program management offi  ce (PMO) can help senior teams 
maintain alignment between the organization’s strategic objectives and 
its overall project and program portfolio. The chapter begins with a dis-
cussion of  the goals of  this component of  multi- level learning and the 
respective roles of  the PMO, the coach, and the senior management 
team. The chapter then moves to a step- by- step approach for facilitating 
improvement at this level. 

OVERVIEW OF LEVEL 3: 
STRATEGIC PORTFOLIO ALIGNMENT

The goal of  Level 3 of  the multi- level learning approach is to provide 
a mechanism by which the senior management team can optimize the 
value of  the organization’s overall project portfolio by selecting and 
nurturing the right projects and programs at the right time with the 
right amount of  resources. Consistent with the principles of  multi- level 
learning discussed in Chapter 2, the senior management team refl ects on 
ways to eliminate waste, deliver as fast as possible, and see the whole, 
while welcoming new insights, empowering team learning, using a 
third- party coach, and refl ecting at three levels (project, process, and 
strategy). Questions include: Which projects and programs are required 
to enable us to achieve our intended strategy in the most cost- eff ective 
way? To what extent are the current projects moving us toward our ob-
jectives? What adjustments need to be made to ensure that we achieve 
our intended results? What actions need to be taken, and at which levels 
of  the organization?

Both the multi- level learning coach and the PMO play crucial roles in 
helping the senior team learn, adapt, and improve the project portfolio. As 
noted in Chapter 3, the multi- level learning coach has no decision- making 
authority and serves as a substantively neutral third party. She works with 
the PMO to plan and conduct prospective and retrospective sessions with 
the leadership team before and after each iteration or phase of  the strate-
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gic program to clarify what needs to be done and to refl ect on what was 
actually accomplished. 

As at all levels of  multi- level learning, the PMO leader—or the program 
leader serving in this role—brokers the process by coordinating, translat-
ing, and aligning the senior team’s eff orts with those of  other teams and 
communities of  practice, which include project teams, business units, and 
other functional departments. A key function of  the PMO at this level 
is to provide the senior team with information about how projects and 
programs are performing, not only with respect to their cost, time, and 
quality goals, but also with respect to their eff ectiveness in the eyes of  the 
project’s customers and internal clients. 

The respective roles of  the senior management team will depend on 
the strategic objectives at hand, yet obtaining full consensus on portfolio 
decisions is critical. The CIO, for example, may take a more prominent 
decision- making role on initiatives that involve technology transforma-
tion. Likewise, the HR leader might do so for programs related to changes 
in professional development, compensation, or performance evaluation 
practices. As discussed in Chapter 3, however, to ensure that each team 
member is internally committed and feels responsible for the group’s 
choices, it is desirable to have consensus on decisions related to the orga-
nization’s project portfolio. Therefore, using the RACI decision- making 
model discussed in Chapter 3, the CIO and HR leaders in these situations 
might be R, or recommenders, while the other members of  the senior 
team may be A, or approvers. As most of  us know from our experience 
in organizations, both the CIO and the HR leader will need full coopera-
tion and commitment from others, particularly if  these changes have the 
potential to be transformational.

Having covered the goals and roles required, we now turn to the steps 
required. As shown in Figure 7.1, these steps include (1) plan and conduct 
the strategy prospective, (2) execute the strategy, (3) plan and conduct the 
strategy retrospective, and (4) update the project portfolio and capture ac-
tion items. Coverage of  each of  these steps follows, beginning with Step 1, 
plan and conduct the prospective.
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STEP 1: PLAN AND CONDUCT THE PROSPECTIVE

Before conducting the fi rst prospective with the senior management team, 
the coach and the PMO work together to (a) identify and clarify strategic 
objectives, (b) develop a list of  investment priorities, (c) identify partici-
pants, (d) assess team members’ readiness, (e) outline an initial under-
standing of  roles and responsibilities, (f ) collect information related to 
key performance indicators, (g) establish an agenda, date, and time, and 
(h) conduct the prospective.

2. Execute
the Strategy

1a. Identify and 
Clarify Strategic 
Objectives

1b. Develop List 
of Investment 
Priorities

1c. Identify the 
Participants

1d. Assess Team 
Members’ 
Readiness

1e. Clarify Decision-
Making Roles and 
Responsibilities

1f Obtain the 
Project 
Dashboard

1g. Establish the 
Agenda, Date, 
and Time

1h. Conduct the 
Prospective

3a. Collect Project 
and Program 
Performance 
Data

3b. Meet with
Team Members
Individually

3c. Establish the
Agenda, Date, 
and Time

3d. Conduct the
Retrospective

� Action Items
� Investment Priorities
� Project Charters
� The Project

Dashboard
� Decision-Making

Roles and
Responsibilities

� Changes to the
Strategic Intent
Statements

� Practices to Sustain 
or Improve

3. Plan and
Conduct the
Retrospective

4. Update the
Project Portfolio

1. Plan and
Conduct the
Prospective

FIGURE 7.1
Steps for Level 3: Strategic Portfolio Alignment
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Step 1a: Identify and Clarify Strategic Objectives

As discussed in Chapter 3, establishing goals that are clear and confl ict 
 free is critical for teams at all levels. This is perhaps even more important 
for senior teams because of  the impact they have on communities both 
internal and external to the organization. More often than not, the CEO, 
the head of  a business unit, or the leader of  a division will have committed 
to a number of  annual performance objectives, often with accompany-
ing quarterly breakdowns. These may pertain to fi nancial, operational, 
customer, or employee objectives for the organization overall. Financial 
objectives might relate to market share, revenue growth, cost reduction, 
margin improvement, or share price targets. Operational objectives might 
relate to developing new products, rolling out new IT systems, improv-
ing productivity, opening or closing facilities, or closing and transform-
ing units, locations, or acquisitions. Customer objectives may pertain to 
acquiring new customers, enhancing service levels, improving loyalty 
and customer satisfaction, or fi nding new sources of  revenue from dif-
ferent customer segments. Employee objectives might include providing 
expanded career paths for employees, developing programs to rotate top 
talent, or upgrading performance management systems. 

Needless to say, senior teams may be “on the hook” for any number 
of  objectives, whether they be quantitative or qualitative in nature. The 
PMO and the coach attempt to gather these objectives beforehand, so that 
they can understand what the team is responsible for accomplishing and 
in what time frames. 

Step 1b: Develop a List of Investment Priorities

The PMO may also have developed—or will want to develop—a list of  
“investment priorities,” or initiatives that represent potential projects and 
programs that will enable the organization to execute its strategy. These 
initiatives may be vague initially, and funds may also be allotted to each 
“bucket.” Where possible, the PMO leader should obtain this information, 
as it will serve as a jumping- off  point for establishing project and program 
priorities. As shown in Figure 7.2, this list should include the name of  
each potential initiative, a problem or opportunity statement, the scope, 
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FIGURE 7.2
Investment Priorities

Rank Category Initiative Problem Statement Objectives Scope 

1 Marketing New Customer 
Acquisition
Strategy

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem qui

Establish new sales 
channel for product 
enhancements

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem quia volu

2 Product 
Development

New Product 
Launch

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem qui

Launch product 
upgrade in fourth 
quarter

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem qui 

3 IT Enterprise 
Software
Implementation

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem quia volu

Complete
the process 
and systems 
improvements
for back offi ce 
operations

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem quia volu 

4 Product 
Development

New Customer 
Web Site

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem qui

Provide customers 
with new and 
enhanced web site 
by third quarter

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem quia volu 

5 Sales Streamline 
the Business 
Development
Process

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem qui

Reduce new sales 
closing cycle by 
30% before year 
end

Sed ut perspiciatis unde omnis iste natus error sit 
voluptatem accusantium doloremque laudantium, 
totam rem aperiam, eaque ipsa quae ab illo inventore 
veritatis et quasi architecto beatae vitae dicta sunt 
explicabo. N emo enim ipsam voluptatem quia volu 
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the potential objectives, the amount of  funds allocated, and the initiative’s 
rank in relation to other initiatives. It may also be useful to develop criteria 
for tanking these investment priorities against one another. For example, 
they may be evaluated against such criteria as their ability to improve the 
customer experience, reduce costs, move the organization toward its in-
tended strategy, or improve employee engagement.

Step 1c: Identify the Participants

Usually, who should attend the senior team prospective is obvious. It may 
be a direct refl ection of  the organization chart. More often than not, it 
includes the leader of  the organization and her direct reports. In some 
situations, however, the senior team may need additional expertise, either 
from within the organization or from outside. The coach and the PMO 
leader should ensure that these people are included as well, even if  only 
for the specifi c portion of  the meeting that applies to their domain of  
expertise or decision- making authority. For example, the company may 
have signed a multiyear outsourcing agreement with a key strategic busi-
ness partner. A representative of  this group might attend if  decisions that 
require the partner’s commitment and leadership are to be made. Keep in 
mind that while a more junior person may be required for her expertise, 
this individual may, depending on the climate and culture, be “outgunned” 
or intimidated, leading to distortions in her ability to contribute eff ectively. 
This is something that the coach should note beforehand, and perhaps 
discuss with other team members prior to the meeting.

Step 1d: Assess Team Members’ Readiness

Prior to the prospective, and after identifying the goals and the attendees, 
the coach will want to hold a short discussion with each team member to 
describe the purpose of  the session and get his feedback on the agenda. It 
is at this time that the coach can both clarify her role and ask questions that 
will help to clarify goals, roles, and procedures. The coach may identify 
potential confl icts and, as discussed in Chapter 4, may need to ask ques-
tions beforehand that help her understand the underlying needs of  each 
member.
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Step 1e: Clarify Decision-Making Roles and Responsibilities 

The PMO leader will want to develop an initial draft of  the decision-
 making roles in relation to decisions about the project portfolio. The RACI 
tool described in Chapter 3 can be a useful tool for this purpose. Certain 
members may be recommenders and others approvers for key decisions, 
such as which projects should be launched, how these projects will be 
managed, and which projects should be cancelled or repurposed. As dis-
cussed previously, it is especially important to have consensus on portfolio 
decisions that aff ect multiple groups. Figure 7.3 shows an example of  a 
RACI chart for one organization’s project portfolio decisions.

Step 1f: Obtain the Project Dashboard

Many organizations have a “dashboard” that provides updated informa-
tion on the status of  projects and programs and how they are performing. 
As discussed in Chapter 4, the PMO is often responsible for putting this 
information together. Each project may be rated red, yellow, or green in 
traffi  c light fashion, with red indicating that a project is in trouble and yel-
low that it is in danger. Red indicates that it has slipped in delivering on 
its objectives, time frames, or other expectations. There may also be an 
update on when the next review or “tollgate” is to occur for each project, 
and where each project stands in terms of  its timeline and milestones. An 
example of  a simple project dashboard is shown in Figure 7.4. 

Step 1g: Establish the Agenda, Date, and Time for the 
Strategy Prospective

Depending on where the organization is beginning, a strategy prospective 
can take anywhere from two to three hours to two to three days. At the 
outset of  a major strategic initiative or business transformation, the team 
may need to have a few days off -site to set its direction for the upcom-
ing time period. In other situations, the organization may have already 
been reviewing the project portfolio regularly as part of  a project review 
process, reducing the time required. Based on the information collected 
in the earlier steps, and with knowledge of  eff ective group processes as 
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covered in Chapter 3, the coach will develop an agenda, date, and time for 
the prospective, in consultation with senior decision makers and the PMO 
leader. Each prospective may have a diff erent emphasis depending on what 
stage in a strategy or program’s life cycle it is in and how much experience 
the senior team has with these types of  sessions. Yet regardless of  where 
the team members are with regard to their progress or experience, the 
purpose of  the prospective is to answer and come to agreement on the 
following questions for the upcoming period, phase, or iteration. These 
questions serve as the outline of  the agenda:

1. What is the team’s strategic intent for the upcoming time period?
2. What projects and programs are required to achieve the strategic in-

tent?
3. What are the roles and responsibilities of  each individual with respect 

to making this happen?
4. What are the key performance indicators that will enable us to know 

whether or not we have accomplished what we set out to achieve?

Key
Stakeholders

Project
MgrPMOSponsor

Mgt Team
MemberCOOPhaseDecision

A = APPROVE— a person who must sign off or veto a decision before it is implemented or selected from 
options developed by the R role; accountable for the quality of the decision.

R = RESPONSIBLE—the person who takes the initiative in the particular area, develops the alternatives, 
analyzes the situation, makes the initial recommendation, and is accountable if nothing happens in the area.

C = CONSULTED—a person who must be consulted prior to a decision being reached but with no veto power.

I = INFORMED—a person who must be notified after a decision, but before it is publicly announced; 
someone who needs to know the outcome for other related tasks but need not give input.

Create charter for new 
project idea

Go/no-go on project charter 
and move to Discover phase

Go/no-go on move to 
Develop phase

Go/no-go on move to 
Doit phase

Close out project I

C

I

I

C

C

C

C

C

R

R

R

R

R

R

C

R

R

R

R

A

A

A

C

A

A

A

A

A

A

V

IV

III

II

I

FIGURE 7.3
RACI Chart for Project Portfolio Decisions
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The team’s strategic intent is a series of  statements about how it intends 
to move toward achieving its strategic objectives. Examples include “Iden-
tify three core processes that can be moved to a shared services model,” 
“Launch new product A,” and “Identify growth opportunities that will en-
able product B to gain over 20 percent market share.” Crafting these state-
ments will enable the senior team to get a handle on its overall strategy 

Is
su

es

Project planning in progress; staffing
completed.

Project charter needs approval.

Should be transitioned to steering
committee member.

Project charter refined; plan in progress.
Requirements approval required.

Should be transitioned to steering
committee member.

Recommendations not yet translated to
project charters.

Should be transitioned to steering
committee member.

Question as to how outputs will be
prioritized and decisioned.

Review for integration with Product
Development.

Decisions required for January launch.

Reason for RatingRAG

9/26

8/8

8/29

8/29

8/8

8/8

8/8

8/8

8/15

8/8

TollgateDoDevDis

T. Jackson
J. Minster

Talent Management
Program

T. Fireman
M. Hyman

Managerial Skill
Upgrade

M. Jackman
M. Rotter

Financial Process
Reengineering

M. Wolfman
S. Sintre

Web Strategy

J. Rigger
P. Ryan

Sales and Service
Strategy

T. Fireman
D. Porter

Customer Loyalty
Program Launch

T. Fireman
J. Jones

PM Process
Improvement

M. Forster
M. Forster

Transformation
Strategy

R. Feldman
N. James

Future Customer
Research

M. Rotland
N. Jones

Product Strategy

DefSponsor/PMProject

Last reporting period (7/18) Since last reporting period Out of ScopeTo be completed

TBDSCTBDTBDProduct Strategy4

TBDSCTBDTBDFinancial / Supply Chain
Integration

3

DelayedIT8/15E. SintreCustomer Relationship
Management System

2

1

Priority

On track

Status

SC8/8J. Ryan
M. Forman

Sales Forecasting Process
Redesign

Governing
Body

By
When

Charter
Assigned to

Project

Ideas

P. Ryan

Project Manager

Communication
Strategy

Project

Completed Projects

On Hold/Pending

Awaiting review &
agreed-upon
strategy

Reason

Workforce
Transition

Project

H
ea

dl
in

es – Projects generally progressing; charters and milestones refined
– Significant change in product/service model unlikely for January
– Must determine product/service strategy for 1st Qtr implementation

– Do we have a clear and compelling statement about the new 
   product and service strategy?
– How will Project Firestorm help us achieve the product strategy?
– To which quarterly cycle will the Market Research project apply?

FIGURE 7.4
Example Project Portfolio Dashboard

www.amanet.org


160 Implementing Multi-Level Learning

 American Management Association
 www.amanet.org

for the upcoming time period, enabling it to separate the details of  each 
project or program from the larger strategic picture. This may be done in 
a top- down or a bottom- up way, depending on where the organization is 
beginning. If  investment priorities have yet to be translated into projects 
and programs, then this may serve as a starting point for crafting state-
ments of  strategic intent. Where there are already projects in the pipeline, 
it may be useful to categorize related projects into families of  initiatives 
and “roll up” the strategic intent for each family. This would represent a 
“bottom- up” approach. 

In all cases, before addressing these topics in sequential fashion, the 
coach fi rst facilitates a discussion about ground rules for group discus-
sions (see Chapter 3) and ensures that time is allocated to this task on the 
agenda, particularly for the fi rst prospective. In situations in which the 
team needs to develop statements of  strategic intent and develop project 
and program objectives from scratch, these topics will obviously require 
more time on the agenda. The PMO leader can add tremendous value by 
drafting the agenda items in advance so that the team can react, modify, 
and agree rather than create them on the fl y. However, while the PMO 
leader may have developed an initial list of  roles and responsibilities in 
Step 1E, these will need to be agreed upon in the group session, and time 
should be dedicated to this task as well. Finally, time should be allocated 
to determining key performance indicators for each statement of  strategic 
intent. For example, how will the group measure whether or not the in-
troduction of  a new product was successful? Most organizations will have 
measures that they use, such as customer satisfaction surveys, returns, 
calls to the call center, and other such actions that indicate whether or not 
the organization was successful in achieving its strategic intent.

Step 1h: Conduct the Prospective

In Chapter 3, we discussed the importance of  having clarifi ed and confl ict-
 free goals, roles, and procedures. Getting clarity concerning strategic in-
tent, projects and programs, roles, and key performance indicators is the 
primary goal of  the strategy prospective. Unlike the retrospective, which 
may place people in a defensive posture and therefore needs to be facili-
tated by the multi- level learning coach, the prospective may be led by the 
PMO leader or a person in a similar role, as long as this person is skilled 
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in the use of  eff ective group intervention and the principles of  multi- level 
learning described in Chapters 2 and 3, respectively. The coach may inter-
vene when required to keep the group on track, while the PMO leader or 
the coach leads the team in getting clarity concerning its strategic intent, 
projects and programs, roles and responsibilities, and key performance 
indicators. Doing this sets the stage for the group to take action in the 
next iteration or phase, knowing that in a few weeks’ time, it will refl ect 
as a group on what worked, what didn’t, and what needs to be sustained 
or changed the next time around. Where possible, participants are asked 
to keep a journal of  their experiences so that they can bring this material 
to the retrospective session.

STEP 2: EXECUTE THE STRATEGY

After gaining agreement on the organization's key strategic objectives, 
projects, programs, and key performance indicators, the senior team begins 
working the plan. They provide resources, direction, and support that en-
ables the broader organization to understand the overall goals, their respec-
tive roles, and the key initiatives planned for the upcoming time period. 

We next address how the coach and the PMO together plan and con-
duct the portfolio retrospective.

STEP 3: PLAN AND CONDUCT THE 
PORTFOLIO RETROSPECTIVE

After a period of  time, anywhere from a month to no more than a quarter, 
the senior management team reassembles to look back on what results 
were actually delivered across the projects and programs in the portfolio, 
and to what extent they have achieved their strategic intent for that time 
period. The portfolio retrospective is diff erent from a standard project 
portfolio review. It is not meant to replace it. Standard portfolio reviews 
are informational. They provide the senior team with updates on what 
projects and programs have delivered, their status, and what needs to 
happen next to either get them back on track or keep them running. The 
focus is on teams getting feedback from the key decision makers. The 
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portfolio retrospective adds another dimension. It asks the senior team 
to refl ect on what decisions and actions need to be taken to achieve the 
fi rm’s business strategy and how the projects and programs are doing 
with respect to achieving the strategy. The portfolio retrospective enables 
senior leaders to refl ect on the fi tness of  the portfolio itself, without the 
added complexity of  “saving face” in front of  subordinates or others at 
more junior levels. Whether good or bad, most organizations have cul-
tures that put pressure on leaders to know exactly what they should be 
doing at any given time and to position themselves relative to others in 
the hierarchy. Conducting the portfolio retrospective with those respon-
sible for formulating strategy can lead to thinking and breakthroughs that 
would not be possible otherwise.

As for the prospective session, the coach works with the PMO to lay 
the groundwork. The coach facilitates the session, helping the team to 
refl ect productively by intervening when necessary to encourage an ef-
fective group process. In this step, the PMO leader and coach work to-
gether to (A) collect performance data, (B) meet with team members 
individually, (C) establish the agenda, date, and time, and (D) conduct the 
retrospective.

Step 3a: Collect Project and Program Performance Data

Most PMOs have established status reporting systems and portfolio dash-
boards that provide updated information on each project and how it’s 
tracking against the schedule, the budget, resource consumption, and 
possibly even some measures of  quality, such as customer feedback or 
the number of  bugs or defects identifi ed on technology- related projects. 
Some PMOs even have a “health check” or internal audits for projects and 
programs to ensure compliance with government regulations or standard 
operating procedures. All these data can be collected, reviewed, and sum-
marized. 

While a great deal of  data may be available to the PMO, those data may 
or may not be useful for determining how the organization is tracking 
against its strategic objectives. This is especially true when projects have 
long durations and use a “waterfall” approach that defers getting feedback 
from customers or end users until late in the project. Initiatives with long 
life cycles may remain “green” for some time. By the time end users and 
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customers have the opportunity to see the results, it may be months down 
the road. A project that was going just fi ne can suddenly be delayed for an 
indefi nite period of  time, creating disappointment and questions about 
why the problems weren’t anticipated earlier.

As discussed in Chapter 2, the principles of  multi- level learning encour-
age quick iterations of  project delivery that place working end products 
in users’ hands sooner, so that teams can learn, improve, and deliver what 
customers actually need and want. Measures of  on- time performance and 
budget variance are clearly useful as intermediate measures, but short it-
erations that give customers and internal clients the ability to off er their 
perceptions reduces waste and focuses resources on the right areas sooner 
rather than later. Of  course, short iterations are an ideal, and are not al-
ways possible for all types of  projects. 

Perhaps the most useful tool for gauging strategic objectives is the ben-
efi ts realization schedule. A good benefi ts realization schedule provides up-
dated revenue, expense, and capital investment numbers for each project 
and program. The schedule depicts the benefi ts actually delivered to the 
business, if  any, along with a forecast of  those to be delivered in the future. 
It provides time frames for when revenues and expenses are expected, their 
magnitude, and perhaps even the probabilities associated with various tar-
gets. In addition, it provides the capital outlays, both actual and expected, 
for each project and program. This information is made available for both 
“drilling down” and “rolling up” so that decision makers can see how they 
are tracking against quantitative fi nancial goals.

The benefi ts realization schedule, or at the very least the beginning of  
one, should be developed and provided, along with the project dashboard, 
before the retrospective so that group members can review and absorb the 
information beforehand.

Step 3b: Meet with Team Members Individually

Prior to the session, the coach will need to speak individually with each 
manager to do the following:

1. Describe the retrospective process and its benefi ts.
2. Ask the manager what topics he feels need to be addressed.
3. Determine whether there are areas of  particular sensitivity.
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4. Ask him to collect artifacts—previous dashboards, project and pro-
gram charters, strategy documents, product designs, business plans, 
contracts, project and program schedules, previous status reports, and 
so on—that are relevant for discussion in the retrospective. 

These conversations, particularly for the fi rst senior team retrospective, 
enable the coach to build rapport, prepare an agenda, and identify poten-
tial “hot buttons” that may lead to defensive routines, avoidance, or blame. 
They also provide an opportunity to talk about what each member needs 
to bring to the session in the form of  artifacts. These may be drawn from 
e- mail exchanges, meeting notes, presentations, project reviews, and so 
on, and they will be used in the retrospective to focus the discussion. They 
serve as a means for communicating agreement and focusing on actual 
events, so that each member of  the group is able to provide perspectives 
on the things that she feels are most important for discussion. This helps 
to both refresh memories and keep the focus on actual events.

Step 3c: Establish the Agenda, Date, and Time

As discussed in Chapter 2, the purpose of  the retrospective is to refl ect on 
actual results so that the team can plan actions that improve future results. 
The objectives of  the retrospective are to answer the following questions:

1. What was our strategic intent for the previous time period?
2. What were the actual results that were delivered by projects and pro-

grams?
3. What were the primary causes of  these results, whether favorable or 

unfavorable?
4. How did our actions and decisions at the project portfolio level lead to 

these outcomes?
5. Which projects and programs should be initiated, closed, or reposi-

tioned, and why?
6. What other actions need to be taken to accomplish our strategic objec-

tives?

The coach will design his agenda to achieve these objectives based on 
the planning discussions and his style preferences for how to accomplish 
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them based on his unique skills and abilities. As with the prospective, the 
meeting should start by establishing or reviewing ground rules for group 
interaction (see Chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion). In addition, the 
following agenda items should also be considered: 

1. Review statements of  strategic intent. The group reviews the statements 
of  strategic intent developed for the prospective session. This should 
be brief  and to the point. Because these statements are supported by 
individual project and program objectives, a brief  review of  these ob-
jectives may also be appropriate.

2. Share artifacts. In the planning discussions, group members were asked 
to bring important artifacts to the session, including key decisions, strat-
egy documents, project schedules, contracts, and so on. Allocate time 
for each person to discuss the artifacts she brought as she sees fi t.

3. Develop a timeline. Facilitate the development of  a timeline of  impor-
tant events that occurred over the course of  the last time period. Have 
group members either break out into small groups or work with the 
whole group, depending on the size of  the group and the ability of  the 
group members to collaborate eff ectively.

4. Off er appreciations. This is an exercise developed by N. Kerth (2001) that 
can be used when needed. The facilitator asks the group for a volunteer 
who would like to express appreciation for another member of  the 
group’s eff orts over the last time period. The person who receives the 
appreciation then selects someone whom he would like to thank, and 
the cycle continues until all individuals have both given and received 
appreciations. The coach will need to decide whether or not a group 
is ready for such an activity and whether or not it would be helpful. 
Cynics at senior levels may not “appreciate” such an exercise before it 
happens, but after it is over, they may fi nd value in the bonding that can 
result.

5. Identify action items. Working from the timeline and their collective 
memory, the group members identify areas that need to be improved, 
sustained, or discussed further. These action items might include com-
munication and feedback to other teams or adjustments in investment 
priorities and the project portfolio. Adjustments in the latter two areas 
will include the addition or modifi cation of  investment priorities, the 
addition of  new project ideas, making improvements to projects that 
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are currently in the pipeline, or closing projects that are no longer nec-
essary. Issues that require further discussion are also noted so that the 
group doesn’t get bogged down for too long on issues that require ad-
ditional data, time, or expertise to better understand.

Step 3d: Conduct the Retrospective

The retrospective is facilitated by the multi- level learning coach. As a skilled 
facilitator of  learning and refl ection, she helps team members look back 
on prior decisions in ways that limit defensive routines, reminding people 
about tools such as TALK, the Ladder of  Inference, and collaborative con-
fl ict resolution techniques that focus on underlying needs rather than bar-
gaining positions (see Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion of  how and un-
der what circumstances the coach should intervene to keep the group on 
track). When retrospectives are conducted more frequently, team mem-
bers will become skilled in the art of  asking questions in ways that lead to 
valid information, free and informed choice, and internal commitment. 
These ideals may seem daunting at fi rst, especially with domineering and 
individualistic senior managers who are not accustomed to public refl ec-
tion without the insinuation of  blame or “fi nding the guilty.” Yet because 
the facilitator strives for consensus on decisions, individual members can 
rely on the fact that they are collectively responsible for their decisions 
and, as a result, may be able to take joint responsibility for them.

The coach provides continual reminders of  the principles of  multi- level 
learning described in Chapter 2 so that the team is able to make the best 
use of  its valuable resources, deliver results faster, focus on satisfying cus-
tomers, and continuously learn and innovate at all three levels: project, 
process, and strategy. Questions to consider over the course of  the retro-
spective include: Which projects and programs are required to enable us 
to achieve our intended strategy in the most cost- eff ective way? To what 
extent are the current projects moving us toward these objectives? What 
adjustments need to be made to ensure that we achieve our intended re-
sults? What actions need to be taken, and at which levels of  the organi-
zation?
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STEP 4: UPDATE THE PROJECT PORTFOLIO 
AND CAPTURE ACTION ITEMS

After the retrospective session, the PMO leader and coach work together 
to document the results and distribute them to team members. Follow- up 
meetings with subgroups or individuals may be required in order to take 
the actions determined in the meeting and to make adjustments to invest-
ment priorities and the project portfolio. Updates to the following docu-
ments may be required to ensure that the improvements are taken into the 
next iteration or time period:

� Action items
� Investment priorities
� The project portfolio (additions, revisions, and cancellations)
� The project dashboard
� Decision- making roles and responsibilities
� The benefi ts realization schedule
� Changes to the strategic intent statements
� Other “learning” that the team wants captured in the form of  things to 

sustain or improve

The PMO leader works with team members to follow up on important 
improvements that need to be carried forward, including the decisions 
captured in the documents just listed. What matters most is that the team 
acts on the outcomes of  the retrospective and that its members fi nd the 
experience valuable. Therefore, it is good practice for the coach to facili-
tate feedback on the retrospective process itself, modeling the behavior of  
taking feedback and acting on it as appropriate, so that the team feels that 
it is being listened to and has an adequate degree of  control over the group 
process and how it spends its time.

CONCLUSION

The goal of  Level 3 of  the multi- level learning approach is to provide a 
mechanism by which the senior management team can optimize the value 
of  the organization’s overall project portfolio by selecting and nurturing 
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the right projects and programs at the right time with the right amount 
of  resources. Consistent with the principles of  multi- level learning, the se-
nior management team refl ects on ways to eliminate waste, deliver as fast 
as possible, and see the whole, while welcoming new insights, empower-
ing team learning, using a third- party coach, and refl ecting at three levels 
(project, process, and strategy). 

Both the multi- level learning coach and the PMO play crucial roles 
in helping the senior team learn and adapt. Together, they improve the 
organization’s ability to deliver on its strategic objectives by planning and 
conducting regular prospectives and retrospectives to ensure alignment 
between strategy and the overall project portfolio.
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When project organizations do not have eff ective mechanisms for im-
provement, learning remains largely informal and incidental. Improve-
ment, innovation, and problem solving are often left to chance. Issues may 
go unaddressed or avoided, creating surprises, blowups, or “fi re drills” that 
can occur abruptly, triggering a red light on the “traffi  c light” reporting 
system for project status. In these situations, project teams are hastily as-
sembled so that senior managers can fi nd out what went wrong, creating 
an environment that is riven by political infi ghting, personal threats to 
jobs and career prospects, “blamestorming,” and avoidance of  the “truth” 
for fear of  reprisals by managers or peers. The result is that people at all 
levels actively avoid refl ection, largely because it is perceived as being too 
threatening, political, ineff ective, or all of  the above. This creates a self-
 reinforcing cycle, because when structured refl ection is avoided, the result 
is further opportunities for blowups and surprises. 

Multi- level learning breaks this red- light learning cycle by providing 
organizations with a mechanism for continually improving results at each 
of  the three levels: project, process, and strategy. The three levels of  multi-
 level learning create a synergistic eff ect that enables teams at each level to 
build on the learning of  the others, including project teams, program man-
agement teams, and senior management teams. This ensures that the right 
projects are selected at the right time, that project managers and teams are 
pooling their collective knowledge to streamline cross- project processes, 
and that project teams are continually innovating over the course of  their 
work to improve project outcomes for customers and clients. 

The multi- level learning coach facilitates improvement at each level 
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through regular action- refl ection cycles. The coach has no decision- making 
authority and serves as a substantively neutral third party who helps the 
organization overcome defensive routines that block learning. 

The program management offi  ce (PMO) or program management 
function provides the “glue” for facilitating interlevel communication and 
feedback. As discussed at length in Chapter 4, the PMO leader serves the 
role of  knowledge broker between the various communities of  practice, 
providing coordination, translation, and alignment that connects their 
practices and embeds knowledge in the organization’s processes, systems, 
methodologies, and tools to enable what Victoria Marsick and Karen 
Wat kins (1999) call continuous systems- level learning. Because of  the im-
portance of  the PMO leader’s role, it is therefore essential that he be an 
eff ective knowledge broker. As discussed in Chapter 4, the leader needs 
legitimacy and social capital in order to have the infl uence required to fa-
cilitate continuous systems- level learning. This is not an easy role to play, 
yet it is an essential one if  the organization is to learn from past failures, 
avoid repetition of  mistakes, reduce waste, satisfy customers, and continu-
ally learn from experience. 

Multi- level learning helps the organization reduce the risk of  strategic 
failure, deliver projects and programs faster, make more effi  cient use of  its 
scarce investment capital, satisfy customers, and create a more innovative, 
collaborative work environment for those involved. In this way, organiza-
tions can use multi- level learning to transform themselves so that they 
achieve higher levels of  performance, signifi cant competitive advantage, 
and success in reaching their strategic goals.

www.amanet.org


 American Management Association 171
 www.amanet.org

Sue Newell et al. (2006) claim that “we need to consider problems with 
the actual practice” of  lessons learned. They claim that the fundamental 
problem with traditional codifi cation practices—where knowledge is writ-
ten and stored for future use—is the pervasive underlying assumption that 
knowledge can be possessed and therefore can be readily transferred to 
others in textual form. This view does not take into account the embedded, 
situated, and tacit nature of  knowledge that manifests itself  in practice. 
Newell et al. claim that “some knowledge can be possessed independently 
of  practice . . . while other knowledge is deeply embedded in practice, 
making social networks necessary for knowledge sharing” (p. 170). 

Ilan Oshri et al. (2006) demonstrate the negative impact of  a “reuse” 
program designed with the cognitive “knowledge as possession” epis-
temology as its foundational structure. The researchers used an ethno-
graphic case study approach to analyze a newly introduced knowledge-
 reuse program in the product development process of  an Israeli defense 
product manufacturer. They found that management’s eff orts to reuse 
knowledge from past projects in product development had the unintended 
consequence of  stifl ing the development of  expertise. Before the reuse 
strategy was introduced, engineers and technicians developed unique, 
sometimes redundant designs, which led to “reinventing the wheel.” Yet 
the motivation for learning and collaboration was high, and new engi-
neers were developed through mentoring practices and exploratory learn-
ing opportunities. 

The authors argue that it was the epistemological assumptions con-
cerning how knowledge could be transferred between projects in the reuse 
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strategy that created not only a problem in reusing knowledge across proj-
ects, but also a problem with fostering individual learning. According to 
the researchers, the change to a reuse strategy undervalued the situated 
nature of  learning and knowledge sharing. The policy was for project 
teams to share design templates in knowledge- exchange meetings. How-
ever, the participants found it very diffi  cult to transmit and incorporate a 
year’s worth of  problem solving through codifi ed documents. Manage-
ment undervalued the impact of  social practices such as dialogue, story-
telling, and problem solving on the eff ectiveness of  transferring knowl-
edge from project to project (Oshri et al., 2006).

Because of  the ineff ectiveness of  the “knowledge as possession” model 
of  knowledge exchange, Mike Bresnen et al. (2003) call for a “community-
 model” of  sharing knowledge that “focuses instead upon the tacit dimen-
sion of  knowledge and, in particular, its embeddedness or stickiness within 
particular social groupings” and “communities of  practice.” The commu-
nity model “focuses on creating and maintaining the conditions required 
for the production of  knowing. . . . Knowledge is context dependent 
since ‘meanings’ are interpreted in reference to a particular paradigm” 
(pp. 159–169). This model can be contrasted with the cognitive model, 
which focuses on the dissemination, imitation, and exploitation of  knowl-
edge, and which is the predominant epistemology underlying traditional 
lessons- learned approaches (Newell et al., 2006).

THE ROLE OF SOCIAL PRACTICES

Newell (2004) directly addresses the problem of  reinventing the wheel on 
projects by selecting four projects from four diff erent companies to dem-
onstrate the challenges of  cross- project learning. The fi ndings provide fur-
ther evidence of  the limitations of  traditional lessons- learned approaches 
involving codifi cation and storage on databases. When project members 
did learn from experiences on other projects, this learning tended to oc-
cur through conversations with those in their personal networks whom 
they perceived as being able to help them with their particular problem. 
“The main fi nding was that people either relied on known acquaintances 
when seeking help or advice or solved the problems on their own through 
a process of  trial and error or learning by doing” (p. 17).
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Rather than investing in more intranet storage and retrieval systems, 
claim the authors, “managers need to think strategically about placing 
people on projects and organizing events that bring individuals from dif-
ferent projects together—not so much to specifi cally share learning and 
knowledge but to develop networks that can facilitate such sharing when 
the demand is activated by a particular project task” (p. 19).

In a study of  the intra-  and cross- project learning practices of  19 
project- based organizations, Anne Keegan and J. Rodney Turner (2001) 
also found that informal networks were “the most important conduit for 
transferring learning between individuals and project teams.” Indeed, after 
studying cross- project knowledge transfer in 13 unrelated projects across 
6 U.K. organizations, Newell et al. (2006) suggest that eff ort put into social 
practices to facilitate cross- project learning “may be more eff ective than, 
or at least a necessary complement to, project documents and codifi ed 
lessons learnt” (p. 180). 

Further, in a study of  two product development organizations, Marc 
Antoni et al. (2005) found that engineers considered “people- centered” 
vehicles to be more important than codifi cation strategies for transferring 
improvement knowledge from project to project. Dialogical vehicles for 
transferring knowledge among people were found to include meetings, 
workshops with others who were working on similar projects, storytell-
ing by mentors, and rotational staffi  ng assignments across projects. And 
because postproject review practices are centered on the codifi cation of  
lessons learned through a postproject report, the researchers found that 
“a reliance on post- project reviews to share knowledge across projects 
is doomed to fail, since this improvement structure is of  low priority” 
(p. 890).

Further corroboration of  these fi ndings can be found in Andrea Pren-
cipe and Frederick Tell’s (2001) study of  the mechanisms that organizations 
use to promote cross- project learning. They confi rm that “the relationship 
between the sender and recipient in the knowledge transfer process is par-
amount [and that] integrative mechanisms, both formal and less formal, 
facilitate such learning” (p. 1391). Like Newell et al. (2006), the research-
ers suggest exploring community- based approaches to learning between 
projects, focusing on how various “communities of  practice contribute 
to, or impair, more formal or technology- based initiatives” (Prencipe & 
Tell, p. 1391).
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Likewise, in a study of  fi ve cases across project- based organizations in 
the United Kingdom, Bresnen et al. (2003) also found that the processes 
of  knowledge capture, transfer, and learning across projects relied heav-
ily upon “social patterns, practices and processes” among social networks 
and “communities of  practice.” In communities of  practice, the authors 
explain, “Knowledge is constructed as individuals share ideas through col-
laborative mechanisms such as narration and joint work” (p. 161).

Karen Ayas (1996) draws on the assumptions of  the social nature of  
situated, tacit knowledge as well as organizational learning theory to de-
scribe a structural approach to learning within and between projects. She 
proposes a network structure model of  project organization that was de-
veloped, tested, and refi ned through action research with Fokker Aircraft. 
She claims that “professional” project management enables organizations 
“continually to enhance the underlying knowledge base—their learning 
capacity. This implies that all individuals involved in a project are engaged 
in a constant process of  learning, that they transmit their learning to oth-
ers and the cumulative knowledge acquired is then embodied in the project 
organization.” The approach is based on the assumption that “continuous 
improvement in project management involves continuous learning.” The 
project network structure model utilizes social networks as a means for 
making tacit knowledge explicit among team members on large, dispersed 
project teams. In subsequent research, Ayas claims that implementation 
of  this approach, in conjunction with a number of  other structured “re-
fl ective practices” conducted throughout the course of  a project, made a 
tangible impact on reducing costs and cycle time for product development 
projects and encouraged the company to invest more in the development 
of  its employees (Ayas & Zeniuk, 2001).

PROCESS VS. PRODUCT KNOWLEDGE

The importance of  social practices is even more pronounced when orga-
nizations attempt to capture and transfer “process innovations” involving 
new work practices, roles, responsibilities, attitudes, or values (Bresnen 
et al., 2003). 

Process innovations are a form of  what Newell et al. (2006) consider 
to be “process knowledge.” Process knowledge, in the context of  cross-
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 project learning, relates to processes that a team may have deployed to 
achieve its goals and includes the reasons why these processes were eff ec-
tive or why they were not. Process knowledge can be distinguished from 
“product knowledge,” which the authors defi ne as “knowledge about what 
had actually been achieved in relation to the stated goals or objectives” of  
a project (p. 175). 

This account of  the diff erence between product and process knowl-
edge is consistent with Antoni et al. (2005), who describe product knowl-
edge as technical, project- specifi c, and often well documented, whereas 
process knowledge tends to be more diff used in the organization, embed-
ded in routines, and made up of  a greater amount of  undocumented, tacit 
knowledge.

Bresnen et al. (2003) claim that because process knowledge is devel-
oped over the course of  a project and is often tacit, intangible, and context-
 dependent, it is more diffi  cult to capture and apply. Product knowledge, 
on the other hand, can be more easily transferred in explicit forms through 
product design templates, diagrams, maps, and other artifacts. 

Antoni et al. (2005) found that process knowledge was coded in the 
form of  templates, checklists, manuals, and guidelines, and also found 
that these artifacts were put to use extensively, representing an accumu-
lation of  experience in managing product development projects. Project 
managers also maintained private diaries that included not only to- do lists, 
but notes about project occurrences such as how problem solving was 
conducted. Engineers considered these diaries to be very important in car-
rying individual learning from one project to the next. 

Project Organization and the Dilemma of Process Knowledge

Traditional project management practice typically involves checkpoints 
to review “deliverables” produced by the project team for the purpose of  
meeting a project’s specifi c objectives (Kerzner, 2006; Newell et al., 2006). 
Because project reviews and the completion of  project work in general 
are highly focused on the production of  deliverables, product knowledge, 
although potentially less useful, is what is stored in databases and most 
often is what is made available for sharing (Newell, 2004). Moreover, An-
toni et al. (2005) fi nd that product knowledge “enjoys higher status” than 
process knowledge among organizational members in their study. 
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Newell (2004) claims, however, that process knowledge, although more 
diffi  cult to transfer, may be more useful to other project teams, as it “is 
likely to involve much less technical content and so will be easier for oth-
ers to absorb.” She goes on to say that “learning from [process knowledge] 
may enable a team in another project to complete their own tasks more 
effi  ciently and eff ectively” (p. 18). Similarly, Antoni et al. (2005) claim that 
process knowledge “can become a practice that can be applicable to most 
projects most of  the time,” whereas product knowledge “can vary sig-
nifi cantly by application area” and is therefore less useful for a broader 
audience (p. 880).

The value and privilege associated with product knowledge, combined 
with the tendency to defer refl ection about lessons learned until the end of  
projects—if  refl ection takes place at all—create signifi cant barriers to im-
proving upon previous project experiences. Newell et al. (2006) elaborate 
on this dilemma: “Things that the team had learned about and changed as 
they went along simply did not register as ‘lessons learned’ in post- project 
reviews because they had already been resolved. What was captured at 
the level of  the project, then, was much more often ‘product’ knowledge 
rather than ‘process’ knowledge” (p. 175).

SUMMARY

Determining lessons learned has become standard in project management 
guidelines, yet the research is showing a very bleak state of  aff airs with 
respect to the deployment and effi  cacy of  this material. Lessons learned 
are not always documented, and even when they are, they most often go 
unused (Antoni et al., 2005; Bresnen et al., 2003; Keegan & Turner, 2001; 
Newell, 2004; Newell et al., 2006; Prencipe & Tell, 2001). It is not surpris-
ing, then, that even though project management guidelines and internal 
company guidelines call for lessons learned to be completed at the end 
of  projects, organizational members express clear dissatisfaction with the 
process (Keegan & Turner, 2001). Given the barriers identifi ed, Newell 
et al. (2006) call for a consideration of  the problems with the actual prac-
tice of  lessons learned. 

Two themes have emerged as factors that appear to enable cross- project 
learning. First, it is clear that social practices, including narration and joint 
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work among communities of  practitioners, appear to be more eff ective 
than technology- based approaches involving storage, access, and retrieval 
(Antoni et al., 2005; Bresnen et al., 2003; Newell, 2004; Newell et al., 2006; 
Newell & Swan, 2000; Prencipe & Tell, 2001). Even where technology is 
involved, organizational members tend to consult with trusted colleagues 
fi rst in order to identify information that may be useful (Bresnen et al., 
2003; Newell et al., 2006).

The second factor emerging from this literature is the conceptual dif-
ference between process knowledge and product knowledge. Although it 
is potentially more diffi  cult to transfer because of  its tacit, intangible, and 
context- dependent nature, process knowledge may be more valuable for 
cross- project learning because of  its broader applicability by other proj-
ect members. This is in contrast to product knowledge, which tends to 
be more technical and project- specifi c (Antoni et al., 2005; Bresnen et al., 
2003; Bresnen et al., 2005; Newell, 2004; Newell et al., 2006; Zedtwitz, 
2002).
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Previous research related to  cross- project learning has been reviewed in 
order to understand what organizations have attempted to do to foster 
 cross- project learning and to identify the barriers and enablers associated 
with these eff orts. The  cross- project learning literature has pointed to the 
need to adopt a situated learning approach that takes into account the 
socially embedded nature of  knowledge and its development within com-
munities of  practice. 

This section begins with a review of  J. Lave and E. Wenger’s (1991) 
original work on situated learning and legitimate peripheral participation. 
The review then turns to Wenger’s (1998) subsequent work in further 
elaborating the role of  “communities of  practice” and how they shape 
learning among shared work practitioners in organizations.

SITUATED LEARNING AND 
LEGITIMATE PERIPHERAL PARTICIPATION

Situated learning and communities of  practice have been proposed as fer-
tile ground for further empirical research on  cross- project learning (Ayas 
& Zeniuk, 2001; Kotnour, 2000). Situated learning is founded on the as-
sumption that learning is inherently social and that tools, social activities, 
and social context shape it (Hansman, 2001). 

In Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, Lave and Wenger 
(1991) argue against a view of  learning that focuses on individuals’ ac-
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quiring, internalizing, and transferring knowledge. This traditional view, 
manifested in schools and classrooms, ignores the fundamentally human 
issues of  meaning and identity and their interconnectedness with the so-
cial world in which we live our everyday lives. Lave and Wenger posit 
an alternative view that locates learning within everyday social contexts, 
taking place as an aspect of  social participation. The theory of  legitimate 
peripheral participation was derived from Lave’s studies of  craft appren-
ticeship and was strongly infl uenced by Marxist theories of  social prac-
tice, particularly P. Bourdieu’s (1977) social activity theory. The authors 
describe the development of  their theory as a  three- stage process: (1) from 
learning as apprenticeship to (2) the concept of  situated learning to (3) the 
concept of  legitimate peripheral participation.

Apprenticeship 

Lave and Wenger originally found apprenticeship to be a particularly use-
ful phenomenon for understanding learning. Apprentices develop exper-
tise without the traditional forms of  instruction associated with schools, 
teachers, and examinations. Apprenticeship does not involve lesson plans 
and formal curricula. Instead, the “curriculum” of  apprenticeship pro-
vides the apprentice with opportunities for observation and participa-
tion in ongoing work practices as a way to develop expertise. Motivation 
emerges from developing competence and contributing to practices that 
are  valued.

Through ethnographic studies of  Vai and Gola tailors in Liberia, quar-
termasters in the U.S. Navy, midwives in the Yucatan, butchers in U.S. su-
permarkets, and nondrinking alcoholics in Alcoholics Anonymous, Lave 
and Wenger found concrete examples of  how work and learning are seam-
lessly related and how they shape identity, motivation, and meaning within 
specifi c social structures. 

Importantly, the authors draw on H. Becker’s (1972) work to high-
light the “disastrous possibilities that structural constraints in work orga-
nizations may curtail or extinguish apprentices’ access to the full range 
of  activities of  the job, and hence to possibilities for learning what they 
need to know to master a trade” (Lave & Wenger, p. 86). This was evi-
dent from the study of  U.S. butchers, who sequestered their apprentices 
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in separate physical spaces, disabling their capacity to learn from the 
“masters.” 

Situated Learning 

In addition to building on their and others’ studies of  apprenticeship, 
Lave and Wenger report that their theory also emerged out of  the need 
to overcome confusion over what was meant by “situated learning.” They 
identify a number of  conceptions of  situated learning with which they 
disagree. The fi rst conception of  situated learning that the authors reject 
is one that simply locates learners in a particular setting. This simplistic no-
tion fails to explain why the particular setting matters for the learner. The 
second notion is that learning simply takes place within a social context. 
This is also inadequate in its explanation of  the relationship of  the social 
context to learning. A third notion, in which situated learning is seen as 
being synonymous with “learning by doing” outside of  traditional school 
contexts, fails to locate schools as specifi c contexts themselves. As Lave 
later explains, all learning is in context. “Decontextualized learning” is a 
contradiction in terms (Lave, 1993). 

A fi nal notion of  situated learning that Lave and Wenger reject is one 
that sees learning as always being specifi c to a given time or task. The au-
thors agree that learning is sometimes limited to specifi c situations. How-
ever, they argue that general knowledge can also emanate from specifi c 
situations. Stories, for example, are concrete understandings that can re-
late to a specifi c context, yet can also be applied in other practice settings. 
The authors believe, therefore, that knowledge can be transferable from 
one situation, setting, or context to another, although this may not always 
be the case.

For Lave and Wenger, the development of  a theory of  situated learn-
ing became more complex than these interpretations. Their concep-
tion viewed situated learning as “the basis of  claims about the relational 
character of  knowledge and learning, about the negotiated character of  
meaning, and about the concerned (engaged,  dilemma- driven) nature of  
learning activity for the people involved.” In this view, “agent, activity and 
the world mutually constitute each other” (p. 33). 

This view is consistent with C. A. Hansman (2001), who describes sit-
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uated learning as “people learning as they participate and become inti-
mately involved with a community or culture of  learning, interacting with 
the community and learning to understand and participate in its history, 
assumptions and cultural values and rules” (p. 45). 

Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

Lave and Wenger’s view of  situated learning served as a transition from 
viewing learning as a cognitive process to viewing learning as an insep-
arable aspect of  social practice. Their notion of  situated learning was a 
bridge to the development of  a “specifi c analytic approach to learning” 
(p. 35) that they called legitimate peripheral participation. This evolution in 
their thinking highlights how people learn as they take action within com-
munities of  practice. Mastery of  knowledge and skill is achieved when 
newcomers to the community move toward full participation in the prac-
tices engaged in by that community. Legitimacy depends on whether 
or not a newcomer’s participation is sanctioned by the community. As 
Wenger (1998) states, legitimacy can take many forms, including “being 
useful, being sponsored, being feared, being the right kind of  person, hav-
ing the right birth” (p. 101). 

Legitimate peripheral participation “suggests that there are multiple, 
varied, more- or less- engaged and inclusive ways of  being located in the 
fi elds of  participation defi ned by a community” (p. 36).

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

Etienne Wenger, Richard McDermott, and William Snyder (2002) defi ne 
communities of  practice as “groups of  people who share a concern, a set 
of  problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge 
and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis.” They observe 
that communities of  practice are “in the best position to codify knowledge, 
because they can combine its tacit and explicit aspects” (pp. 4–9). 

In Communities of  Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity, Wenger 
(1998) expounds on the concept of  communities of  practice to further 
develop a social theory of  learning. In this expanded account, practice is 
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seen as an element of  four key dimensions of  Wenger’s theory: as the basis 
for the social production of  meaning, as the source of  coherence in a com-
munity, as a learning process, and as the source of  boundaries between 
interlinked communities at both the local and the societal levels. Each of  
Wenger’s dimensions of  practice will now be described in relation to how 
PMO leaders might learn from project successes and failures within their 
organization.

Practice as the Basis for the Production of Meaning 

Through practice, our lives become meaningful (Wenger, 1998). As 
Wenger claims, “Whether we are talking, acting, thinking, solving prob-
lems, or daydreaming, we are concerned with meanings” (p. 53). As we live 
our lives, we are constantly undergoing the process of  negotiating mean-
ing. We are linked to the history of  our communities by the structures and 
ways of  being that have previously been established, yet we are not bound 
by them. We are able to negotiate new meaning through the convergence 
of  two processes that continually interact with each other: participation 
and reifi cation. These processes form a duality that is “fundamental to 
the negotiation of  meaning.” Participation refers to our interactions with 
others and our ongoing activities as we live and work. The concept of  
participation is meant to convey the “profoundly social character of  our 
experience of  life.” 

Reifi cation, the other half  of  the duality through which we negotiate 
meaning, refers to the “process of  giving form to our experience by pro-
ducing objects that congeal this experience into ‘thingness.’” The pro-
cess of  reifi cation “produces abstractions, tools, symbols, stories, terms, 
and concepts that reify something of  that practice in a congealed form” 
(pp. 58–59). It is through the process of  reifi cation that forms can “take 
a life of  their own, beyond their context of  origin.” This account is con-
sistent with Newell et al.’s (2006) claim that “some knowledge can be 
possessed independently of  practice . . . while other knowledge is deeply 
embedded in practice, making social networks necessary for knowledge 
sharing” (p. 170).

In this view, we would expect to see PMO leaders engaged in forms of  
social participation that involve tools, stories, and templates to conduct 
their work. 

www.amanet.org


Situated Learning and Communities of  Practice 183

 American Management Association 
 www.amanet.org

Practice as the Source of Community Coherence 

Through practice, communities develop coherence. Wenger (1998) defi nes 
three characteristics of  practice that relate to community coherence. The 
fi rst is mutual engagement. Practice exists because community members 
engage in actions through which they negotiate meaning. Membership in 
a community of  practice is based upon mutual engagement.

The second characteristic of  practice that relates to community coher-
ence is joint enterprise. Joint enterprise goes beyond stated goals such as 
mission statements or objectives. It is defi ned and continuously renego-
tiated by participants as they respond to their situation. Joint enterprise 
is what creates mutual accountability among community members. It is 
a “resource of  coordination, of   sense- making, of  mutual engagement; 
it is like rhythm to music” (p. 82). Claims processing is an example of  a 
joint enterprise through which claims processors engage one another in 
a shared practice.

The third dimension of  practice that creates community coherence is 
a shared repertoire. Over time, Wenger claims, “the joint pursuit of  an 
enterprise creates resources for negotiating meaning.” These resources are 
products of  the previously described interplay of  reifi cation and participa-
tion processes through which members negotiate meaning. They include 
“routines, words, tools, ways of  doing things, stories, gestures, symbols 
. . . that the community has produced or adopted in the course of  its exis-
tence, and which have become part of  its practice” (pp. 82–83).

The combination of  these three dimensions of  community coher-
ence—mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire—has 
the potential to create a “social energy” that binds community members. 
The social energy generated by the community can, on the one hand, 
“give rise to an experience of  meaningfulness” and, on the other hand, 
“hold us hostages to that experience” (p. 85). As Wenger states:

The local coherence of  a community of  practice can be both a strength 
and a weakness. The indigenous production of  practice makes com-
munities of  practice the locus of  creative achievements and the locus 
of  inbred failures; the locus of  resistance to oppression and the locus 
of  the reproduction of  its conditions; the cradle of  the self  but also the 
potential cage of  the soul. (p. 85)
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Practice as a Learning Process 

Through practice, communities also learn. With time and sustained mu-
tual engagement in a joint enterprise, the interplay of  participation and 
reifi cation produces what Wenger calls a “shared history of  learning.” 
Reifi cation “yields a memory of  forms that allows our engagement in 
practice to leave enduring imprints in the world.” Participation, on the 
other hand, aff ords opportunities for collecting individual memories. It is 
through participation that we become who we are—how we fashion our 
identities—and “recognize ourselves in our past” (p. 88). The products of  
reifi cation and participation thus create a shared history of  learning that is 
manifested in the world through shared language, stories, physical objects, 
and memories. The resulting history of  shared learning that is created is 
a source of  learning for newcomers to the community as they engage in 
legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Because of  their residual historical eff ects, reifi cation and participation 
off er two paths for community members in their attempts to shape the fu-
ture: “1) You can seek, cultivate, or avoid specifi c relationships with specifi c 
people. 2) You can produce or promote specifi c artifacts to focus future 
negotiation of  meaning in specifi c ways” (Wenger, 1998, p. 91). Because 
of  their ability to shape collective history and the agency this aff ords for 
community members, participation and reifi cation are distinct channels of  
power. Thus, Wenger describes a distinct form of  politics associated with 
each of  them. “The politics of  participation includes infl uence, personal 
authority, nepotism, rampant discrimination, charisma, trust, friendship, 
ambition. . . . Of  a diff erent nature are the politics of  reifi cation, which in-
clude legislation, policies, institutionally defi ned authority, expositions, ar-
gumentative demonstrations, statistics, contracts, plans, designs” (p. 92).

As members come and go, as the world changes, and as participants 
attempt to shape shared practices in these ways, learning takes place and 
the community’s history is renegotiated. For Wenger, all learning takes 
place within the context of  communities that share a history, are mutually 
engaged, have a joint enterprise, and have a shared repertoire. And it is 
along these dimensions that learning is manifested: 

� Forms of  mutual engagement evolve. These include “discovering how to 
engage, what helps and what hinders; developing mutual relationships; 
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defi ning identities, establishing who is who, who is good at what, who 
knows what, who is easy or hard to get along with.” 

� Joint enterprise is renegotiated and tuned by the community. This includes 
“aligning their engagement with it, and learning to become and hold 
each other accountable to it; struggling to defi ne the enterprise and rec-
onciling confl icting interpretations of  what the enterprise is about.” 

� Shared repertoire is developed and refi ned. This includes “renegotiating the 
meaning of  various elements; producing or adopting tools, artifacts, 
representations; recording and recalling events; inventing new terms 
and redefi ning or abandoning old ones; telling and retelling stories; 
creating and breaking routines” (p. 95).

Practice as the Source of Boundaries Between 
Interlinked Communities 

Through practice, boundaries are created between communities. Econo-
mies, countries, organizations, and even neighborhoods consist of  a mul-
titude of  communities of  practice. Wenger claims that these larger units 
of  analysis can be viewed as a “constellation” of  interconnected practices. 
Shared histories of  learning in a community also include articulations 
of  how a community engages those who are external to it. Yet shared 
histories not only create discontinuities across boundaries, but can also 
create continuities across boundaries through “boundary objects” and 
 “brokering.”

Boundary objects are products of  reifi cation—artifacts, documents, 
terms, concepts, or stories—that organize interconnections among com-
munities. To the extent that the products of  reifi cation belong to multiple 
practices, “they are a nexus of  perspectives and thus carry the potential of  
becoming boundary objects if  those perspectives need to be coordinated” 
(p. 107). Reading a memo that is a boundary object, for example, is not 
just a relationship between the person and the memo, but a relationship 
between the person and two or more communities of  practice.

Brokering is the process of  establishing connections between commu-
nities by “introducing elements of  one practice into another” (p. 105). Proj-
ect managers leading  cross- functional projects, for example, may belong 
to a community of  project management professionals associated with a 
PMO as well as to a community of  engineers within which their career has 
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progressed. Likewise, PMO leaders themselves might participate in a com-
munity of  project management professionals while engaging managers 
and business leaders responsible for running a business unit. Both the proj-
ect manager and the PMO leader in this case have the potential to broker 
new connections between practices, and “if  they are good brokers—open 
new possibilities for meaning” (p. 109). 

DeFillippi (2001) supports the learning potential of  brokering roles 
by suggesting that it may be possible that “the deepest learning accrues 
to people who assume brokering roles at the intersections of  multiple 
communities engaged in projects requiring joint cooperation among their 
contributors” (p. 6).

M. T. Hansen’s (1999) study of  network ties in 41 divisions of  a large 
R&D organization also reinforces the importance of  brokers who can span 
multiple communities of  practice. She sought to understand more about 
how the strength of  social network “ties” between organizational units 
aff ected the units’ ability to share knowledge. Consistent with Wenger’s 
communities of  practice, strong ties between units, characterized by 
“close and frequent interactions,” were found to be more important when 
the knowledge is highly complex, noncodifi ed, and dependent. Weak ties, 
on the other hand, characterized by “distant and infrequent interactions,” 
were more important for knowledge- sharing when the knowledge was 
noncomplex, highly codifi ed, and less dependent on context, supporting 
the key role of  brokers and boundary spanners in  knowledge- exchange 
processes.

The Challenges of  Brokering. Wenger (1998) characterizes brokering as a 
complex process that involves translation, coordination, and alignment 
among perspectives. He elaborates further on the role and competencies 
required of  brokers if  they are to facilitate learning:

It requires enough legitimacy to infl uence the development of  a prac-
tice, mobilize attention, and address confl icting interests. It also re-
quires the ability to link practices by facilitating transactions between 
them, and to cause learning by introducing into a practice elements of  
another. (p. 109)
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Because boundaries lack the negotiated understanding of  what defi nes 
competence at full participation in a community of  practice, the value of  
brokering can be diffi  cult to recognize. As a result, “brokers sometimes 
interpret the uprootedness associated with brokering in personal terms of  
individual adequacy.” Brokering, therefore, requires an ability to “manage 
carefully the coexistence of  membership and non- membership, yielding 
enough distance to bring a diff erent perspective, but also enough legiti-
macy to be listened to” (p. 110).

Boundary Encounters. Wenger describes three types of  “boundary en-
counters,” defi ned as “single or discrete events that provide connections” 
across practices. The fi rst type of  boundary encounter is a one- on- one 
meeting, where conversations between two “interlocutors” allow private 
matters to be discussed in more candid ways. The downside of  this type 
of  encounter is that the connection created is “hostage to the partiality 
of  each interlocutor” (pp. 112–113). That is because no single member of  
either community could be fully representative of  her community’s prac-
tices, nor is her memory capable of  covering such ground with perfec-
tion. Moreover, in isolation, single members cannot fully act as they would 
when they are participating in the milieu of  everyday practice. 

The second type of  boundary encounter is immersion in a practice 
by visiting the site at which the activity takes place. This provides a more 
comprehensive perspective on the practices of  the host and how members 
engage one another. The downside of  this approach is that the connection 
is one- way: The host is unlikely to learn much about how visitors function 
in the host’s environment. 

The third type of  boundary encounter involves delegations from each 
practice meeting simultaneously. There are two advantages to this ap-
proach. First, the negotiation (of  meaning) process can occur within and 
across the delegations at the same time. Second, the process allows each 
community to see how the other negotiates meaning. The downside of  
delegation encounters is that “participants may cling to their own internal 
relations, perspectives, and ways of  thinking.”

Boundary Practices. If  boundary encounters become an ongoing forum 
for mutual engagement across practice boundaries, Wenger claims, a prac-
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tice is likely to start emerging, particularly if  delegations are involved. The 
enterprise of  the boundary practice is to “sustain a connection between 
a number of  other practices by addressing confl icts, reconciling perspec-
tives, and fi nding resolutions” (p. 114). The resulting practice becomes a 
form of  “collective brokering.” As with practice in general, the interplay 
of  participation and reifi cation helps participants negotiate meaning and 
overcome the problems associated with isolated boundary objects or bro-
kers, either of  which can inhibit  meaning- making.

Project Environments and Communities of Practice 

Ayas and Zeniuk (2001) claim that communities of  practice in  project- based 
organizations off er an “excellent opportunity to engage in learning” at the 
individual, organizational, and societal levels. They suggest that tempo-
rary membership on project teams enables the members of  those teams 
to engage in multiple communities of  practice and to build and cultivate 
relationships over the course of  their work within and across projects. 
Multimembership in communities of  practice, claim the authors, contrib-
utes to “creating informal webs of  people who act as knowledge brokers” 
across practice boundaries (p. 71). They go on to argue that:

Project- based organizations may grow into constellations of  inter-
related communities of  practice, off ering a web of  mutual support for 
cultivating refl ective practices. When projects share members, they are 
bound together and become embedded in the same social network. 
The recursive interaction among projects creates social networks of  
mutual assistance. (p. 72)

Through four case studies and refl ective workshops with members 
from 20 projects in separate companies, M. B. Arthur et al. (2001) also 
found communities of  practice to be an important mechanism for pro-
moting  project- based learning within and between projects. By nurturing 
communities of  practice, they claim, organizations can provide access to 
knowledge among community members that can “endure after formal 
 project- based activities cease,” providing a “continuing source of  new in-
formation, wherever the project members are presently located” (p. 113).
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Limitations of Communities of Practice in Relation to 
Cross-Project Learning 

Although communities of  practice off er a lens into how PMO leaders 
might negotiate and share project lessons learned, two inhibiting factors 
of  communities of  practice in relation to  cross- project learning merit con-
sideration. The fi rst limitation is identifi ed by Wenger (1998), who recog-
nizes that as communities develop greater coherence, their boundaries 
with “outsiders” may become stronger, and this may inhibit the introduc-
tion of  new knowledge into their practice. In a comparative case study of  
two construction projects, H. Scarbrough et al. (2004) conclude that as 
deeper and unique knowledge is developed at the project level through 
shared practice, it is exactly this new division of  practice between the proj-
ect and the permanent organization that makes it more diffi  cult to transfer 
the knowledge to others. 

The second limitation of  communities of  practice with respect to 
 cross- project learning relates to the nature of  the learning that takes place 
among practitioners (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Marsick (2000) characterizes 
situated learning and legitimate peripheral participation as phenomena in 
which learning “may be tacit or not highly conscious . . . and acquired pri-
marily through trial and error, observation, modeling and socialization.” 
The tacit nature of  the learning that results can “dilute or distort lessons 
learned,” preventing practitioners from fully understanding the reasons for 
success and failure (p. 12). Therefore, the informal and incidental nature of  
the learning that takes place within communities of  practice underscores 
the need for structured refl ective practices that focus on improving future 
actions (Marsick & Watkins, 1999; Raelin, 2001; Roth & Kleiner, 1998). 
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