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Embedding 
Learning 
into the 
Way We 

Work
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The capacity to learn and adapt is of greater value 
than any specific “lesson learned.”

Marilyn Darling, Fourth Quadrant Partners

You don’t plan a strategy, you learn a strategy.
Henry Mintzberg
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�
Ask the right 
questions so 

you get the right 
data

�
Structure the 

work to enable 
regular use of 

data

+ �
Effectively 

make sense of 
and apply the 

data

+

Effective learning requires that you do three things.
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Warm-up.

What 1-2 strategic questions 
do you have that, 

if answered, would make a 
real difference in your ability 

to achieve results?
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Learning is a way of working—
a set of regularly-practiced habits that 
increase our ability to achieve results.

Our goal today is to dig into this core concept.
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We propose that these five habits 
will improve our strategic learning.
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HABIT 1: Making thinking visible.

PROBLEM
§ Activities without expected results 

§ Fuzzy language

§ Losing track of how thinking has evolved

SOLUTION
§ Always articulate what you think/hope will happen 

as a result of an action

§ Resist and unpack fuzzy language

§ Capture, revisit and share evolutions in thinking

Why does it matter for learning?
If you don’t make your expectations clear about what results your actions will produce, no 
one—including you—can reflect on whether change happens like you think it does and then 
refine your thinking accordingly.

Ø Theories of change with assumptions
Ø Before and After Action Reviews
Ø Learning logsTA

C
TI

C
S
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1. Discussing strategy.

2. Developing theories of change.

3. Planning a meeting or 
convening.

4. Brainstorming solutions to a 
problem.

5. Developing calls for proposals.

Examples of when to use. Remember your small routines.

Planning a meeting or convening.
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HABIT 2: Asking powerful questions.

§ Action oriented, linked to strategy.
§ Relevant to the people doing to work.
§ When answered, it is clear how the information 

can be used and by whom.
§ Specific enough to provide direction.
§ PRIORITIZED

SOLUTION

PROBLEM
§ Looking backward rather than forward
§ Not relevant to the decisions the learners need to 

make
§ Too vague to produce actionable insights
§ TOO MANY QUESTIONS!

Ø Question structure 
How can we…? 
What would it take to….?

Ø Learning agendas
Ø Learning goals

TACTICS

Why does it matter for learning?
Asking questions that matter for strategy 
helps focus learning, guide data collection 
and analysis, and increases the likelihood 
that the answer(s) will be applied to the 
work.
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1. Debriefing after a meeting or 
conference

2. “Picking other people’s brains”

3. Developing questions for a 
conference panel

4. Getting feedback from grantees

Routines to apply it. Example application.

Debriefing after a conference.
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HABIT 3: Combating our biases.

Why does it matter for learning?
Philanthropy (and humanity) is deeply subject to a range of cognitive biases and we can only 
see a portion of the system from where we’re standing. 

§ Focus data collection on learning questions

§ Look for disconfirming evidence and contrary 
perspectives

§ Orient to identify patterns and examine context

SOLUTIONPROBLEM
§ “Catch all” data systems that don’t get used 

but require lots of effort

§ Looking for evidence to confirm what you 
want to see

§ Lack of attention to patterns and variation in 
favor of central tendencies 

Ø Evaluation
Ø “Guerilla” data collection
Ø Systematizing and capturing observations

TACTICS
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1. Using social media

2. Reviewing grantee monitoring 
data

3. Selecting site visit locations

4. Choosing speakers for board 
meetings

Using social media.

Routines to apply it. Example application.
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HABIT 4: Attending to causal inference.

PROBLEM
§ Imbalance between indicators/ 

metrics/descriptive data & causal exploration

§ Looking only for predicted outcomes, while 
missing side effects & unexpected changes

SOLUTION
§ Spend equal time understanding why, how, and 

under what circumstances as you do capturing 
indicators

§ Design your inquiries to understand not just 
how your work drives results (or doesn’t), but 
also what else is driving results

Why does it matter for learning?
Learning how to make change in complex systems requires understand what drives results 
in what contexts. Just watching indicators can lead to the wrong conclusions about what 
works and how you contributed.

Ø Inductive methods: most significant change, outcome harvesting  
Ø Situation analysis versus dashboards 

TACTICS
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1. Debriefing any event in which 
you played a role.

2. Reviewing proposal 
submissions.

3. Doing performance reviews.

Reviewing grant proposals.

Routines to apply it. Example application.
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HABIT 5: Answering the “now what” question.

Why does it matter for learning?
If learning “inputs” and ”lessons” are to make a difference in an organization’s ability to 
achieve results, you must unfailingly incorporate them into decision making and actions

PROBLEM
§ We often stop at generating “lessons learned” 

because the learning and the decision-
making happen in different times and places.

§ Decisions made out of habit because it’s 
easier and less time consuming to do what 
we’ve always done.

§ Front-loaded attention to initial decisions 
under payout pressure – we hate to revisit

SOLUTION
§ Re-work meetings, processes, and docs to make 

explicit links between lessons and decisions, and 
between learners and decision-making.

§ Get accustomed to relentlessly asking “so how 
should this affect our work?”, even for small-scale 
events or observations

ØWhat – So what – Now What framework
ØAfter Action Reviews 

TACTICS
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1. Closing a meeting.

2. Debriefing a meeting, site visit, 
etc.

3. Reading an evaluation report.

4. Reviewing research findings.

5. Hearing about peer experiences.

Reviewing survey data.

Routines to apply it. Example application.

Cue: Reviewing feedback 
survey data.

Old habit: Observing 
interesting patterns in the 
data.

Reward: Feeling pretty 
good about how you did.

Cue: Reviewing feedback 
survey data.

New habit: Identifying 
hypotheses about how you 
can improve and how to 
test them.

Reward: Clear ideas about 
what to do next.
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Which habit is 
strongest 
at your 

organization? 

Which do you
most need 
to build?

1. Making thinking visible

5. Answering the “now what” question.

2. Asking powerful questions

3. Combating your biases

4. Attending to causal inference

Reflection Activity
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15-minute break
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�
Ask the right 
questions so 

you get the right 
data

�
Structure the 

work to enable 
regular use of 

data

+ �
Effectively 

make sense of 
and apply the 

data

+

Effective learning requires that you do three things.
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habits for
effective 

strategic learning

5

1. Making thinking visible

5. Answering the “now what” question.

2. Asking powerful questions

3. Combating your biases

4. Attending to causal inference
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• Focus limited resources and “head space” on the questions that 
will make the most difference to results.  

• Guide data collection, evaluation, and observation to avoid 
collecting data that goes unused.

• Practice the full cycle of learning and get good at it rather than 
being crushed under the weight of a bureaucratic system that feels 
like irrelevant to the choices we need to make.

If we ask and prioritize powerful questions, then we can…
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Opens up inquiry and curiosity

Challenges current operating assumptions

Channels attention

Generates energy and forward momentum

Invites creativity and possibility

A question is powerful when it…

Inquiry and dialogue 
questions

Information conveyance / 
acquisition questions vs.
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Powerful questions:

• Meet people where there is the most energy and relevance for their work.

• Are forward-facing, focused on possibilities for action—what the learners 
can do to get the results they want. 

• Travel well, easily including and appealing to everyone who needs to learn.

• Are genuine – we really don’t know the answer already.

• If answered, would make a real difference in the work (because you can tie 
it to strategic choices).

From: Fourth Quadrant Partners; Jong, Anticipate: The Art of Leading by Looking Ahead; Vogt, Brown and Isaacs, The Art of Powerful Questions: Catalyzing Insight, Innovation, and Action; 
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The architecture of powerful questions has three elements.

Construction

Assumptions

Scope

From: Vogt, Brown and Isaacs, The Art of Powerful Questions: Catalyzing Insight, Innovation, and Action
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Construction

Assumptions

Scope

How/Why
What

Who, Where, When
Which, To what extent, 

Yes/no

Less Powerful

More Powerful

Tailor the scope as precisely as 
possible within people’s capacity to take 
effective action. Avoid stretching the 
scope of your question too far.

Examine a question for any unconscious 
beliefs it may introduce to the situation. 
Test different frames to see if it opens up 
new possibilities. 

From: Vogt, Brown and Isaacs, The Art of Powerful Questions: Catalyzing Insight, Innovation, and Action

The architecture of powerful questions has three elements.
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How can we make sure everyone has mental health care? 

How can we enroll the hardest-to-reach 
communities where we don’t have any existing 

relationships or partners? 

Problem: Big, abstract questions tend to lead to 
big, abstract conversations. 
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Why do so many of our program participants drop out?

What would it take for us to keep more program 
participants in all the way to program completion?

Problem: Useful, but maybe not energizing because it’s 
not action oriented, forward looking, or about what we can do
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How do we build stakeholder alignment? 

How can we help advocates and government 
agencies agree on a common goal for system 

re-design efforts? 

Problem: “Fuzzy” or vague language masks the fact 
that people may be talking about very different things 
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What will it take to create a good policy brief?

How can we engage the most influential 
advocates and policymakers in a way that 

makes them more likely to support our 
preferred policy solution?

Problem: Blah. Who cares. Assumption that a brief 
is the right approach is too narrow.
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Activity
1. Take a few minutes alone to generate 1-2 forward-looking 

strategic questions that, if answered, would make a real 
difference in your ability to achieve results. Start with one of 
the following phrases:

What would it take to….?
How can we…..?

Questions must relate to the what you need to accomplish 
within the next 1-2 years.

2.   In groups of 2 or 3, workshop the questions to make them 
better, following the guidelines for a powerful question.



31

Once you have the right 
questions, then

you can identify the 
data you need to 

answer them.

31
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�
Ask the right 
questions so 

you get the right 
data

�
Structure the 

work to enable 
regular use of 

data

+ �
Effectively 

make sense of 
and apply the 

data

+

Effective learning requires that you do three things.
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habits for
effective 

strategic learning

5

1. Making thinking visible

5. Answering the “now what” question.

2. Asking powerful questions

3. Combating your biases

4. Attending to causal inference
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Unfortunately, when it comes to applying 
data we are not always rational.

We are hardwired to use heuristics and biases—
cognitive traps—when  processing information. 

They affect:

ü How we access information

ü What we pay attention to

ü What we learn

ü How we apply it
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A bat and ball cost a 
dollar and ten cents. 

The bat costs a dollar 
more than the ball. 

How much does the 
ball cost? 

Source: Shane Frederick
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Ball = Bat = 
10 cents

One dollar

Ball = 

5 cents

Bat = One dollar

5 cents

+
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System 1: Rapid intuitive decisions 
based on associative memory, images, 
and emotional reactions  

System 2: Monitors the output of System 
1 and overrides it when the result 
conflicts with logic, probability, or some 
other decision-making rule

Our minds have two 
processing systems.
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The two systems act differently.

System 1 System 2

System 2 is lazy and trips us up, especially when we are busy.
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Confirmation bias
makes us favor 
information that 

confirms our pre-
existing beliefs.
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Escalation of commitment makes it 
difficult to revisit previous choices.

$2000

Tire
s

$300

Water Pump

$150

Alternator
$220
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The availability heuristic makes us overestimate 
the likelihood of what comes to mind the quickest.

Probability 
of a real 
threat?
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Working in groups can make it worse.

Particularly susceptible are 
groups with:

Strong directive leadership
Time pressure
Important complex decisions

We do this.

Not this.

Yes!
Right 
on.

Yup!

Let’s go!Word.
Hmm... 
Nope. Sure.
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What can we do to 
avoid the traps?
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Just being aware 
is not enough.
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Look for disconfirming evidence.

Leadership & 
Engagement

To build key constituency 
support and promote quality 

preschool policy

Research & Policy 
Development

To make the case for quality 
preschool expansion

Target Communities & 
System Building

To support model preschool 
programs in geopolitically 

important communities

CHANGE STRATEGIES

Increased preschool 
awareness and 

attention

Increased 
policymaker support 

for preschool

Preschool policies  
and demonstrations 

that are seen as 
technically  and 
fiscally viable

Problem Identified

Politics Favorable

Policies Proposed

OUTCOMES

Try looking 
for evidence 
that it’s not .

Typically we 
look for 

evidence 
that it’s 

working.
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Use devil’s advocacy.

Yes Man

All your 
ideas 
are 

great!

Devil’s Advocate

Here are 
10 reasons 

you 
shouldn’t 
do that.
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Ask for the bad news (and mean it). 
And remind yourself what you don’t know

Bad emotions, 
bad parents, and bad 
feedback have more impact 
than good ones.

Bad information is 
processed more thoroughly 
than good. 
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Get an outsider’s view.

The outsider is 
more capable 
of generalizing 

across 
situations, and 
makes better 
estimates and 
decisions than 

the insider. 

Outsiders Insiders
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Wrap Up and Parting Challenges
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Tools are available to support good learning habits. 

• What are our intended results?

• What will success look like?

• What challenges might we 
encounter?

• What have we learned from similar 
situations?

• What will make us successful this 
time?

• When will we do an AAR?

Before Action Review
• What were our intended results?

• What were our actual results?

• What caused our results?

• What will we improve or sustain?

• What is our next opportunity to test 
what we learned?

• When will we do our next BAR?

After Action Review
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But keep in mind: Your organizational structure, space, culture, 
and norms matter a lot in people’s ability to effectively learn.

Individual

Social/Group

Organizational

Know-how, skills, 
perceptions,  behaviors 

Group processes, roles, 
participation, interactions

Culture, norms, structure
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Thank you!

www.evaluationinnovation.org


