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1.2

Introduction

Why This Report Exists

This report documents the Scotland’s Veterans Wellbeing Alliance (SVWA) approach to
collective learning through Learning Labs and Action Learning Cycles. The Alliance was
developed and is nurtured through the intentional use of the Incite (Irvine Fitzpatrick, 2019:
Irvine Fitzpatrick et al 2021; Irvine Fitzpatrick and Matthews-Smith, 2025) model to guide the
creation, formulation and enhancement of this intersectoral partnership. Scotland’s Veterans
Wellbeing Alliance (SVWA) envisions a future whereby focusing on people, places, and
pathways, we support and empower veterans and their families to live well and thrive in
communities that recognise and embrace their knowledge, skills, and potential.

Diagram 1: Incite Framework
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By combining Incite with the ethos and rigour of Human Learning Systems (HLS), SYWA has
built a learning architecture that stretches horizontally across delivery partners and vertically
into policy and funder systems. This includes the development of Learning Labs - spaces for
collective noticing, reflection, and sensemaking - and the design of proportionate learning
cycles capable of surfacing patterns across diverse contexts. These cycles deliberately explore
issues such as relational continuity, and access fragmentation- not as problems to be fixed
from above - but as shared inquiries rooted in lived experience and practitioner wisdom.
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The Alliance operates within a wider system that is heavily shaped by monitoring, reporting and
performance management. In many cases these systems reward compliance,

polished reporting and the ability to present reassuring narratives of progress. They are often
less effective at helping organisations understand what is happening in practice, particularly in
complex areas of work such as supporting veterans and their families.

The Learning Labs were developed as part of the Incite formulation phase, creating space for a
different kind of conversation. Rather than treating data as a final judgement of performance,
the Alliance uses information as a starting point for inquiry. The intention is to explore
patterns, surface tensions and deepen understanding of how support is experienced and
delivered across the system.

Purpose of this report
This report therefore documents what collective learning looked like in practice through one
Action Learning Cycle. The report has three purposes:
« Itsets outthe Alliance’s overall approach to monitoring, evaluative practice and
learning.
« ltillustrates how Learning Labs and Action Learning Cycles operate in practice,
including how data was collected, analysed and discussed collectively.
« Itinvites organisations, funders and policy makers to consider how collective learning
approaches might strengthen understanding and support better decision making
across the wider veterans’ support system.

The specific Action Learning Cycle explored in this report focused on a simple but important
question:

What brings veterans and their families to first contact our organisations, and how do
they find us?

Understanding this question provides insight into how veterans and families navigate the
support landscape, how trust is built between communities and organisations, and how
different organisations contribute to the wider ecosystem of support.

Learning in a Performance-Driven System

The Context

The organisations that make up the Scottish Veterans Wellbeing Alliance operate within a
complex and diverse landscape. Each organisation has its own history, mission,

service model and community connections. Some are small grassroots initiatives embedded
in local communities. Others are larger charities delivering structured programmes across
multiple locations. Some provide practical assistance, others offer therapeutic support, social
connection opportunities or advocacy.

Despite these differences, most organisations operate within funding and accountability
within environments shaped by similar expectations. Monitoring systems are typically
designed to demonstrate outputs, measure reach and provide assurance that funding is being
used appropriately. These requirements are understandable and necessary: Public and
charitable funding must be transparent and accountable.



2.3 However, these systems rarely enable organisations to learn in meaningful ways about how
their work is experienced or how it contributes to the wider system of support. Instead,
organisations are often required to produce data that satisfies funders, boards and reporting
frameworks.

24 In practice this can mean that monitoring focuses on producing figures that
demonstrate activity and progress, rather than helping organisations understand how they can
best support veterans and their families.

2.5 The relational nature of this work does not easily translate into simple metrics.
Trust, relationships and community connections are often the foundations through which
people access support, yet these elements are difficult to capture through conventional
reporting structures.

2.6 As a result, organisations can find themselves reporting figures that only partially reflect the
complexity of their work, while having limited space to reflect on what those figures
might actually reveal.

2.7 This can make it harder for organisations to learn and adapt, not only within their own services
but also in how they work meaningfully alongside others across the veterans’ support
ecosystem.

2.8 The Alliance Learning Labs were developed in response to this challenge. They aim to create a
space where organisations can collectively explore patterns emerging from their work,
strengthen shared understanding and consider how the wider system might operate more
effectively for veterans and their families.

2.9 Data and Performance Judgement
Within many monitoring systems, data becomes closely tied to performance judgement.
Numbers can begin to function as signals of success or failure. Organisations may feel
pressure to demonstrate improvement, growth or reach in ways that align with external
expectations and the reporting cultures that have developed around them.

2.10 Inthese environments, data can become something organisations feel the need to defend.
Considerable effort can go into producing figures that demonstrate activity and progress,
ensuring reports satisfy funders, boards and oversight structures.

2.11 While this is understandable, it can also shape how organisations relate to information.
Instead of creating space to explore what data might reveal about people’s experiences,
organisations may find themselves focused on explaining results or presenting reassuring
narratives. The emphasis shifts from understanding to justification. This can make learning
harder. Uncertainty can feel risky. Ambiguity can feel uncomfortable. Questions that might
challenge assumptions or reveal gaps in understanding are less likely to surface when
information is experienced primarily as a judgement tool.

The Alliance recognises that these dynamics are not unique to veterans’ support. They are
present across many public and voluntary sector environments where monitoring systems
have evolved to prioritise accountability over inquiry.



2.13 The Learning Labs were developed as an attempt to create and hold a space where data can
be approached differently. Rather than treating information as evidence to defend,
the Learning Labs use data as a prompt for collective reflection, pattern spotting and deeper
understanding of how organisations support veterans and their families.

3. The Alliance Approach to Learning

3.1 Data as Part of Evaluative Practice
The Scotland’s Veterans Wellbeing Alliance approaches data and learning as part of evaluative
practice. Much of the information organisations hold originates from monitoring requirements.
However, monitoring can imply a level of oversight and understanding that the data alone does
not necessarily provide. In practice, organisations are often collecting data rather than actively
learning from it. The Alliance therefore approaches data differently.

3.2 Rather than treating data primarily as evidence of performance, the Alliance treats information
as a resource for inquiry. Data becomes a starting point for questions rather than an endpoint
for judgement. Patterns are explored collectively. Differences between organisations are
examined in context. Information is used to prompt reflection about how supportis
experienced and delivered across the wider ecosystem.

3.3 Theaimis nottoreach quick conclusions or produce simplified interpretations. Instead, the
intention is to deepen shared understanding of how organisations support veterans and their
families, and how learning from that experience might shape future practice.

34 In this approach, data supports reflection, curiosity and learning rather than comparison or
judgement.

3.5 Collective Learning
A key feature of the Alliance approach is that learning is collective. In most organisations,
learning tends to happen internally. Teams reflect on their own work, examine their
own data and adapt their own services. This is understandable, but it also means that
organisations rarely see the wider picture of how veterans and families move through the
broader support system. Each organisation sees only a part of that picture.

3.6 By bringing organisations together to explore patterns collectively, Learning Labs attempt to
build a broader understanding of how the system operates as a whole.

3.7 However, collective learning is not the usual way that learning takes place. Simply bringing
people together and describing an activity as collective learning does not mean participants
automatically leave behind the habits, relationships and histories that shape how
organisations interact.

3.8 Participants arrive with different experiences of each other. Some organisations may have
collaborated closely in the past, while others may have experienced competition for funding or
visibility. People are also aware of the dynamics within the room, including who holds
influence, who may feel cautious about sharing openly, and how information might be
interpreted outside the session.
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For these reasons, creating the space and structure for collective learning does not guarantee
that everyone will immediately feel able to work in this way.

The Learning Labs therefore aim to create conditions where openness becomes possible over
time. Trust, transparency and shared curiosity as identified through the /ncite framework, are
essential ingredients of effective intersectoral partnerships, and they develop gradually rather
than instantly. Recognising these dynamics is an important part of the learning process itself.

Learning Labs

What Learning Labs Are

Learning Labs are structured spaces where organisations within the Alliance come together to
reflect on practice, share observations and explore patterns emerging across their work
supporting veterans and their families.

They are not routine meetings or information-sharing sessions. Instead, they provide a space
for inquiry. This differs from the Alliance’s fortnightly 30-minute member session, where
organisations come together to hear updates from the SVWA Strategic Lead, Dr Linda lrvine
Fitzpatrick, and share brief updates from across the network.

The starting point for Learning Labs is often simple noticing. Participants are invited to reflect
on what they are seeing in their day-to-day work with veterans and their families. This may
include changes in who is seeking support, emerging pressures on organisations, or patterns
appearing across multiple cases. (Appendix One: Noticing Framework).

Participants are also encouraged to consider what they are noticing at different altitudes
within the system. At the hyper-local level, this includes what they are seeing directly in their
work with individuals and families. At the organisational level, this may involve

patterns emerging within their own services or across partnerships with other organisations. At
a wider system level, participants may notice shifts in policy, funding environments or wider
pressures affecting the veterans’ support landscape.

Importantly, participants are asked to ground these observations in evidence wherever
possible. This might include examples from practice, case experience, service data or other
information available to them. This helps ensure that noticing and pattern spotting are rooted
in experience and evidence rather than becoming a collection of unsupported opinions.

These observations are shared across organisations and discussed collectively. Through this
process, patterns begin to emerge that may not be visible to any single organisation on its
own.

The purpose of the Lab therefore is not to immediately solve problems or generate
recommendations. Instead, the aim is to deepen understanding of what may be happening
across the wider system.

Over time, these shared observations are analysed and grouped into themes. From these
themes, potential areas for collective inquiry begin to emerge (Appendix Two: Noticing
Thematic Report).
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Learning Labs therefore support forward learning rather than retrospective “lessons
learned”. Insights generated through one stage of the cycle help shape the next question the
Alliance members choose to explore.

Examples of the tools used in this stage, such as the noticing framework and early thematic
summaries, are included in the appendices to illustrate how this process is supported in
practice.

How Learning Labs Operate
Learning Labs operate through a loose but intentional cycle of inquiry. The stages of the cycle
are outlined below.

Stage 1 - Noticing and Pattern Spotting

The cycle often begins with participants sharing observations from their work with veterans
and their families. These observations are captured through noticing frameworks and
structured conversations designed to surface patterns across organisations.

Participants are encouraged to ground their observations in evidence wherever possible,
drawing on examples from practice, service data or other information available to them.

Stage 2 - Identifying Themes

The reflections gathered during the noticing stage are then reviewed and analysed

to identify common themes. This stage helps highlight areas where organisations are
experiencing similar challenges or noticing similar shifts in how veterans and families engage
with support.

Stage 3 - Agreeing a Learning Question

From these themes, the group collectively identifies potential learning questions. These
qguestions are tested against a small number of criteria, including whether the topic is relevant
across organisations, whether it can realistically be explored within a defined period, and
whether answering the question could improve understanding across the Alliance.

Once agreement is reached, the group establishes an Action Learning Cycle (ALC).

Stage 4 — Action Learning Cycle Data Collection

The ALC involves a short period of structured data collection across participating
organisations. The intention is not to produce perfect or comprehensive datasets, but to
gather sufficient information to deepen understanding of the issue being explored.

Stage 5 - Analysis

The collected information is then analysed, summarised and shared before being brought
back to the next Learning Lab session. This analysis is designed to highlight patterns and
prompt questions rather than provide definitive conclusions.

Stage 6- Collective Sensemaking

During the Learning Lab session, participants collectively explore the findings. The discussion
focuses on pattern spotting, questioning assumptions and examining tensions that

may emerge from the data. This stage is often described as collective sensemaking. Rather
than seeking immediate answers, participants explore what the information might suggest
about how veterans and families experience the system and how organisations interact within
it.
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Stage 7 - Learning Artefacts
The cycle is intended to conclude with the production of a learning artefact that captures key
observations, reflections and questions for further exploration.

This report represents the first example of such an artefact within the Alliance Learning Lab
process. As with many aspects of the Learning Labs, this stage is still evolving as the Alliance
develops its approach to collective learning.

Examples of the materials used during this cycle, including the data collection template and
the summary analysis shared with participants, are included in the appendices.

Over time, these artefacts are intended to help document learning across cycles and make it
easier to share insights with the wider Alliance and beyond. They will also help inform the next
stage of inquiry as the Learning Lab process continues to develop and adapt.

The Action Learning Cycle

The Learning Question

The Action Learning Cycle explored in this report, as an illustration, focused on a central
question.

What brings veterans and their families to first contact with our organisations, and how
do they find us?

This question emerged from earlier Learning Lab discussions about system navigation. Many
organisations reported that veterans and families often struggled to understand how to access
support or which organisation might best meet their needs.

Understanding the pathways through which people reach organisations offers valuable insight
into trust, visibility and the role of community networks.

Data Collection

Participating organisations collected information about new contacts over a defined period.
The data collection was intentionally proportionate and time limited, with organisations
agreeing to capture information over a four-week period.

The information collected included:
e Whether the contact was a veteran or family member
e Whether the contact was new or returning
¢ Broad age ranges
e Primaryreasons for contact
e How the individual first heard about the organisation

A summary of the data collected is provided in Appendix Three. The aim of this approach was
to minimise administrative burden while still generating useful insights to support collective
inquiry. It is important to note that the four-week collection period represents a snapshotin
time rather than a comprehensive dataset.
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Itis also recognised that organisations record information in different ways and use slightly
different definitions. The purpose of the Action Learning Cycle was not to standardise data
collection across organisations. Attempting to fully standardise definitions and recording
practices would require significant effort and would likely produce limited additional insight.
Organisations inevitably apply their own interpretations and contextual understanding when
recording information. For this reason, comparing headline figures across organisations would
be misleading as each organisation operates in different contexts, supports diverse

groups and deliver different types of services. In simple terms, direct comparison of
organisational figures would be the equivalent of comparing apples, oranges and

strawberries.

The intention of collecting the data was therefore not comparison, but to surface patterns
that might prompt further questions, collective reflection and generative evidence-
based insight.

The Learning Lab Sessions

Initial Reactions to the Action Learning Cycle

When the data was first presented to participants, the initial reactions were cautious.
Several participants were concerned that information would be compared across
organisations. Concerns about the comparability of data and the consistency of
definitions surfaced repeatedly during the discussion.

Participants noted that organisations record information in different ways and may interpret
categories such as reasons for contact or types of support slightly differently. Others raised
concerns about the short data collection period or the broad categories used.

Some participants also felt the need to explain or defend their figures. For example, a number
of organisations noted that the four-week collection period had been unusual for them. Some
felt the period was not fully representative of their typical activity, while others highlighted
contextual factors that might have influenced their numbers during that time.

These reactions reflected the environments that many organisations operate within.

In systems where data is often linked to funding decisions or external judgement, there can be
a natural instinct to explain or defend figures before exploring what the data might reveal.

This response is understandable. Organisations are accustomed to being asked to justify their
numbers, and it can feel risky to present information without immediately providing context or
explanation. However, this instinct can make it harder to step back and collectively explore
what patterns might be emerging across the wider system.

A Shiftin Conversation

As the session progressed, the tone of the discussion began to shift. Some participants began
to move away from explaining or defending their own figures and started exploring patterns
across the combined dataset. Attention shifted from individual organisational numbers
towards what the information might collectively suggest about how veterans and families
access support.
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Questions began to emerge about what the patterns might reveal. Participants reflected on
why certain trends might appear and what contextual factors might influence them. However,
this shift did not happen evenly across the room.

For some participants, the change in approach landed quickly and they engaged with the data
more curiously, exploring what might be learned from the patterns emerging across
organisations.

Others found it harder to move beyond their usual practice of explaining or defending
numbers. This was not surprising. Many participants operate in environments where data is
closely tied to funding, performance reporting and organisational accountability. In those
contexts, it is natural to feel the need to justify figures before exploring what they might mean.

Part of the facilitation therefore involved encouraging participants to pause and reflect on their
own instinctive reactions to the numbers. People were invited to consider how easily certain
figures, ratios or patterns can be interpreted as “good” or “bad”, even when the numbers
themselves simply reflect what was recorded during a particular period.

Holding the data more neutrally helped some participants move beyond defending figures and
begin exploring what the patterns might suggest about how veterans and families find and
access support.

Where this shift happened, collective sensemaking began to take place. Participants asked
questions, explored context and reflected together on what the data might indicate about the
wider support landscape.

Such conversations are unusual in environments where organisations often feel pressure
to demonstrate performance. The Learning Lab attempted to model a different approach,
where participants could remain open to uncertainty, ask questions and share reflections
honestly.

Key Themes Emerging from Collective Discussion

The session focused on collective interpretation of the descriptive analysis circulated in
advance (Appendix Four). The purpose of the discussion was not to validate organisational
performance or compare individual datasets. Instead, the intention was to explore what the
emerging patterns might begin to reveal about how support is experienced across the wider
system.

At the start of the discussion, facilitators invited participants to approach the data slightly
differently from the way it is often treated in formal monitoring environments. Rather

than immediately interpreting numbers as indicators of success or failure, participants were
encouraged to treat the data as the starting point for inquiry. In practice, this meant gently
interrupting some familiar habits around data.

In many systems, data conversations quickly become defensive. Numbers are

explained, justified or protected. Within the session, participants were encouraged to pause
that instinct and instead explore what the patterns might be telling us before rushing to explain
them.
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Facilitators periodically introduced prompts to support this shift in mindset, including
questions such as:

e “What else might this number represent?”

* “What assumptions are we making about this pattern?”

* “If we step back from defending the data for a moment, what might it be pointing towards?”

These prompts helped maintain the spirit of inquiry during the discussion and supported
participants to examine the data collectively rather than individually. Several
themes emerged through this process of shared sense-making:

Theme One; Rethinking “Good” and “Bad” Numbers

One of the most animated discussions centred on the tendency within monitoring frameworks
to interpret numbers as inherently “good” or “bad”. A particular example concerned the ratio
between new and returning participants. Within traditional reporting environments, higher
numbers of returning participants can sometimes trigger concern. The implicit assumption

can be that individuals returning for support suggests that services are not resolving underlying
issues. Facilitators encouraged participants to pause and examine that assumption.

For many organisations, returning participants reflected something quite different. Individuals
often returned because they had built a trusted relationship with an organisation and felt
comfortable coming back when new needs arose. Viewed through this lens, repeat
engagement could represent relational trust rather than inefficiency.

The conversation highlighted how easily numbers acquire meaning within performance
systems without sufficient attention to the human experiences behind them. Participants
noted that the same data point can tell very different stories depending on the assumptions we
bring to its interpretation.

Theme Two: Data Definitions and the Challenge of Consistency

This theme concerned the variation in how organisations categorised similar forms of s
support. Discussion emerged around the recording of mental health related support. For some
organisations, this category referred primarily to clinical interventions or therapeutic services.
For others, the category included a wider range of activities that contribute to wellbeing, such
as social connection, peer support or structured group activity.

Facilitators again encouraged participants to examine what appeared to be inconsistency in
the data with curiosity rather than concern. As one prompt framed it:

“Before we try to tidy the data up, what might these differences be telling us about how
organisations actually work?”

Participants recognised that differences in data definitions may reflect the diversity of
approaches across organisations rather than simple recording errors. Attempts to standardise
categories can sometimes smooth out precisely the kinds of distinctions that help explain how
support is experienced in practice. Making these differences visible was therefore considered
an important part of understanding the wider support landscape.
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Theme Three: Routes into Support and the Role of Informal Networks

Across multiple organisations, participants recognised the significant role played by informal
pathways into support. Word-of-mouth referrals, recommendations from friends or family
members, and informal introductions through veteran networks appeared repeatedly within
the discussion.

Facilitators invited participants to reflect on what this might suggest about the way people
navigate support systems.

“If word of mouth is doing this much work, what does that tell us about where trust sits?”

Participants noted that individuals often approach organisations because they have heard
about them through personal networks rather than formal referral routes. This observation
reinforced the importance of trust, reputation and community relationships in shaping how
people access support.

It also highlighted the limitations of system maps that focus only on formal referral pathways.
The social routes through which people discover support can remain largely invisible in
conventional monitoring data.

Theme Four: Diversity of Organisational Roles within the Alliance

The collective discussion also helped surface the diversity of roles played by organisations
within the Alliance. Participants recognised that organisations often support different
groups of people, address different needs, or engage with individuals at different stages of
their journey. Some organisations provide community-based activities that build social
connection, while others specialise in more targeted interventions or crisis support.

Looking at the data together allowed participants to begin viewing these roles as
complementary rather than overlapping. Facilitators invited participants to reflect on this
wider picture:

“If we look across all of this together, what kinds of support appear at different points in
someone’s journey?”

This helped shift the conversation away from questions of duplication towards a broader
understanding of how different organisations contribute to an ecosystem of support.

Theme Five: Partial Visibility of the Wider Support Landscape
Participants also reflected on the limits of the data currently available. In several cases it
appeared likely that individuals were engaging with more than one organisation at different
points in time. However, the available data did not fully capture these wider
patterns. Facilitators encouraged participants to consider what the data could and could not
show.

“What parts of the picture might still be missing here?”

This prompted reflection on the partial nature of most organisational datasets. While they
can provide useful insight into activity within services, they rarely reveal how individuals move
between different sources of support or how those supports interact.
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The value of bringing multiple organisational perspectives together therefore became
increasingly clear during the discussion.

Reflection: Interrupting the Habit of Data Defence

A recurring theme throughout the session was the tendency within systems to treat data as
something that needs to be defended. Facilitators periodically reminded participants that the
purpose of the discussion was not to explain away the numbers but to explore them.

At several points participants caught themselves beginning to justify their figures before
stepping back and returning to a more exploratory discussion. This was not presented as a
transformation in organisational culture, but it did demonstrate how easily the defensive
habits associated with performance reporting can surface.

Creating a temporary space where those habits could be noticed and gently interrupted
allowed the conversation to move in a different direction. In this space, the data became less
about proving something and more about prompting questions.

Reflection: Collective Sense-Making as Practice

The Learning Lab demonstrated how descriptive analysis can act as a catalyst for reflection
when interpreted collectively by those closest to the work. Rather than producing definitive
conclusions, the discussion generated richer questions about how supportis accessed,
experienced and sustained. Participants were able to situate their own organisational
experiences within a broader context and explore how their work connected with that of others
across the Alliance.

For many participants, working with data in this way was unfamiliar. The session
therefore represented an early exploration of what collective sense-making might look like in
practice rather than a fully established method.

Looking Ahead
If time and confidence in this way of working continue to grow, a natural next step would be to
move from shared interpretation towards discussion of potential action. Future sessions could
explore questions such as:
« What might organisations do differently as a result of what we have noticed
together?
« Where might there be opportunities for organisations to work more closely
together?
« What further data or insight might help deepen collective understanding?

However, it is important to recognise that this Learning Lab represented the first sustained
opportunity for many participants to engage in collective sense-making of data in this

way. Establishing a space where organisations could look at patterns together

without immediately defending or explaining them was therefore a meaningful step in itself.

Building confidence in this kind of shared inquiry will take time, curiosity and continued
practice.
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Learning About Learning

The Action Learning Cycle generated insights not only about how veterans and families access
support, but also about how organisations relate to data and learning.

The Learning Lab process created an opportunity for participants to step back from their usual
reporting environments and explore information collectively. Rather than focusing on
explaining organisational figures, the conversation began to shift towards exploring patterns,
asking questions and considering what the data might reveal when viewed across
organisations.

Several participants reflected that this felt different from the way data is usually discussed:

“It demonstrated how data can be interpreted in a variety of different ways rather than focusing
on headline numbers. It encouraged deeper thinking and reflection.”

For some participants, the process helped surface new perspectives about their own work and
how they collect and interpret information.

“It made me look at data differently — how I was collecting it, why | was collecting it and what
that meant for the service.”

Others highlighted the value of hearing different perspectives and seeing how patterns
appeared when information was viewed across organisations.

“Hearing different perspectives helped enhance my understanding and highlighted views that |
may not have identified on my own.”

Participants also noted that the collective sensemaking process helped move the discussion
beyond individual organisational performance.

“This provided wider patterns which must surely lead to better problem-solving options. A
move from ‘is it just me and what do | have to do differently?’ to ‘what are we learning together
and what does this require the wider system to do differently?”

At the same time, participants also highlighted aspects of the process that felt challenging. For
some, the pace of the session or the need to interpret data within the session itself felt
demanding. Others noted that understanding the overall purpose of the Learning Labs became
clearer over time as the cycle unfolded.

These reflections reinforced that collective learning processes often take time to become
familiar. Participants may need to experience several stages of the cycle before the purpose
and value of the approach becomes fully clear.
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Another important insight emerging from the process was that learning does not necessarily
require perfect or comprehensive datasets. While the information gathered during the Action
Learning Cycle was limited and collected over a short period, it was still sufficient to stimulate
useful reflection and meaningful questions. The value of the process lay less in the precision
of the data and more in the conversations it enabled.

Alongside the insights generated through the Action Learning Cycle itself, the facilitators also
gained important learning about the Learning Lab process as a whole. Observing how
participants engaged with the sessions highlighted both the opportunities and the challenges
involved in creating spaces for collective learning. The experience reinforced that simply
providing a structure for inquiry does not automatically shift how people work with data or how
they interpret information.

Participants bring existing experiences, expectations and system pressures into the room.
Creating the conditions where curiosity can begin to replace defensiveness requires

time, trust and careful facilitation. In this sense, the Learning Labs are not only a method for
exploring questions about veterans’ support. They are also an ongoing effort to create
conditions where organisations can learn together within systems that are more commonly
structured around performance, accountability and competition.

Emergent Actions and Insights from the Action Learning Cycle

The Learning Process

While the Action Learning Cycle generated useful discussion about the data and the

patterns emerging across organisations, the most significant outcome of the session was not a
set of immediate operational actions. Instead, the primary learning centred on the process
itself and how the Alliance is approaching collective learning.

During the discussion, several participants reflected that understanding the Learning Lab
approach and the purpose of Action Learning Cycles may be one of the most important
outcomes at this stage of the Alliance’s development.

Over the past year the Scotland’s Veterans Wellbeing Alliance has grown significantly,
expanding from around twenty member organisations to more than sixty. Many organisations
therefore joined the Alliance after the Learning Lab approach had already begun to develop.

As a result, not all participants have been part of the earlier conversations that shaped this
way of working. The Learning Lab therefore also became an opportunity for organisations to
better understand the intention behind the approach and how they might engage with itin
future cycles.

In this sense, the emergent learning from this Action Learning Cycle was less about
immediate collective action and more about strengthening shared understanding of the
Alliance’s approach to learning.
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Reflections on Practice

Although the primary insight focused on the learning process itself, some participants did
reflect on how the discussions might influence their own organisational practice. Examples
included reconsidering how certain types of support are categorised within internal data
systems, reflecting on how returning participants are interpreted, and exploring how relational
referral pathways operate within their own networks.

These reflections remain exploratory. The purpose of the Learning Lab was not to generate
formal action plans but to create space for organisations to consider how the insights might
influence their own thinking and practice over time.

Strengthening the Learning Lab Approach

Participants also reflected on how the Learning Lab and Action Learning Cycle approach might
continue to evolve. Suggestions included clarifying certain definitions used during

data analysis, refining how learning questions are framed and ensuring that facilitation
continues to support participants in moving from performance-oriented interpretations of data
towards collective inquiry. More broadly, the session highlighted the importance of continuing
to explain and demonstrate the Learning Lab approach to the wider Alliance membership.

A key outcome from this Action Learning Cycle was recognising that building shared
understanding of how the Learning Labs operate is itself an important part of the work. Before
collective action can emerge, organisations need the opportunity to experience and
understand this way of working.

With this in mind, the most significant output from this cycle was not a defined set of
operational actions, but a deeper appreciation of the conditions required for collective
learning. This insight points to a broader issue.

If learning is expected to shape practice, collaboration and decision-making across a system,
then the structures and environments that enable learning must be intentionally created and
sustained. The Learning Labs represent one attempt to do this.

Learning as Infrastructure

Creating space for genuine learning inside systems shaped primarily by performance
management is not straightforward. Most organisations operate within environments where
data is closely tied to accountability, funding decisions and reporting requirements.
Monitoring systems often prioritise demonstrating activity, impact or success. While these
expectations are understandable, they can unintentionally encourage comparison between
organisations and reinforce behaviours where data is explained, defended or presented in
ways that satisfy external requirements.

Such dynamics rarely create the conditions needed for collective inquiry. They can make it
difficult to explore uncertainty, question assumptions or examine patterns across
organisations without the conversation quickly returning to questions of performance. The
Learning Labs attempt to enact a different kind of space —this space of formulation.
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They offer a structured environment where organisations can step back from immediate
reporting pressures and reflect collectively on what their work may be revealing about the
wider veterans’ support landscape. The aim is not to judge organisational performance but to
explore patterns, ask questions and deepen shared understanding. However, creating the
structure for collective learning does not automatically change how people work.

Participants bring their existing experiences, relationships and organisational pressures into
the room. Many operate within environments where they may have been in or actively were in
direct competition with each other for funding. In those circumstances, shifting towards more
open, trusting and vulnerable conversations about data and practice can be challenging.

As the Learning Lab sessions demonstrated, some participants quickly engaged with the shift
towards curiosity and inquiry, while others understandably found it harder to move beyond
more familiar habits of explaining or defending numbers. This is an important part of the
learning process itself.

Collective learning does not simply emerge because organisations are brought together. It
requires time, trust and repeated opportunities for participants to experience a different way of
engaging with information and with each other. Facilitation also plays a crucialrole.

Learning Labs rely on facilitators who can hold the space for inquiry while also gently
challenging participants when discussions drift back into comparison, justification or
performance narratives. Facilitators must adapt in real time, responding to the dynamics in
the room, encouraging curiosity and helping participants remain open to uncertainty. In this
sense, Learning Labs function less as a single event and more as a form of learning
infrastructure.

They provide a structure through which organisations can gradually develop the confidence
and trust required to explore complex issues collectively. Over time, this approach has the

potential to strengthen understanding across the Alliance and contribute to more informed
conversations about how the wider veterans’ support system operates.

If learning is expected to influence practice, funding decisions and policy development, then
the conditions that enable collective learning must be intentionally supported. Learning does
not happen automatically. It requires space, facilitation and a willingness from participants to
work in ways that may feel unfamiliar at first.

The Learning Labs represent one attempt to build that capacity within the Scotland’s Veterans
Wellbeing Alliance.
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invitation

The Learning Labs are an experiment in doing something that is surprisingly rare in complex
systems: learning together. They are an attempt to create space where organisations can
explore what they are seeing in practice, question assumptions about data and build a shared
understanding of how the wider system is experienced by veterans and their families.

If learning is to shape how services evolve, how resources are allocated and how policy is
developed, then this kind of work cannot sit on the margins. It needs to be recognised as part
of how systems operate.

The following invitations are therefore directed to those who shape and participate in the
veterans’ support landscape.

An Invitation to Veteran Services and Support Organisations

Bring your experience into the room.

Learning Labs rely on the practical insight that comes from working directly with veterans
and their families. No dataset, policy paper or strategy document can replace the knowledge
that comes from day-to-day practice.

Participating in collective learning means bringing not only your successes, but also your
questions, uncertainties and observations about what may not be working as intended.

This can feel uncomfortable. Many organisations operate in environments where information
is closely tied to reputation, funding and performance expectations. The instinct to defend
numbers or demonstrate impact is understandable. However, collective learning requires a
different posture.

It asks organisations to approach data with curiosity rather than judgement, to explore
patterns rather than defend positions and to recognise that no single organisation sees the
full picture.

The value of participating in this work lies in expanding that shared understanding.
When organisations learn together, it becomes easier to see how different services
contribute to the wider ecosystem of support and where collaboration, adaptation or
system-level change may be needed.

The invitation is simple:
e Staycurious
e Share honestly.
e Help build the collective understanding that no organisation could develop alone.




An Invitation to Funders and Policy Makers
If learning is expected to influence decisions, then learning itself must be supported.

Most monitoring and reporting systems are designed primarily for accountability. They
provide assurance that resources are being used appropriately and that activity is taking
place. What they rarely do is create the conditions for organisations to learn together about
what is actually happening across the system.

Collective learning spaces such as the Learning Labs require time, facilitation and trust.
They also require environments where organisations feel able to explore uncertainty without
fear that the data they share will immediately be used for comparison or judgement. Funders
and policy makers play a critical role in shaping these conditions.

Supporting collective learning does not mean reducing accountability. It means recognising
that improving systems requires more than measuring outputs. It requires creating
opportunities for organisations to reflect together on what they are seeing and how the
system is functioning. This may involve funding learning infrastructure, supporting safe

data sharing and engaging with delivery organisations as partners in inquiry rather than
simply recipients of funding.

If we want systems that adapt, collaborate and respond effectively to the needs of veterans
and their families, then learning cannot remain an informal activity happening on the
margins of delivery. It has to become part of how the system itself operates.

Because the uncomfortable truth is this:

A system designed primarily to measure performance will optimise for performance.
A system designed to learn will optimise for better outcomes.

Right now, most systems are still optimising for the first.

Dr Linda Irvine Fitzpatrick Karen McNeill
Strategic Lead, SVWA Founder and Director
Associate Professor and Deputy Director, Phonesis Partnership

Centre for Military Research, Education,
Practice and Engagement
Edinburgh Napier University
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Appendix 1. SVWA
Intro to Leaming Lab:




Appendix Two Noticing Framework
SVWA Noticing and Reflective Collection —- Template for (your org name)
What is are you noticing about what is happening :

With Veterans and their families

At Organisational level:

Nationally:
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