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For complex change, the main problem may be different theories of 

action (beliefs) between or among administrators and teachers, which the 

single loop theory never gets to—or at least not in time. Joint determi-

nation preempts this fundamental problem because different theories of 

action and their relation to behavior are part and parcel of deliberations 

from the beginning onward. This is what Parker Follett was getting at when 

she advocated the process of “integrated unity,” and what David Cote of 

Honeywell meant when he said leaders must be right at the end of the 

meeting. They have achieved a degree of integrated unity. This is about as 

theoretical as we need to get because nuanced leadership turns out to be a 

matter of practical detail.

I take up four examples here. One comes from the expert herself  

(Viviane Robinson), and two are from our own work—a large scale example 

from Ontario involving a whole district of 83 schools, and another from 

one school I work with in southern California. The fourth example ana-

lyzes an extreme case in England: how does one turn around a school that 

has persistently and deeply failed over time? All of my examples focus on 

impact so that we can discern the pathways to outcomes.

In double-loop learning, “consequences” are traced back to “actions,” 

but instead of stopping there, actions in turn are examined in relation to 

“beliefs and values.” This process leads to questioning and revising beliefs, 

causing a revision of theories of action, thereby resulting in altered behav-

iors and different (better) outcomes.

Figure 2.1  Single Loop Theory vs. Double Loop Theory
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Source: Robinson (2018); adapted from Argyris (1999, Figure 3.1, p. 68).




