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”
““ The ability for organisations – and the people who work in them 

– to learn fast, adapt and manage change, has never been more
important for organisational survival. Learning is a key strategic
lever that organisations can use to maintain a leading
market position. Learning should be high up the business
agenda, but too often, learning professionals lack credibility
and influence as business leaders. The Learning function
needs to build its influence as an agent of change and
performance improvement, leading the agenda in terms 
of how learning can enable organisation growth.”
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FOREWORD

Foreword

For organisations operating 
in an era of unprecedented
change, complexity and
uncertainty, learning is taking
on a new and increasingly
important role. Making sure
employees have the skills and
support they need to perform
effectively is still vital. But
learning is increasingly about
helping the whole organisation
develop the bold, creative
approach to problem solving it
needs to meet new challenges
and respond swiftly and
effectively to change.

This report presents a compelling
picture of the way disruption across
many markets is changing the game 
for learning and the Learning function. 
It also articulates some of the big ideas
that many of the companies we work
with want to talk about: how to use
learning to support the organisation’s
capability to develop new business
models, how to put learning at the
heart of the workforce, and how to get
the organisation to regard learning and
development as an enabler, not a cost.
Owing to KPMG’s experience in this
area, it felt appropriate for us to be a
sponsor of this report.

As the report highlights, learning delivery
is shifting away from a traditional
classroom setting, with new technology
often providing a more convenient,
more enticing and more effective way
for employees to learn. Learning is
moving from an organisation centric
push approach to a learner centric 
pull approach as learners demand an
experience closer to how they learn
outside of work. Tools such as mobile
learning and self-delivered e-learning 
are making it possible for people 

to learn in this way. Meanwhile,
collaborative digital platforms, where
learners can share their experiences and
develop new skills and ideas together,
are bringing learning right to the heart
of the workforce. 

These new, highly effective approaches
require significant investment so
organisations must be confident their
investment is delivering value. It’s for this
reason that we are helping a growing
number of organisations to use data and
analytics to focus their learning budgets
precisely and to understand exactly
what learning delivers in terms of an
uplift in performance.

We believe that as change accelerates,
learning gives organisations the
capabilities they need to operate in new
ways and to deliver new products and
services. In this context, we believe that
getting learning strategy and delivery
right has never been more important as
it provides a real competitive advantage. 

Mark Williamson, Partner
KPMG in the UK
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1 We live in an age of ‘Digital Darwinism’,
where business models can be
disrupted at a stroke and once-
successful organisations can go out of
business almost overnight. Success in
today’s world requires organisations to
be agile: to make timely, effective and
sustained changes to stay ahead of the
competition in a fast-changing business
context. The ability - for both
organisations and the people who work
in them - to learn fast, innovate and
adapt has never been more important.
Learning is a critical strategic lever that
organisations can deploy to build and
sustain a market-leading position.
Learning can be a source of
competitive advantage and should be
high on the business agenda.

2 The Learning function should be
taking a leading role in supporting
organisation growth and building the
capacity for innovation, change and
performance improvement. yet we
find that the Learning profession is
often under-powered, tucked away
within HR, lacking business credibility,
insufficiently focused on building the
capabilities required for business
growth, and struggling to demonstrate
the business impact of its activities.

3 The way learning is delivered is
fundamentally changing. Key trends
discussed in this report include:

• Learning is moving out of the
classroom and online. The increased
use of technology is offering the
prospect of making learning more
directly relevant to people’s jobs,
decreasing the ‘transfer gap’ between
learning and performance, and
making learning resources available
wherever and whenever needed.

• Learning is becoming increasingly
democratised and personalised.
Learning content is being made
available to an ever-wider audience
who can choose how they
navigate their way through the
resources available. 

• The role of the Learning function 
is shifting: it’s increasingly about
‘curating’ content from both within
and outside the organisation, and
deploying technology to enable
individual learners to take control 
of what, how and where they learn.

While these developments have many
implications for the role and capabilities
required of the Learning function, we
need to be careful not to lose sight of
the fundamental role of learning, which
remains the same: the purpose of
learning should be to enable delivery of
the business strategy. New technologies
and delivery methods are only useful to
the extent that they enable learning to
fulfil this core purpose.

4 If the Learning function is to remain
business-relevant in a highly complex,
fast-changing business context, the
challenge is five-fold.

a. Learning has to focus on developing
the critical capabilities needed to
execute the business strategy.
Learning should be targeted in areas
that enhance the organisation’s
competitive advantage. Delivering a
generic curriculum of online courses
is not good enough. The Learning
strategy has to be clearly defined,
aligned to the corporate strategy,
and differentiated from competitors’.
Design and evaluation of learning
needs to begin with the question:
what business problems are we
trying to solve? The Learning
function cannot act in isolation:
there has to be governance and
processes that support ongoing
dialogue with key business
stakeholders to determine priorities
and whether learning is delivering
the desired results. 

b.Learning has to play a key role in
supporting growth and innovation.
We contrast ‘generative’ and
‘productive’ learning and argue 
that learning has to orient towards
enabling generative learning in
order to support sustainable
business growth. Productive
learning (learning about what we

Executive Summary
“A new type of thinking is essential if mankind is to survive and move towards higher levels.” 
Albert Einstein

ExECUTIVE SUMMARy
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already know with the goal of
improving productivity or quality) 
is necessary for optimum
performance in today’s business 
but is insufficient to ensure long-
term sustainability. Generative
learning involves creative problem
solving and coming up with new
possibilities. It is also essentially a
collaborative endeavour. Learning
techniques such as action learning
and experiential learning that are
based on co-creation can be
deployed to develop and test new
strategies and open up new markets.  

c.Learning needs to focus on building
high-performing organisations –
not just improving the performance
of individuals. While most learning
activity is focused on supporting
individuals, greater impact can be
achieved by helping teams and
organisations improve their
collective performance and learn
together. We argue that creating a
‘learning organisation’ that’s capable
of continuously learning and adapting
is one of the most effective responses
to the complex environment in
which organisations operate.
Learning organisations operate as a
system, combining ‘hardware’ and
‘software’ in a way that facilitates
continuous learning. The ‘hardware’
includes processes for experimenting,
learning from experience and

continuously updating operating
procedures to maximise efficiency.
The ‘software’ describes a culture 
of psychological safety where
people are encouraged to challenge
the status quo, and openness to
using mistakes or failures as an
opportunity for learning rather than
something to be avoided or blamed
on someone else. 

d.As learning moves out of the
classroom, the Learning function is
having to cede control over who
learns what and where. This makes
it even more critical that Learning
professionals have deep expertise in
how adults learn, so they can design
highly effective learning products,
and help educate learners and their
line managers in how to sustain
behaviour change. Learning
professionals need to be guided 
by the features of good learning
design: making the learning content
engaging and relevant to the
learner’s job; incorporating
reflection and deliberate practice;
engaging both rational and
emotional parts of the brain; and
stimulating the learner’s motivation
to learn. It’s also important to make
sure that the work context supports
application of what’s being learned,
and that line managers are engaged
to support their teams’ learning.

e.The challenge for Learning
professionals is to build the
capabilities required to act as
credible business partners to
support the organisation in
achieving its goals. This means
having strong business acumen, 
to understand the organisation’s
strategy, markets and future
direction, and diagnose business-
oriented learning solutions.
Learning professionals also need 
to build skills in organisation
development and consulting, so
they can develop solutions to help
teams and organisations develop
and improve their performance. 
The key challenge for the Learning
function is to be ahead of the
game in terms of understanding
where the organisation is heading,
and to define and communicate
how learning can help the
organisation and its people achieve
their objectives.   

“The Learning function should be concentrating its energy at the intersection between leadership,
organisation development and strategic change. This is where it can have greatest impact on
strategic business outcomes. It’s a great opportunity for the Learning function, but it needs to
revisit its purpose and capabilities if it’s going to have the capacity to meet the demands being
made of it by the c-suite.”  
Michael Chavez, Chief Executive Officer, Duke CE

ExECUTIVE SUMMARy
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COMMENTARy ON CRF’S RESEARCH FINDINGS

Commentary on CRF’s research findings
Put simply, learning must move from the periphery to the centre of organisational growth and change. For me, that’s the essential finding in CRF’s Report,
Learning—the Foundation for Agility and Sustainable Performance. This is because the ability of organisations – and the people who work in them – to learn fast,
adapt and manage change, has never been more crucial to organisational survival. 

At Duke Corporate Education (Duke CE), we believe leaders are the greatest levers for strategic success. This is not only because leadership is the ultimate
‘connective tissue’ between strategy and execution, but also because leadership has become more important than ever. As external pressures have become more
disruptive and complex, businesses need to rely on more integrated, cross-boundary approaches to solve harder problems. Leadership is the key to mobilising
these creative and agile solutions. 

What is striking in reading the results from the report is that, in the past 15 years, while the field of leadership development has become more crowded, complex
and option-rich, the fundamental issue remains the same: learning and the practice of leadership development need to take an exponential leap to help the
business to achieve results. I’ll go a step further: the Learning function must stop thinking of itself as ‘supporting’ the business and start thinking of itself as part 
of the business. 

C-suite executives, too, are now realising that learning is key to growth and innovation, building high-performing organisations, and supporting large-scale
change and adaptive readiness. From my experience working with clients on six continents, it is clear that even as we’ve recognised its increased importance,
learning needs to be even higher up on the business agenda. This is because the target keeps moving. We are experiencing ever-accelerating rates of change and
disruption which means our organisations and people are lagging further behind.

Great advancements in technology, tools, and methodologies have opened up a world of options for learning professionals and leaders to consider. Learning is
becoming more personalised, focused, flexible and available. But this can translate into a relentless temptation to become mired in ‘interesting’ activity and
miss the more fundamental call to action.  

To cut through the noise of options and priorities, organisations must rethink learning, not just as a function, but as a capability. This can only be done with the
ownership and sponsorship of the entire executive team, including HR. 

As we move deeper into the 21st century what is not changing is the inexorable growth in the absolute and relative importance of our human capital. And, it’s
accelerating. In short, it’s time for leaders to step up their game, and it’s time for learning to lead.

michael chavez, Chief Executive Officer
Duke Corporate Education
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This chapter sets the scene for learning in today’s business environment, which
is characterised by rapid change and increasing complexity and uncertainty.
We consider why learning is so important now – and, in particular, the critical
role it plays in building high-performing, sustainable organisations.

O1
Setting the scene –
learning and the
new economy
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“Technical challenges are not necessarily easy, but they can be met by improvements to existing
mindsets and organisational designs. Adaptive challenges can only be met by people and
organisations exceeding themselves.”
Kegan and Lahey, 2016

We are living in the age of ‘Digital
Darwinism’, a term first coined in 1999
by Evan I Schwartz, who defined it as
"an era where technology and society
are evolving faster than businesses can
naturally adapt." New digital platforms
disrupt traditional markets almost
overnight, wiping out successful
strategies, products and services at 
a stroke. Globalisation, emerging
technology and changing customer
needs and expectations mean that if
organisations are to survive they need
to be able to sense and respond quickly
to changes in their markets. Stable
environments are a thing of the past,
and competitive advantages have
become ephemeral. 

MIT has found that 90% of
organisations expect their industry to
be totally disrupted by digital trends.
However, the operating models of
many organisations – especially large
global businesses – have not kept up
with the scale of the challenge.
According to Michael Chavez, CEO of
Duke Corporate Education (Duke CE):
“We built our organisations on the
assumption of a linear world, with neat
boxes, hierarchies and reporting lines,
but today’s context demands agility,
adaptability and innovation. Today’s
organisations are suffering from a
severe case of structural lag, where
their internal time clocks are
increasingly out of pace with the
external pace of change.” Organisations
need to cultivate an operating system
that can pick up on weak signals at the
edge of the organisation, create new
products, services and markets rapidly,
and reconfigure themselves to deliver

them. This has profound implications
for learning, at both the individual and
organisation level. 

Dealing with a highly disruptive context
requires a different mindset. Ronald
Heifetz of Harvard University distinguishes
between ‘adaptive’ and ‘technical’
approaches to problem solving. 

• Adaptive approaches are required to
solve “problems for which there are
no simple, painless solutions –
problems that require us to learn new
ways.” Adaptive problems demand
innovation and learning. 

• Technical problems may be highly
complex and require deep expertise –
Heifetz cites the example of doctors
running a busy A&E department in a
hospital. However, these problems 
are technical “because the necessary
knowledge … already has been
digested and put in the form of a
legitimised set of known organisational
procedures guiding what to do. …
They are the product of previously
accomplished adaptive work.”

Today, organisations need to be able 
to mobilise people to tackle tough
problems, link seemingly unrelated
events and come up with creative
solutions. These are adaptive
challenges. One of the issues for
Learning is to make sure we are not
trying to solve ‘adaptive’ situations with
‘technical’ learning solutions. 

Organisations also need to be designed
for agility. Research by Chris Worley of
the Center for Effective Organizations at
the University of Southern California (see
CRF’s 2015 research report Organisation

Agility) found that organisations 
that maintained top-tier business
performance relative to their peers over
long timescales shared a number of
'agile' characteristics. Learning is a key
feature of agile organisations. They:

• learn continuously by capturing the
lessons from successful and
unsuccessful experiments

• share learning with other parts of the
organisation that need to act on it

• transfer learning into continuous
improvement.

1.1
Disruptive times require a different approach to learning

We see that learning plays a key 
role in helping organisations survive
and thrive in today’s context. They
need to apply learning both to help
individuals develop adaptive
capabilities, and to design
organisations that are capable of
learning and rapid change.

The purpose of this report is fourfold.

• Explore how organisations need to
configure learning for a world that
requires ‘adaptive’ solutions to
problems, and gauge the extent to
which we are on the right path.

• Consider the implications for the
Learning function.

• Investigate how organisations can
configure themselves for learning.

• Explore how to use the latest
understanding about how adults
learn when we are designing high-
impact learning.
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routine critical elements description 

Sense of shared
purpose

The purpose or mission (outcomes other than profit or growth) and
the business model (how we make money) are widely shared. Values
embedded in these statements drive behaviour on a daily basis.

Change-friendly
identity

There is a clear sense of ‘who we are‘ and ‘what inspires us‘. 
This long-term strategy explains success and encourages the
organisation to change.

Robust strategic
intent

The current business strategy relevant in today‘s market, described 
by its breadth, differentiation and aggressiveness, but seen as
momentary and flexible.

Sensing The organisation explores the future deeply, and many parts of the
organisation touch the environment continuously. 

Communicating Information from the environment gets to decision-makers rapidly, 
in an unfiltered way. Information flows easily, in both directions,
between the bottom and top of the organisation. 

Interpreting Information is evaluated on the basis of the company‘s existing
identity, intent, business model and risk tolerance.

Slack resources Capable resources (people, money, time, tools) are available and 
can be readily deployed to experiment with new ideas. 

Risk management These experiments are bounded by clearly agreed criteria for judging
success and failure; the possibility of failure is accepted, as a vehicle
for learning.

Learning Experience with running experiments is captured and applied 
with each new round, so that the company‘s capabilities are
continuously improved.

Management and
organisational
autonomy

Executives delegate sufficient authority to line and business
managers so that the company can execute changes with success;
there is no second-guessing from HQ, only alignment around basic
strategic objectives.

Embedded change
capability

The pragmatic ability to change collective habits, practices 
and perspectives is embedded in line operations, not isolated 
in staff groups.

Performance
management

Clear, unambiguous, accepted performance measures and targets 
are based on business-model drivers with rewards that matter.

st
ra

te
gi

si
ng

dy
na

m
ic

al
ly

pe
rc

ei
vi

ng
en

vi
ro

nm
en

ta
l c

ha
ng

e
te

st
in

g
re

sp
on

se
s

im
pl

em
en

tin
g

ch
an

ge

Source: Williams, Worley and Lawler, 2013

O1
SETTING THE SCENE – LEARNING AND THE NEW ECONOMy

What is agility?
Agility is an advanced and dynamic organisation-
level capability. It represents the ability to make
timely, effective and sustained changes when and
where those confer a performance advantage.
Agile organisations do the following.

• Make timely changes, because they can sense
or anticipate relevant shifts in their external
environment better than their peers. 

• Make effective changes, because they select
and execute those that will help them counter
challenges in their environment. 

• Make sustained changes. There is no point
changing something unless it solves the
problem it was meant to address, and the
benefit lasts. However, the changes agile
organisations make don't become a
permanent or institutionalised source of
inertia; agile organisations continuously test,
learn and adapt in order to stay ahead.

Figure 1: the routines of agility

Research method
This report is based on the following sources 
of data. 

• Interviews with 50 experts, academics and
practitioners.

• An online CRF member survey, completed by
193 respondents in April 2017. Respondents
were predominantly senior HR and Learning
and Development practitioners from a range
of different industries. The majority worked
for organisations with 10,000 employees or
more. Three-quarters (77%) were UK based,
17% were from Europe and the remainder
from Asia and North America.

• An extensive literature review of key academic
and practitioner studies, books and articles.
The Reading List in the Appendix contains
relevant references.



12

O1
SETTING THE SCENE – LEARNING AND THE NEW ECONOMy

In broad terms, learning needs to deliver
three key elements. 

• Enable the organisation to deliver its
organisational strategy and improve
organisational performance. The
organisation’s strategic intent drives
where investments in learning happen.
For example, a strategy of product
innovation might lead you to invest in
teaching all employees design thinking,
whereas a cost management strategy

would mean investing in developing lean
management skills. Research by Wayne
Brockbank at the University of Michigan's
Ross School of Business shows that
organisations that tailor their investment
in learning to the corporate strategy add
considerably more value than those that
invest in a generic ‘best practice’
curriculum. Mark Williamson, Partner, at
KPMG in the UK said: “There needs to 
be clear alignment between the overall

organisation strategy, your strategic
workforce plans, and your vision for
learning within the organisation. The key
connection is to identify how learning
can help build the workforce you’ll need
to execute on your strategy."

• Help individuals build and maintain the
knowledge, skills and capabilities they
need to do their jobs well, develop the
capabilities needed to progress in their
career, and build pipelines of future
talent.

• Build capability in the organisation
to develop new products, services and
markets, to sense and respond to external
market forces, to innovate, and to build
capacity to experiment and learn.

Given the context in which we operate,
and the requirement for organisations to
grow and thrive in a fast-changing world,
this third element is becoming
increasingly important. 

Key trends in learning

We would highlight the following key
learning trends, which we discuss further
later in this report.

• Formal learning is moving out of the
classroom. Face-to-face delivery of
learning is being replaced by company-
provided virtual learning and open-
access content on Google and
youTube. Organisations are shifting
away from designing and delivering
bespoke content towards ‘curating’
best-in-class content from a variety of
different internal and external sources.

“People say they don’t have time to learn. We’re trying to get around this by framing learning as
something that happens all day, every day. So we talk about the notion that, every time you are
doing something, it can be an opportunity to learn. You have to recognise it as learning, spot the
learning opportunity and create value by extracting and applying the learning.” 
Michele Isaacs, VP Talent & Development, Thomson Reuters

What is learning?
Wikipedia defines learning as “the act of acquiring new, or modifying and reinforcing existing, knowledge,
behaviour, skills, values or preferences which may lead to a potential change in synthesising information,
depth of knowledge, attitude or behaviour.” This view of learning encompasses all elements of the 70:20:10
model used by many organisations to distinguish how individuals learn: 70% from learning on the job, 20%
learning from others and 10% formal learning. We take an even broader view of learning, encompassing
both individual learning (where one person gets better at something), and organisational learning (where
teams or entire organisations change their practices or behaviour). Note that throughout this report we
distinguish ‘learning’ in its broadest sense from the ‘Learning function’, which is typically responsible for
some or all aspects of formal – and sometimes informal – learning within the organisation. 

learning and the 70:20:10 model

We refer to the 70:20:10 model as it is commonly used (76% of respondents to the CRF member survey use
or are influenced by it). However, there are a number of issues with this model.

• The boundaries between the different elements are increasingly blurred. For example, is a
petrochemical engineer who watches a video to find out how to fix a faulty valve engaging in formal 
or on-the-job learning?

• Organisations – and not just individuals – need to build capacity for learning, and the model does not
address this. 

• The model is not based on empirical studies – it’s merely an estimate of how people learn. Indeed, one
of the original researchers has described it as ‘folklore’.

The model is a useful reminder to both learners and Learning professionals that learning is not just about
the 10% that happens through formal learning interventions such as courses. However, any attempt to
follow it rigidly as a prescriptive model for learning strategy should be avoided. For further discussion
about the 70:20:10 model, see CRF’s 2015 research report Leadership Development – is it fit for purpose?

1.2
The purpose of learning in today’s context
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• Explicit knowledge that would previously
have been delivered by traditional
‘training’ is moving into 'performance
support systems', which provide the
information people need to complete a
task when it arises in the course of their
daily work. (We discuss these further 
in chapter 2.) This helps to solve the
problem of people remembering only 
a small proportion of what they learn in
the classroom.

• Learning is being ‘democratised’.
Whereas in the past, attending a course
might have been an option only for a
small minority, now learning is much
more widely available. Nicola Braden,
Learning Innovation and Standards
Director at Unilever, said: “We are
democratising learning by getting rid of
the barriers we used to have in terms of
cost, location, time, language etc. This
means people can get what they want,
where and when they want it.” New
technologies make it easy for a much
broader audience to create learning
content – this is no longer just the
preserve of Learning professionals.

• 'Social learning' (learning from others via
discussion, observation, imitation and
modelling) is becoming an increasingly
important element of learning strategy,
and organisations are investing in
technology to support it. 

• The learning ‘journey’ for individuals is
increasingly personalised. Curricula are
being ‘sliced and diced’ and people can
choose where to focus their time and
effort, based on their own needs and
motivations. New tools allow learners to
personalise their learning feed so they
receive internal and external learning
content that matches their interests.

• People devote less time to learning, 
and attention spans are shorter. Bersin
estimates that employees have on
average 24 minutes per week to devote
to learning, and that learners will spend
no longer than four minutes watching a
video. New generations of workers have
grown up with Netflix and Facebook 
and expect corporate technology to
look and feel the same. This is driving
demand for virtual and mobile content
and ‘micro-learning’. 

• Learning specialists are having to become
more expert at finding solutions to the
particular problem at hand. Often what's
needed is a quick checklist or short
instructional video – not a lengthy course.

• As well as sourcing content, the Learning
function plays a key role in identifying,
building and supporting the
infrastructure needed to deliver virtual
content. The market for learning content
platforms has exploded in recent years,
and the Learning function has to be
technologically savvy and in tune with
what learners really need.

• Although new technology platforms
offer the opportunity to rethink learning
content, much of what they provide is
simply a rehash or truncated version of
existing training content. Learning
professionals need to think more
carefully about how to create a
compelling learning experience. Tony
O’Driscoll, Global Head of Strategic
Leadership Solutions at Duke CE, said:
“In many ways the learning market has
not changed much since medieval
times. It’s still fundamentally a model of
transmitting ideas through teaching
people stuff. Technology is just being
used to automate what happens in the

classroom. What we really need is to get
people collaborating and co-creating to
solve business issues. People need to be
able to ‘figure it out’ faster than the
competition.” 

• There’s still substantial investment in
traditional face-to-face training and
‘courses’ delivered in a classroom
outside the normal flow of day-to-day
work. In some cases this is driven by the
expectations of business leaders and
learners, who don’t feel the organisation
is investing in development unless these
types of programmes are on offer. In
other cases it's the result of the Learning
function being stuck in the mindset that
classroom delivery is the only solution.

• However, smarter organisations are
using more targeted face-to-face
learning. For example, they ‘convene’
people to work out solutions to business
problems, or to work out how to apply
conceptual models to real-life business
challenges with the objective of
improving performance. They are using
dialogue and discussion as the basis for
learning through co-creation, often
through experiential learning or action
learning. This approach fosters the all-
important 'generative' organisational
learning, discussed in the next section.

“Today, the learning function is focused primarily on productive learning. As a result, it appears that
[learning professionals] are more likely to want to maintain the status quo, rather than challenge it.” 
Kapp and O’Driscoll, 2010
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Productive versus generative learning

Building an organisation that’s capable 
of being ambidextrous – delivering high
performance today while also sensing 
and preparing for the future – requires 
two types of learning to be happening
simultaneously.

• Productive learning. Conveying
information about tasks we already
know how to do with the goal of
improving productivity, quality or
customer service. Productive learning
can bring everyone up to the standard 
of the current best performer.

• Generative learning focuses on growth
and innovation. Peter Senge, who
popularised the concept of 'the learning
organisation' in the 1990s, describes this
as: “learning that enhances our capacity
to create.” Generative learning centres on
imagining and building future scenarios,
and sharing ideas and knowledge about
tasks that are new and different. Often it
is a collaborative endeavour that brings
together networks of individuals to help
them build a collective view of the future. 

Kapp and O’Driscoll contrast the two
types of learning: “Productive learning
serves largely to maintain the status quo …
by conveying what is already known,
while generative learning involves not
only absorbing existing information but
also creating new solutions to
unanticipated problems.” 

We find that most of the innovations in the
learning market, including virtual learning,
over recent years are concentrated in the
‘productive learning’ space. But real value
comes from new ideas and sources of
growth that emerge from generative
learning. The Learning function has a
substantial opportunity to help the
organisation invest in this type of learning.
Indeed, it should make shifting focus from
productive to generative learning a key
priority if it wants to sustain its relevance
and influence on key business outcomes.

Individual versus organisational learning

In addition to switching the focus of
learning from productive to generative,
the other key issue is to identify where
learning will have the greatest impact on
organisational performance. Traditionally,
learning has focused on improving the
skills of individual employees. While this 
is often necessary and worthwhile, we
would argue that greater performance
shifts happen when learning is focused 
at the team or organisational level, where
it can help the organisation achieve
strategic change. Helping teams develop 
a collective point of view on the future 
can deliver greater insight than any one
individual could generate on their own. 

Learning can deliver the greatest value
when generative and organisational learning
coincide, which involves bringing people
together to come up with profitable,
‘adaptive’ solutions to business problems.

Double-loop learning as an
enabler of generative
learning
The late Harvard Professor Chris Argyris’ concept
of double-loop learning encapsulates the way of
thinking needed in today’s complex and dynamic
world, where the ability to challenge assumptions
and view problems and potential solutions
differently grows ever more important. Argyris
maintained that most people don’t actually know
how to learn. They are stuck in 'single-loop
learning', changing actions while leaving the
underlying assumptions unchallenged –
essentially tackling the symptoms rather than 
the cause of the problem. 

'Double-loop learning', by contrast, recognises
that you need to modify the fundamental
assumptions that underpin current approaches.
Double-loop learning requires people to step
back and reflect critically on their behaviour,
identifying the ways their assumptions can hinder
their ability to think differently about a given
situation. By questioning these assumptions they
can gain insights that will allow them to act
differently in future. This is a key foundation of
generative learning, as we discuss opposite.

“Done right, learning can be a powerful lever for strategic execution and change. One thing the
Learning function is well placed to do is to convene people to think together about the future of
the organisation, to solve problems and to generate strategic options. This is where the Learning
function has the potential to punch above its weight, but in most cases, it isn’t.” 
Michael Chavez, Chief Executive Officer, Duke CE

1.3
A new model for learning

O1
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In some organisations we have seen a shift
in the focus of leadership development
towards the top-right corner, but this shift
has mainly targeted the most senior
population or high-potential future
leadership talent. A key challenge for 
the Learning function is to find ways of
equipping people and teams across all
levels, at scale, with the type of generative
skills they and the organisation need to
remain agile and adaptable in a fast-
changing business environment. To get
behaviour and culture change at all levels
you need to focus on the group or the
organisation, not just the individual.
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Figure 2 shows how individual, organisational, productive and generative learning
interact, with examples of the types of learning that might occur in each segment. 

“One of the main changes I notice in how the role of learning is changing, is that we’re moving much
more into organisation development. In Google, we’ve seen a big increase in demand for help with
more systemic issues such as team interventions, team coaching, helping teams understand what’s
happening within their system and the effects that’s having on the wider system beyond the team.” 
Stephanie Conway, Senior Organisational Development Practitioner, Google

Organisational/Productive
Working in teams on increasing
efficiency or productivity in the
existing business. Examples include:

• after-action reviews

• delivering management training on
a social learning platform

• quality circles and application of
other team-based continuous
improvement methodologies.

Organisational/Generative
Using the collective wisdom of the team
or organisation to come up with new
solutions, identify new markets, and
challenge existing assumptions. 
Examples include:

• convening groups to identify the
top ten emerging disruptive
innovations in your market and
work out how they might affect
your business model

• online strategy ‘jams’

• co-creation through action
learning.

Individual/Productive
Learning that’s focused on helping an
individual improve performance in
their role. Examples include:

• sales training

• watching a video on how to
manage a difficult conversation
with a team member.

Individual/Generative
Helping individuals learn key skills to
enable them to generate new ideas or
strategies. Examples include:

• teaching people critical thinking or
strategic modelling skills

• teaching individuals design thinking
methods.
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Figure 2: crF learning matrix

Case Notes - Sky
Deborah Baker, Director for People at Sky, recently
led a cross-functional task force that identified how
to create the conditions for successful innovation,
and how to apply this in Sky. Baker found that a
critical success factor was the extent to which
leaders create a culture around them that fosters
collaboration, optimism, resilience and diversity 
of thought. Sky has designed a programme which,
at the time of writing, is being piloted with the
leadership team. The team is working together to
discover the conditions they need to put in place 
to support innovation, and to identify how they
individually and collectively need to behave
differently. Although this is currently in pilot phase
with the senior team, Baker anticipates this could
be rolled out across the organisation. This builds on
two initiatives already rolled out at Sky over the last
two years: “Better Self” and “Better Teams”. The idea
underpinning these programmes is that, to deliver
effective organisational change, leaders need to
better understand themselves, and develop skills 
to create the conditions around them to help their
teams perform at their best, which in turn leads to
better business outcomes. Baker’s research into
successful innovation found that the conditions
necessary for creativity and innovation to flourish
are similar to those needed to build high-
performing teams. “The focus of the new pilot is to
help people dial up some of the elements that we
found helped foster creativity and innovation in
others – such as creating an empowering, high
accountability environment,” said Baker.
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“One of the problems with learning is that it’s concentrated at the top – senior leadership – and
the bottom – new joiners. There’s a big void in the middle, which also happens to be where the
majority of the work gets done.” 
Paul Morgan, formerly Head of Learning & Development, O2

1.4
Learning is at risk of getting ‘boxed in’

The capabilities needed for learning 
in the top-right box are different from
those required in the other boxes. 
Nigel Paine, author of The Learning
Challenge, said: “Solving an ‘adaptive’
problem requires wisdom as much as
knowledge and, preferably, the wisdom
of a diverse group who can share their
insights. There is no template or model
to follow when attacking an ‘adaptive’
problem, but the solution emerges from
questioning, discussion, and clarifying
the validity of assumptions.”

This implies that Learning professionals
will also need to develop different skill-
sets around helping teams address
systemic issues, facilitating good
conversations, helping people apply
strategic concepts to real business
situations, and extending the learning
experience into the implementation of
new ideas in the workplace. Working 
in the top-right corner will require the
Learning function to build deeper
organisation development skills. 

We are at a learning crossroads.
Emerging technologies have allowed
the Learning function to rethink its role
and deliver learning products more
effectively at the point of need for
individuals in their day-to-day work.
There has been a lot of progress in the
‘productive’ side of the equation. But
while this might be where growth in the
learning market is happening, it’s not the
foundation for organisational growth.

We are concerned that learning is in
danger of boxing itself in to only
delivering platforms and content.
Learning's real value lies in helping the
organisation build the capability to
define a clear vision for the future and
make it happen. It’s about making
learning and growing a fundamental
part of everyday work, not something
someone does on a Friday afternoon
when they have 15 spare minutes to
watch a video. 

Businesses have had to fundamentally
reshape themselves in response to
changes in their competitive
environment; the Learning function
must do the same.

We challenge learning professionals
to reflect on the following
questions. 

• Where on the Learning Matrix do
you spend most time and effort? 

• Are you in danger of getting
boxed in to the bottom-left
corner? 

• Where would your organisation
benefit most from you
concentrating your effort? 

• How are you helping the
organisation shape solutions to
current and future problems? 

• What steps can/should you take
to occupy all four quadrants of
the matrix?

O1
SETTING THE SCENE – LEARNING AND THE NEW ECONOMy
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Had we produced this report in 2010,
we might have expected learning
budgets to be under pressure due 
to the recession following the 2008
financial crisis. Seven years on, we see
a different picture. KPMG partner Mark
Williamson has found that demand for
learning within organisations is higher
than it was five years ago, driven by
investment in organisation and
workforce transformation and a drive 
to improve productivity. Our survey
results show the following trends.

• Over the past three years, one-third
of respondents (32%) have seen a
decrease in learning budgets, 23%
have seen budgets unchanged, and
one-quarter (25%) have seen an
increase. 

• Learning headcount has increased 
at a slightly higher rate than budgets
(33% of respondents report an
increase), suggesting that learning
activities are being brought back 
in house. Indeed, 15% of those
respondents who outsource learning
activities report that they are
outsourcing less than they used to.  

• Overall, respondents predict that
learning budgets will remain stable 
or grow 'somewhat'. Less than one-
quarter (22%) expect their learning
budget to fall over the next three
years, 41% expect it to remain stable,
and 29% anticipate it will grow.

• However, organisations face the
perennial problem of knowing exactly
how much they spend on learning.
Only 61% of respondents to our
survey consider their organisation has
a clear view of its annual spend on
learning, and nearly half (46%) don’t
know how much their organisation
spends per employee per year.

In chapter 1, we considered the implications of the current business context for learning. Here, we examine the current
state of learning in organisations, both with reference to the results of the CRF survey conducted as part of the research,
and by synthesising interviews conducted for the research. We drill down further into some of the macro trends
highlighted in chapter 1. 

2.1
CRF survey resultsIn summary, we find that innovations

within the learning market, such as
performance support systems that 
sit alongside people as they do their
day-to-day jobs, are found mainly 
in the individual/productive corner 
of the CRF Learning Matrix discussed
in chapter 1. For example, Amazon
uses performance support and
robotics to make its seasonal
warehouse workers productive
within two days of starting – this
compares with two weeks in
traditional warehouse jobs. But while
such technologies may be making
learning available to a wider
audience and closer to the point 
of need, they are predominantly
‘technical’ solutions. They mostly
help individuals do their current jobs
more productively. They are not so
helpful when it comes to developing
‘adaptive’ solutions to problems we
may not yet be aware of – complex
business problems that require
organisations to bring people
together to imagine new solutions
and deploy collective critical thinking
to work out what needs to be done.
In short, they are tools for
productive, not generative learning.
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Respondents described the business
factors that are driving the budget for
learning. Text analysis shows the following,
in descending order of priority.

• Increased business demands for
learning, in particular to support
business growth. 

• The need to reduce cost or increase
efficiency.

• Supporting organisation
transformation, in particular digital
business transformation.

• Investment in learning technology.

• Focus on compliance, conduct and
regulatory requirements.

• Investing in leadership skills.

• Investing in technical skills and
apprenticeships.

• Reorganisation of the Learning
function.

• Investing in learning as a means 
of retaining key talent.

We asked CRF members to outline their
current top three priorities for learning.
The responses focus on developing
future leaders, supporting organisational
change and developing technical and
digital skills. However, it is concerning
that lower priority is given to building 
the types of commercial and customer-
oriented capabilities needed to remain
competitive: only 17% see developing
commercial skills as a top-three priority
for learning, and just one-quarter (25%)
cite building better relationships with
customers. And although many
organisations say they want to improve
innovation, only 11% of our sample see
this as one of their top three learning
priorities. It is interesting that while
support for business growth is a key
budget driver, investment in the
commercial, customer and innovation
skills that might drive that growth are
seen as lower priority.
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(€0-250/$0-250)

£201-500 
(€251-600/$251-600)

£501-1000 
(€601-1200/$601-1200)

More than £1000
(€1200/$1200)

Don’t know

Figure 5: current spend per employee per year
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Figure 3: trends in spending and headcount 

Source: CRF Member Survey
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Figure 4: Future spending on learning. how do you expect your budget to change over the
next three years?

Source: CRF Member Survey
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When asked to describe what their
organisation does well from a learning
perspective, the following themes emerged
– again in descending order of priority.

• Providing a wide range of quality
solutions, sometimes on a very 
small budget.

• Use of technology has made learning
accessible to a broader range of
employees.

• Engaging the business and building
commitment to learning within the
business, both among learners and
through senior management
sponsorship (including financial
commitments).

• Connecting learning and business
strategy and responding to business
needs.

• Innovation in the design and delivery
of learning and better use of
technology.

• Using more multi-modal approaches
to learning, for example blended
learning, coaching, action learning etc.

• Quality of leadership and coaching
skills programmes.

• Technical skills development and
compliance training.

No one said they were doing well at
helping their business work out its future
strategy, develop the capabilities that will
be required to deliver on that strategy, or
build capacity for innovation. These are
essential for future growth and have a
substantial learning component, so we
would expect these to be top priority for
the Learning function.

When asked what aspects of their
organisation’s approach to learning
respondents would most like to improve,
the following themes emerged – in
descending order of priority.

• Improvements to technology –
especially Learning Management
Systems, but also greater use of digital
learning tools, performance support
etc. and offering a better range of
learning channels.

• Better evaluation of the impact of
learning and obtaining good quality
feedback from the business.

• Closer alignment between what the
business needs and what learning
delivers.

• Moving from a ‘push’ to a ‘pull’
learning strategy – so that individuals
are in charge of what they learn and
have the resources to learn what they
need, where and when they need it.

O2
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65%Developing future leaders

Creating a more agile
organisation

Developing technical skills

Supporting organisation 
transformation or change

Building better relationships 
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Building digital capability 
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Creating a context/culture 
that supports learning
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Compliance, safety or risk
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Building the infrastructure 
for learning (such as e-learning)

Other

Figure 6: what are the main priorities for learning in your organisation? 

30%

17%

11%

34%

25%

19%

29%

13%

18%

4%

9%

Source: CRF Member Survey



21

O2
KEy TRENDS IN THE LEARNING MARKET

• Engaging line managers to support
their people’s learning.

• A desire to change attitudes in the
business, breaking out of a ‘courses
first’ mindset, viewing learning as
necessary for business success, not 
a luxury, and creating more of a
learning culture.

• Improving communication with the
business, and being able to respond in
a more agile way to business needs.

• Improving the quality of resources 
(for example making e-learning more
stimulating). 

• Some learning teams deliver little
learning beyond basic compliance
requirements.

• Translating what people learn into
improved performance on the job.

• Improving the structure and
governance of the Learning function.

• Improving efficiency, delivering quality
services to a tight budget, and doing
more with less.

• Some felt the push towards
technology-driven learning has gone
too far, and that it is important to think
more carefully about the most suitable
solution for a particular learning need.

• Building the capability of learning
professionals, getting them out of an
old-school mindset of instructor-led
training. 

• A desire to move towards team-based
learning.

Figure 7: current use of different learning methods
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Source: CRF Member Survey
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“Teachers should be replaced with facilitators, who can help delegates to construct their own
understanding or ability to perform a skill or behaviour. It’s not enough for facilitators to
simply tell people about a concept, skill or behaviour; people need the opportunity to directly
experience each of these if they are to shift their behaviour.”
Alison Maitland, Head of Product, Lane4

Trends in use of different learning
methods

• We see that the most widely-used
learning method is still classroom-
based instructor-led programmes.
However, this is also falling
significantly, with nearly half (48%) 
of respondents reducing their use 
of the traditional classroom. 

• The only other learning methods
where we see a decrease in use 
are business school or other open
programmes (24% are reducing
usage), and outsourcing (15% are
reducing their reliance on
outsourcing).

• The greatest increases are in mobile
learning, social learning, and self-
directed e-learning.

• Some emerging learning methods
such as gamification are increasing,
but not yet particularly significant. 

• It is interesting to see that the take 
up of Massive Open Online Courses
(MOOCs) remains low compared to
other methods. This perhaps reflects
the fact that participants often don't
complete the course (some estimates
put completion at just 8%). 

Our survey showed a reasonably
positive view of learning technology –
despite the many frustrations our
interviewees voiced about Learning
Management Systems (LMSs). Just
under half (45%) of respondents are
satisfied with their learning technology,
28% are neutral and 27% are dissatisfied.
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Figure 8: Is your current use of the following learning methods
increasing, staying the same or decreasing?
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“The world of courses, competencies and certification is rapidly evaporating – replaced by a new
ecosystem of resources, guidance and ratings.”
Nick Shackleton-Jones, Director, Learning and Performance Innovation, PA Consulting
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Tesco’s cultural shift
One of the trends we observed is a move by many organisations from large-scale flagship learning
programmes towards encouraging individuals to take responsibility for their own development, often in
collaboration with others through social learning. For example, Tesco’s philosophy has shifted. “We are
looking to drive accountability by creating networks of learners and teachers across the organisation,”
said Louise Cavanagh, UK Academy Manager. This includes encouraging better 'learning' conversations
between managers and colleagues, and educating colleagues about how to be a better learner. Tesco
Academy is promoting a 'Try-learn-teach' model– educating people about learning choices and
encouraging them to take responsibility for their own development. Where people are brought together,
there are two principal differences compared to the way things used to work. First, the timing is different
– people get support when they need it. “Colleagues used to attend programmes before they were
promoted or moved roles; now we catch them after they move – at the point of need.” Second, the focus
has shifted from ‘teaching’ towards building networks, collaboration and developing skills together with
others going through the same experience. “We do bring people together, but now the way we design and
run programmes is much more collaborative, getting people to work together on common issues and
challenges," said Cavanagh. 

One of the biggest changes we have
seen in recent years is the emergence
of learning technology platforms that
give learners direct access to learning
resources, at their own instigation,
without having to go through the
Learning function. This began with 
e-learning, which in its early days was
clunky and not very user-friendly.
Systems are now more sophisticated,

combining content seamlessly from a
variety of sources and incorporating
text, video and games, and offering
social media functionality. Usage is
increasing accordingly. A survey by
Degreed – a learning platform provider
– found that 70% of respondents take
live, virtual or e-learning courses
provided by their employer at least
once a year, and, on average, once

every three or four months. Instructor-
delivered classroom learning is still
important (a recent survey by the
Association for Talent Development
estimated that 55% of formal learning
hours are still led by an instructor in a
classroom), but the trend towards
online learning is unstoppable.

2.2
The rise of the ‘curated’ learning platform

Figure 9: how satisfied are you with your current learning technology?
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At the same time, employees'
expectations are changing. “It used 
to be that learning was driven by the
needs of the organisation. Now we
need to pay attention to the ways in
which employees want to consume
learning, and start there whenever
we’re designing a solution," said Savvas
Koufou, Head of UK People and
Change Banking at KPMG in the UK.

There are a number of associated
trends.

• Virtual learning technology enables
learners to come together online in
cohorts, to engage with instructors
and with each other, and to take part
in coaching, exercises or action
learning. For global companies, the
removal of travel costs makes the
substantial investment required to
build a high-quality virtual learning
environment worthwhile.

• Mobile. Many organisations have
developed apps in response to
demand from employees to access
learning content while out of the
office. While the majority of e-
learning is still done via PCs, mobile
is increasing. Degreed has found that
77% of workers do at least some of
their learning on a smartphone or
tablet: 17% of the time people spend
learning on digital devices is spent on
smartphones, and 13% on tablets.
Being able to learn 'on the move'
means they can utilise time while
commuting or at home rather than
having to take time out to learn when
they're in the office. 

• Online social learning appears to be
an unstoppable trend. This involves
people learning together outside of
the formal organisation structure
through dialogue and discussion,
online and sometimes face-to-face.
Usually topics and content will be
curated by the organisation.  
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Virtual versus face-to-face learning – what are we learning?
Organisations that have been delivering learning virtually for some time are now starting to understand
what works well and in what circumstances. Here are some observations from our research.

BP has moved a substantial proportion of programmes delivered by its learning academies into a virtual
environment. Key lessons include the following.

• You can’t simply convert a multi-day face-to-face programme into a virtual copy. You have to
completely redesign it so it can be delivered in a modular way. 

• You may encounter resistance from both Learning professionals and learners themselves, and will 
have to re-educate them. Learning facilitators and designers also need re-skilling to work in the virtual
environment. BP is finding that learner Net Promoter Scores are gradually increasing, indicating that
people are getting used to learning in this environment.

• There are limitations to what the technology can do – particularly where participants have limited
broadband access. Contingency planning is necessary.

• While some things can be delivered just as effectively virtually, others – networking, sense making and
skills practice, for example – just can't. What virtual learning does tend to miss is the informal learning
that happens in breaks and discussions – and it’s hard to design for that.

• The types of content best suited to virtual delivery are those that teach a discrete technical skill. 
A design with short episodic inputs separated by time for practice, before reconvening to discuss
learning and get input from peers and teachers, has worked well. 

Kim Lafferty, VP Global Leadership Development at GSK, has run a number of experiments comparing
virtual and face-to-face programmes and trialling social learning. She recently trialled a new first-line
leader programme: some cohorts engaged in online peer-to-peer learning before a face-to-face module,
while others didn't engage with each other before they met. She found that those who took part in online
peer-to-peer learning before the event experienced accelerated learning at the event itself. She also
compared groups who went through structured online peer-to-peer learning exercises against groups
who had met online before the event, but in a less structured way, and found that the former experienced
more accelerated learning. “My assumption was that this wouldn’t work,” said Lafferty. “People would be
too busy. But I was surprised. The quality of virtual conversations was good, and it meant people could
start the two-day face-to-face module higher up the learning curve than if they hadn’t gone through the
online experience. We also learned you can’t just bring people together online and leave them to have a
nice conversation. You have to provide learning content and skill building from the very first interaction.” 

Lafferty cautions that, before you move all programmes online, you need to decide what you are trying 
to achieve. For GSK, having mixed cohorts learn together virtually, works well. However, for programmes
where building a network and learning together is a core part of the experience – those aimed at
graduates, MBAs and enterprise leaders, for example – the company has had to retain a higher degree 
of face-to-face interaction.

Lee Waller, Director of Research at Hult International Business School, recently completed a study
comparing the effectiveness of different modes of learning delivery (see References). Participants
attended either a fully face-to-face programme, a fully virtual programme, or a blended programme 
(with online pre-work, a face-to-face simulation, and online debrief and feedback), all designed to
develop the same competences. Waller and colleagues hypothesised that the virtual programme would
have less impact on learning, but the results showed it was just as effective as face-to-face or blended
delivery. Waller thinks what made the virtual programme effective was its live, synchronous, experiential
and highly participative nature, along with the opportunities presented for feedback from facilitators.
What appeared to be important was not the face-to-face or virtual environment, but the quality of the
methodology and the opportunities it presented for participant interaction, practice and feedback.
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• An ecosystem of apps. Whereas
organisations used to have a single
LMS that drove everything, they are
now looking to plug in a variety of
different best-of-breed technologies,
deploy them for as long as they are
useful, and then discard them when
they have outlived their usefulness. 
A key requirement is that users need
to be able to ‘plug and play’ the
different elements of the ecosystem,
which have to be capable of talking
to each other. The ‘EdTech’ market
has led to an explosion of start-ups
in the learning field, and many large
organisations are more open to
trying out emerging technologies. 

The trends identified here are having 
a significant impact on the corporate
learning landscape.

• It’s increasingly in the hands of the
learner to decide what, where and
when to learn. It’s harder for the
Learning function to keep track of
what’s being consumed outside of
the LMS. Sometimes managers
experience a bigger cultural shift
than employees. “Managers can find
it hard to move to a model where
employees are essentially in the
driving seat, they can dip in and out
during the course of the working
day, and can choose what to
consume and when, without
requiring any approval from their 
line manager,” said Riet Grond,
Global Head of Learning at Novartis.

• The resources learners use aren’t
necessarily the ones the Learning
function provides. A survey by
Degreed found that 85% of
respondents learn things for work 
by searching online at least once a
week. Employees spend on average
five times more time learning on their
own than using their employers’

learning resources. When they need
to learn something new for work,
their first port of call is either their
manager (69%) or colleagues (55%),
followed by searching the internet
(47%). Only 28% would turn first to
their employer’s LMS and just 21%
would speak to L&D or HR. Degreed
also found that three-quarters of
people invested their own money 
(an average of $339 each) in career-
related learning last year. 

• The role of the Learning function is
shifting from designing and delivering
learning to selecting and managing
learning platforms, curating content,
and managing a collection of tools
and content suppliers. Learning
professionals need to know how to
source the best content, whether

that be bespoke internally-developed
learning resources, such as exercises,
quizzes and videos, or external
sources such as TED talks. Nigel
Paine suggests that, increasingly,
creating bespoke content should be
a last resort, advising: “Only create
when you cannot curate.”

• Learners who are distracted or try to
multitask are less likely to remember
what they learn, so learning designers
need to build expertise in how to
keep learners engaged when they
are interacting in a virtual rather than
physical classroom. Good learning
design involves the following. 

- Being clear about the learning
objectives, and how the learning
will address them.

- Making sure the content and
exercises are highly relevant to the
learner’s job, so they see the point.

- Choosing the right channel –
video or podcast for example.

- Ensuring that the content is
optimised for that channel. 
For example, many e-learning
programmes make the mistake of
simply transferring a PowerPoint
slide deck onto video, without
thinking about how to bring the
content to life.

- Building learning communities.
Nigel Paine said: “you have to
move away from only being
concerned with putting content
online, to using the digital
experience to build a strong 
sense of community.”

Figure 10: self-service learning

85%
learn by 
searching online

7o%
learn from peers,
articles or blogs

53%
learn from
videos

Source: Degreed, 2016
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• Learning resources are in ‘constant
beta’. In a dynamic organisational
context, learning is highly time-
sensitive. Learning content has to be
developed fast and kept up-to-date.
Increasingly, organisations are
adopting design thinking or Agile
development techniques in order to
rapidly develop and deploy learning
solutions. Learning products are
never seen as ‘complete’ – they are
continually adapted to learners'
changing needs, often through 
co-creation with them. They are
also often co-created with users.
Nigel Paine said: “The real
opportunity lies in bringing learning
closer to the workflow, instantly
accommodating the needs of the
learner, merging learning into 
a performance support and
troubleshooting process that the
learner can access in the moment
of need.” 

• Traditional centralised LMSs are no
longer fit-for-purpose in a network-
driven learning environment with a
strong social element. They have
become too expensive and
unwieldy for organisations that 
are looking to run in a more agile,
distributed way. “Many LMSs 
were designed for a top-down,
command-and-control style of
learning, which is not how learning
works today. Now, they’ve become
essentially a glorified admin
system,” said Simon Gibson,
Head of Talent & Organisation
Development, Sonnedix.   

Case Notes – Taking an agile approach to learning at Sky 
Sky’s UK Learning team, led by Tracey Waters, has radically changed the way it develops learning
products. Waters said: “The way we historically developed learning products was out of sync with the
needs of the business and the pace of change. Sky has adopted 'Agile' and 'Scrum' methods for
technology development – what would stop us doing the same for learning?”

The start point was to look at customer needs. Waters said: “We asked why people would ‘buy’ from us as
an internal Learning function. What did our customers want? What would make them a repeat customer?
If we were an external supplier, would we act differently?”

Waters decided to trial Agile development processes as a way of changing the mindset of the Learning
team. She and her team ran an experiment for 90 days: the team would run using Agile processes for
this time to determine what difference that made to their performance. In practice this meant a number
of things.

• The team segmented its internal customers into discrete groups with clearly defined needs. They
identified critical points of need for each, such as a manager having to hire someone for the first time. 

• The team came up with a list of priority products to be developed. They then developed each as a
prototype through a series of time-bound ‘sprints’, each of which had a goal of producing a piece of
work that was ready to go live within a couple of weeks.

• The learning was designed to address the real concerns and motivations of the people who took part.
Waters said that her team responded to customer demand by delivering short, intense, face-to-face
sessions on targeted issues. “Our customers told us that they wanted face-to-face interactions around
subjects of immediate concern to them, so just pushing content online was not going to deliver what
was needed,” she said. Participants were away from their job for as little time as possible. 

• The Learning team used real-time information from the HR system to identify people to invite to
specific learning events. For example, the team can see when someone starts managing direct reports.
Using automated email, the team sends highly targeted information about transition support. This is a
combination of Sky-specific digital learning resources and intense mini-workshops with other first-
time managers. The design allows resources to be focused at the point of need, and the Agile approach
allows iterative testing of solutions with ‘customers’.  

• In one example, when a restructuring was announced, Waters’ team was able to quickly refocus on
supporting people through the transition. They built 90-minute workshops that managers could attend
in groups in the week before they were due to have difficult conversations with people.

• Waters is now able to deploy her team of ten more flexibly. Previously, people were dedicated to
specific learning areas such as leadership development. Now, teams are built based on the needs of the
particular product being designed and the team can be redeployed to different learning products, as
needs shift.
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Case Notes – DIGITAL learning at IMD
Traditionally, attending a business school programme has been about leaving the workplace for an intense experience, engaging with faculty and other participants
on campus. However, the demands of business school clients are shifting. Budgets are under pressure, and people are learning differently as demand for online and
blended programmes increases. 

Business schools are responding to changing market demand by developing their own blended and virtual programmes. IMD is offering a greater range of blended
learning options in its programmes, and has also developed a set of digital open programmes – Global Leadership in the Cloud – which covers a range of topics
including innovation, leadership, finance, marketing and strategy.

The design of the virtual programmes is different from a typical week-long campus programme.

• Participants work together as a cohort over eight weeks.

• Each week, participants access content via highly engaging videos presented by IMD faculty.

• Participants work in virtual teams of four or five people to discuss and apply the concepts. They also work together in pairs building important ‘horizontal bonds’
via disclosure, enabling them to share experiences and learning, and discuss obstacles and derailers, openly and effectively.

• Participants work with a coach to help them apply what they are learning to live issues they are working on in their organisation. This allows them to embed the
learning immediately and minimises the ‘transfer gap’. Participants use feedback and discussions with their coach to further refine and practise what they are
learning, and coaches support them in a weekly action learning process. Paul Hunter, who’s responsible for Digital Learning at IMD, said: “Our digital learning
platforms are carefully designed to ensure not only knowledge dissemination but more importantly learning application. The mix and range of input challenges
participants and enables them to move beyond knowledge acquisition. Live exercises embedded in their professional context ensure that learners see for
themselves, on a weekly basis, the relevance and impact of what they have learned. The feedback loop from their personal coach helps them further evaluate the
effectiveness of their actions and modify for the week ahead.”

• Completion rate is high – 92% of participants complete their programmes.

Hunter set out some of the insights IMD has gained through rolling out virtual learning.

• Content input has to be short, compelling and use a range of stimulating pedagogic devices to maintain the learner’s attention. Participants retain less
information when they multitask. Hunter said: “The biggest competitor for digital learning is email. If the content is not sufficiently immersive and engaging,
participants run the risk of playing a video on a second screen while they get on with ‘real work’. If participants aren’t focused, they are unlikely to retain
knowledge and will certainly not apply their learning.” 

• Designed in the right way, digital programmes allow learning to be embedded in day-to-day work. A typical business school programme involves the participants
being away from the office for an extended period, often in a different country. Hunter said that learning application has surpassed expectations, not only
because participants practise applying what they are learning ’in situ’ but also due to a deep relationship with their coach which extends over an 8-week period.

• Virtual learning addresses different learning objectives from face-to-face learning. Trying to ‘translate’ a face-to-face experience into the virtual arena is doomed
to fail. It’s essential that learning providers build the digital learning journey from scratch, deploying appropriate learning techniques for different distribution
channels. Any digital programme worth its salt will apply backwards design: start with the learning objectives; define how you will measure them and only then
start to create the content. 



Traditionally, e-learning has amounted 
to repackaging knowledge that would
otherwise be shared in a face-to-face
setting, and delivering it online. But this 
still leaves the problem of learning transfer
– learners retain and apply only a fraction
(some studies suggest 15%) of what they
learn. As we discuss further in chapter 5,
adults learn best when what they learn is
highly relevant and immediately applicable
to their job. Tony O’Driscoll said: “People
think in tasks, but education deals in topics.
The way we design instruction is not
organised the way people execute.
Sometimes people need instructions, 
not instruction.”

This insight has led many organisations 
to build performance support systems –
learning resources that are accessible 
and applicable at the point of need.
Performance support sits somewhere
between an external search engine and 
the internal LMS. It holds a knowledge base
that’s unique to the organisation, and it
provides instructions to help people to
perform job-related tasks more effectively.
For example, a sales executive might
access the system on a smartphone to
watch a video giving instructions on how 
to set up a new customer on the CRM
system. Nick Shackleton-Jones, Director,
Learning and Performance Innovation at 
PA Consulting, compares such tools to 
in-car satnav. “It crystallises decades of
accumulated wisdom, delivered in the form
of simple guidance, at the point of need,”
he said. (See the Case Notes opposite).

O’Driscoll advises looking for teams or
individuals who significantly outperform
their peers, and find out what they do
differently from everyone else. you can

then share what constitutes exemplary
performance more broadly. BP and
others have also used this method to
capture the knowledge of deep technical
experts in order to share best practice
and support the development of less
experienced employees. 

The new frontier for performance support
is likely to be artificial intelligence (AI). For
example, it’s becoming more and more
difficult for doctors to keep up to date

with medical advances. The volume of
research that’s published globally every
year would be more than any individual
doctor could possibly read. IBM’s Watson
is developing applications that sit
alongside doctors so they have all the
latest medical information from across 
the globe at their fingertips when they are
dealing with patients. This technology is
likely to appear in many different
applications over the next few years.
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Case Notes – BP
Over the past few years, BP has built a number of performance support portals. They are designed to
shorten the time it takes specific employee groups to become competent by providing the resources they
need, when they need them, to become productive. Although the portals are learning resources and they
are owned by the digital learning team, the start point was less about knowledge transfer than about
making the organisation more usable for people who work there.

The company identified a number of key populations whose performance would improve if they had the
resources to help them overcome typical blockers to productivity. Examples include induction for new
joiners and resources for graduates. Some disciplines have their own sites – for example, the company’s 100
asset economists have their own portal which maps out the first 100 days for someone joining that team.

Ameet Thakkar, who runs the digital learning team, said: “We started by identifying problems people faced in
these transitions and the things that they typically found hard to do. We asked people what had helped them
get up to speed and what they actually use, and we brought together all the useful stuff into one place.”   

The solution had to have a strong design element, compelling user experience, and be easy to use at key
points of need. Typical content includes short videos delivered by subject matter experts, checklists,
guides and infographics. Thakkar said: “It has to have both high form and function, because that’s what
people are used to at home. It also has to work well on mobile, be easy to navigate and highly searchable.” 

Both the design and the development process were heavily user centric. For example, a user advisory group
assisted the learning team through the whole development cycle (not just at the design stage), providing
direction on what would and wouldn’t work. This attention to detail has paid off: for example, the new starter
site became one of the most heavily used sites on the internal network anywhere in the organisation.

A key point to note is that, although the portals are open to anyone within the organisation, they are not
open for anyone to publish. Thakkar said: “The biggest risk to the portals’ success was content-dumping.”
The digital learning team works with the main stakeholders for each portal to determine what should and
shouldn’t go on each portal, in order to maintain quality and relevance. However, employees can share
material with each other via other internal social media such as Yammer and SharePoint.

“If you can push explicit knowledge around how to execute a task close to where that task is
performed, that resource will be much more readily used and applied. People are motivated to use
it because it helps them do their job better and more easily.”
Tony O’Driscoll, Global Head of Strategic Leadership Solutions, Duke CE

2.3
Performance support systems
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“Social learning requires a completely different mindset for the Learning function – you have to
let go of control.”
Simon Gibson, Head of Talent and Organisation Development, Sonnedix

In many ways, learning is – and always
has been – a social process. The
difference we see today is a collision
between learning from others and social
media. Most modern learning platforms
now have a social media element,
which allows people to comment, share
and ‘like’ content. Increasingly, social
learning is becoming a preferred way 
for organisations to deliver learning,
build communities of learners who can
support each other and provide advice
and input on a just-in-time basis, or
work together in cohorts in a more
structured fashion. For example, at
Thomson Reuters, a critical mass of
leaders has developed the habit of
regularly using the social learning
platform to share insights, and this is
encouraging people to get involved. For
instance, the President of one business
unit wrote a blog after returning from
holiday about what he had read while
he was away and what he had learned.
He asked others to share what they had
learned from their holiday readings and
this got a conversation started. 

Social learning is clearly a major
development in the learning market, 
but there are two major concerns. 

1. When people can generate their 
own content, it’s hard to maintain
consistent quality. Like an
herbaceous shrub in early summer,
without substantial pruning the
volume of content can spread and
quickly become unmanageable.
Organisations have a choice. Do they
make their social learning platform
open to anyone to post or share

content? Do they rely on the number
of ‘likes’, ‘shares’ and hits to indicate
its usefulness? Or do they maintain
tight quality control by appointing
subject matter experts (SMEs) who
are accountable for keeping the
content up to date and high quality? 

The extent to which organisations
maintain control over the content
seems to depend on factors including
the nature of the industry, the culture of
the organisation, and the reason for
creating the platform in the first place.
For example, in safety critical industries
such as energy, content that’s published
to the system has to go through a
gatekeeper who’s responsible for
commissioning and verifying it. In retail,
Tesco has piloted Workplace (like
Facebook at work) but has not tried to
manage the content that’s published.
Louise Cavanagh, UK Academy
Manager, said: “Tesco continues to
make use of online social platforms for
sharing information amongst colleagues
and enabling them to connect. As with
most large organisations, we are clear
with colleagues on their responsibility
when it comes to posting and sharing
on social media. The challenge we face
when shifting the way in which we learn
is how much of our content is managed
centrally vs learner generated through
online forums and sharing.” Sometimes
you see more than one policy in
operation in the same organisation. For
example, you might have tight controls
in the regulated parts of a bank, but
allow the digital development team to
manage its own content. The principle

of ‘test and learn’ can apply here. For
instance, BT recently created a new
position – the Content Curation Lead –
to take responsibility for the content on
its Academy platform. The proliferation
of content had become overwhelming,
so the company needed to develop a
more hands-on content management
strategy to allow people to find the
most useful and relevant content easily.  

2. The second, and more fundamental,
concern about social learning is
whether it leads to real, sustained
behaviour change. Alison Maitland,
Head of Product at management
consultancy Lane4, said: “We see a lot
of interest around social learning, but
behaviour change requires people to
commit to ongoing practice. It can be
easy to feel you’ve ticked a box, but
changing behaviour requires much
deeper engagement. The learning has
to have a clear purpose, and has to
connect back to the individual
learner’s motivation and context.”

There are examples of social learning
platforms being used as a tool for
‘generative’ learning – where people
across the organisation co-create ideas
and solutions. For example, IBM has run
‘jams’ involving tens of thousands of
employees who come together in
online forums to develop new ideas for
innovations or discover ways of bringing
new technologies to market. Over the
course of three days, participants are
invited to submit and refine ideas on the
subject of the ‘jam’, and the best go
forward to be commercialised.

2.4
Social learning
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“One of the challenges is the culture within the Learning function needs to shift. We need to stop
kidding ourselves that we actually have total control over learning content. And in seeking to
maintain control, we can end up acting as a brake on learning, not an enabler. We need to let go of
the notion that only Learning people can create and control the quality of learning content.”
Nicola Braden, Learning Innovation and Standards Director, Unilever

Gamification has generated a lot of
interest in the learning field over recent
years, although this is not a new
technology – think flight simulators for
pilots. The underpinning idea is that
turning learning into a game creates an
engaging, immersive experience that
makes it easy for people to try out
different strategies, learn new skills,
learn from mistakes and test their
learning. you can incentivise positive
behaviours by immediately recognising
learning and progress. The reality of
gamification is generally more prosaic,
however. The principal focus today
tends to be on winning badges and
publishing leader-boards, which

encourages individual users to compete
with each other. Sophisticated games
are very expensive to develop, and are
beyond the budgets of all but the most
deep-pocketed organisations.

However, organisations can use simple
games to test and measure whether
learning has enhanced knowledge and
skills, and to personalise learning.
“This can more precisely identify where
learning has not been effective and
allow targeted interventions to take
place, pinpointing specific areas where
the individual needs further support,”
said KPMG's Mark Williamson.

Case Notes – Online social
learning at AstraZeneca
AstraZeneca has recently rolled out a learning
programme for front-line leaders that’s delivered
via online social learning. According to Rosie
Mackenzie, Global Head of Leader & Enterprise
Development: “We had to build something that
could be rolled out in a consistent way globally,
and fast. We were also conscious that people have
little time to spend on learning – so whatever we
did had to be highly relevant and applicable to
their role.”

The programme runs as follows.

• Participants take part in cohorts of 100 to 150.

• The programme involves six modules over six
months. Participants have a month to complete
each module.

• Participants access video and other content,
and engage in online discussions with other
members of their cohort. They can share their
own content, such as videos. There are some
face-to-face sessions, which allow for a deeper
dive. For example, some leaders have chosen to
use the content of individual modules as the
basis for more in-depth discussions on specific
topics. Participants in some non-English
speaking countries have followed up the
English-language programme with sessions in
their own language to reflect on and cement
their learning. There are also live Skype
sessions with senior leaders in the company.
There’s a gamification element too, and the
person who’s top of the leader-board for each
cohort is awarded a prize.

• At the beginning of the programme participants
have a session that advises them on how to
make the most of social learning.

• The learning design leaves it to users to decide
the most suitable route through the content for
them. The programme was designed with the
end user in mind. “We built a profile of the
typical user of this learning – we named her
Olga, to make her come to life. We focused on
the predicaments Olga typically faces, and
designed the solution to help her,” said
Mackenzie.

• The programme was designed and built in three
months. By the end of 2017, 30 cohorts
covering 6,000 employees and 12 languages
will have completed it. 

2.5
Gamification 

Gamification in learning
Policy training is a regulatory requirement for insurance companies, but it is generally unengaging
and unpopular with staff. Direct Line Group now takes a more gamified approach to delivering policy
learning. Instead of reading pages of dry text and completing a test, staff go through a series of
scenarios. Learners earn badges for completing tasks and show what they have learned as they
progress through, rather than having to complete a test at the end. The learning also takes less time
to complete than traditional policy learning.

Steve Mahaley, Digital Learning Strategist at Duke CE, has used commercially available games as a way
of teaching leadership skills such as strategy development and execution and collaboration. “They can
be a great way of personalising the learning process so each person has a unique journey through the
content based on their individual needs and motivations, or for taking people through a series of
different decisions that push towards particular learning outcomes.” For example, he has used the
fantasy game ‘Age of Empires’ to teach strategic thinking and collaboration. He also built a virtual 3D
world in Second Life for a telecommunications company. This acted as a virtual meeting space for
action learning teams, but it also helped participants work out how it feels to engage with technologies
that are likely to disrupt their business, and figure out the implications for the business.

30
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Virtual reality (VR) is an emerging
technology that’s generating a lot of
excitement because of its potential to
transform the learner experience. It's 
in its infancy and its use is limited by
technical and cost constraints, but the
visual and immersive aspects lend
themselves to some unique
applications. 

Because it is highly immersive VR 
can sometimes be a disorientating
experience. you can be instantly
transported to what feels like a
completely different place, and
because the brain thinks it’s in a real
environment, it creates a visceral
reaction in the rest of the body. For
example, you can experience vertigo
when you look over a cliff edge, or
smile back at a child who’s smiling at
you; some people even think they can
smell the place they’re viewing through
the headset. Although people can go
and look where they like in the VR
world and experience it based on what
they are interested in, for the time
being it’s only possible to deliver a VR
experience that’s been pre-recorded
with special cameras, or is a virtual
environment. For example, Mahaley is
developing a VR sequence, recorded in
India, that allows people to experience
the uniqueness of the country without
having to travel there.

However, we can imagine a time in the
not-too-distant future where people
don headsets and are instantly
transported to the other side of the
world in real-time. This would allow
them to experience new situations or

collaborate with others in a much
richer environment than is available
today, without having to get on a plane.

Mahaley says that, while VR is a
uniquely engaging technology, this in
itself only takes you so far. To use VR
and similar technologies effectively for
learning requires a three-stage process.

• Engaging people in the content.

• Exploring the content deeply with
expert guidance to help extract the
key learning points.

• Embedding the practice.

We are also seeing the emergence of
artificial intelligence (AI) technology
that allows learners to interact with and
learn from robots. For example, the US
Navy has built an AI tool that enables
junior officers to practise their team
leadership and communication skills
with a virtual human.

Tony O’Driscoll says that the learning
experience within the game needs 
to be engineered so that 'teachable
moments' arise at every turn. Effective
gamified learning experiences tend to
share the following features.

• Instructionally grounded: the
narrative and mechanics of the game
must serve the content that’s being
taught, not the other way around.

• Participant centred: they need to
create an immersive context that 
puts the learner in control.

• Contextually situated: the
environment needs to be believable
and action-oriented.

• Inquisitively discovered: the content
has to spark the learner’s curiosity,
and engage them in the content as
they progress.

• Action-oriented: the teachable
moments that arise need to be
meaningful and relevant.

• Consequentially experienced: the
design needs to reflect the idea that
learning comes from trial and error,
and is an iterative process.

• Collaboratively motivated: learners
derive greater meaning and insight
from shared experience, so
gamification should focus on peer-
based learning.

• Reflectively synthesised: self- and
group-based reflection should be an
integral element of the design.

However, gamification risks becoming
a fad. Derek Hann, Chief Learning
Officer at PayPal, said: “Gamification
does drive learner behaviour through 
a natural sense of competitiveness.
However, it doesn’t necessarily allow
you to learn things you couldn’t do
through other learning modalities that
are already available to you.”

2.6
Virtual reality and artificial intelligence
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The market for learning is changing, 
with a proliferation of new technologies,
applications and different ways of bringing
learning close to the end user. The trend
towards delivering learning through
technology is inexorable, and this is shifting
learning delivery away from traditional
classroom settings. However, we must
resist being swept along on a wave of
technology for its own sake. It’s vitally
important to put the needs of the learner
at the heart of what we do, to be clear
about the objectives we’re trying to
achieve, and to design solutions that are
consistent with the way we know that
adults learn (see chapter 5). The
‘classroom’ can still be a highly effective
setting for learning, particularly where
learning is enhanced by discussion,
interaction and dedicating time for
practice. However, interventions have to
be high quality and it has to be the
appropriate medium for the topic that’s
being learned. Michael Chavez said: 
“Face-to-face learning should be used
strategically – for shifting mindsets,

creating and developing new ideas
establishing shared points of view,
contextualizing tools, building networks,
and shaping culture. The classroom is ideal
for tackling live business issues: how can
we get better at navigating the strategic
challenges we face in our business?”

Sometimes, moving away from face-to-
face learning can have unintended
consequences. For example, one of the
companies we interviewed faced a
backlash from its graduate population
when they realised their development
would be delivered virtually – graduates felt
this did not live up to the employer value
proposition they had been sold. For other
organisations, with high-touch cultures or
in situations requiring interpersonal
sensitivity or lots of feedback and practice,
face-to-face can still be best. For strongly
relationship-driven cultures such as that at
Mars, it’s a challenge to replicate in a virtual
environment the value people get from
meeting each other in the physical world.
“We’re a face-to-face culture – we love to

get on planes to see each other,” said Jane
Craig, Global Leadership Development
Director. "Social media tools like yammer
that work well with other organisations
aren’t as successful, and we think that’s
because they’re based on text. We’re
experimenting with more visual media
such as video to see if that works better."
Direct Line Group still delivers customer
service training face-to-face. Jason
Gowlett, Head of HR Operations, said: 
“We teach people how to connect with
customers in a way that best suits their
personality, and you can’t do that virtually.”
However, some elements are now
delivered online. “The point is not to
reduce classroom learning for its own
sake, but as a way to get people ready to
do their jobs more quickly. If we can
reduce the time it takes to get someone
from being hired to being competent,
that’s a benefit for the business and it’s
better for learners, because they’re
productive sooner.”

2.7
Conclusion
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‘generative’ learning, as described in chapter 1.
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“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”
George Santayana, philosopher 

In chapter 1 we argued that if the Learning
function is to stay strategically relevant in a
world of constant organisational change, it
needs to shift its focus towards developing
the organisation as a whole, not just the
individuals who work there. The ‘learning
organisation’ is an idea that gained
prominence in the 1990s. Although the
concept subsequently went out of fashion,
some organisations have been consistently
applying the underlying principles for
decades. This has enabled them to create
environments that are capable of rapidly
adapting to external market forces,
maintaining high levels of performance,
and creating meaningful, empowering
workplaces for their employees.

It's no coincidence that many of the
capabilities associated with ‘agile’
organisations – the ability to sense and
respond to changes in their environment,
to move information freely between
customers and decision makers, and to
improve organisation capability through
learning from experiments, for example –
are consistent with the characteristics of
learning organisations.  

This chapter synthesises the work of Peter
Senge, who popularised the concept of
the learning organisation, Professor Amy
Edmondson and colleagues at Harvard
Business School, and Professor Robert
Kegan, whose recent work on 'Deliberately
Developmental Organisations' has aligned
the learning organisation concept with the
latest thinking in adult developmental
psychology. We also explore some current
examples of learning organisations in
order to identify common features and
practical applications.

3.1
What’s the relevance of the learning organisation in today’s context?

Learning as competitive advantage
The CRF member survey showed that our members strongly believe in the value of learning in helping the
organisation deliver its strategy and objectives. Almost 90% of respondents thought learning was ‘important’,
‘very important’ or ‘business critical’ in helping their organisation achieve its business objectives. Even
more – 96% – thought that learning could, in theory, be a source of competitive advantage, with nearly
two-thirds (64%) believing it provides competitive advantage for their organisation.

96%

1%

3%

64%

31%

5%

Yes

No

Don’t know

In theory, do you consider an organisation’s
capacity for learning can be a source of
competitive advantage?

Would you consider learning to
be a competitive advantage for
your organisation?

Figure 12: learning as a source of competitive advantage

Source: CRF Member Survey

Figure 11: when you think about the factors that enable your organisation to achieve its
business objectives, how important is learning?
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Source: CRF Member Survey

1 = Not at all important 7 = Business critical

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

32%
29% 28%

2%



35

O3
THE LEARNING ORGANISATION

Professor David Garvin of Harvard
Business School defines a learning
organisation as: “an organisation skilled
at creating, acquiring and transferring
knowledge, and at modifying its
behaviour to reflect new knowledge
and insights.” The second part is key.
Knowledge needs to lead to new
routines that change behaviour, if
learning is truly deemed to have taken
place. “Without accompanying changes
in the way that work gets done, only the
potential for improvement exists.” 

We discuss below the different ‘flavours’
of learning organisation that exist.
However, Peter Senge observed that
they all have a common feature: their
practices are rooted in systems thinking.
Senge identified five ‘component
technologies’ that underpin the learning
organisation.

• Systems thinking. Each part of the
system influences the other parts, so
any action taken will affect the whole. 

• Personal mastery. An organisation’s
commitment to and capacity for
learning can be no greater than that
of its members. 

• Mental models. These are deeply
ingrained assumptions,
generalisations or images that
influence how we see the world and
take action. Learning organisations
need to be able to unearth implicit
mental models and keep them under
constant scrutiny.  

• Building shared vision. Successful
organisations usually have deeply
shared goals, values and missions that
drive long-term sustained high
performance. 

• Team learning. Team learning is vital
because teams, not individuals, are
the fundamental learning unit in
modern organisations. Team learning
is built around ‘dialogue’ – the
capacity of team members to
suspend assumptions and enter into
free-flowing discussion that allows
the team to ‘think together’. Thus, a
team can uncover insights that would
not be attainable individually. 

Learning organisations share a number
of common features.

• A vibrant learning culture that’s
independent of formal learning
activities.

• Intense focus on problem solving,
critical thinking, feedback and
performance improvement.

• Openness to ideas from the outside.
Matt Nixon, Principal, Disraeli Group,
said: “Hubris can cut you off as an
organisation from what’s going on in
the outside world. It puts you in
danger of failing to act quickly
enough when the world changes
around you.”

• High levels of autonomy and
accountability as low as possible in
the organisation hierarchy, which
fosters intrinsic motivation.

• Supportive leadership and a culture
that respects individuals, supports
their development and encourages
them to speak freely and honestly.

• Dedication and consistency over
time. 

3.2
Defining the learning organisation

“An organization’s ability to learn, and translate that learning into action rapidly, is the ultimate
competitive advantage.”
Jack Welch, former CEO of GE
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Case Notes – Shell
Shell, the global energy company, has operated as a learning organisation for several decades. Jorrit Van
Der Togt, Executive Vice President HR Strategy & Learning, shared four key elements that distinguish
Shell’s approach.

1. Clarity around the differentiated capabilities required to win in your chosen markets. Van der Togt
explained: “The place to start is ‘what is our strategic intent and how do we realise that intent through
people and organisation’. It’s a completely different view of learning. Rather than saying ‘what courses
do we have’, we focus on ‘how can we win through better deployment of our people through the
organisation?’”

2. Facilitated knowledge management infrastructure. Shell has built a range of different global
communities of experts who share knowledge and support each other in solving business problems.
This has resulted in savings of $145M since 2013. The systems for knowledge sharing are structured and
owned by subject matter experts. “We wanted this to be a dialogue among communities of experts, not
a free-for-all on Yammer,” said Van Der Togt. Once a solution to a business problem has been identified
and tested, it is put into practice across the organisation by being codified into the company’s
operating processes and technical standards.  

3. Accelerated development. Shell has reduced the time it takes for a technical specialist to move into a
first-line management role from ten years to less than five, which has had enormous benefit both in
reducing costs and in increasing employee engagement. This has been achieved by building a
structured curriculum that combines skills development off-the-job with career planning that makes
sure people build the critical job experiences they need to progress. Van Der Togt said: “We identified
key job experiences people need and we facilitate the necessary job moves. We also designed learning
experiences that allow people to learn what they need in real time at the point of need. This reduces
the transfer time from learning to practice. Ultimately my vision is that time-to-productivity should be
reduced to zero.” People attend classes for skills building and practice, but all other elements of the
curriculum are delivered electronically. 

4. Building organisational effectiveness. Shell has invested significantly in organisational diagnostics and
internal benchmarks to compare the relative health of different parts of the business. “We compare the
performance of our departments to identify which most need to improve. We conduct a deep
diagnostic, which takes a whole systems view of the organisation including looking at structures,
processes, leadership capability, rewards and an overall health check. This allows us to uncover
practices that we can spread elsewhere across the group, and helps build agility and resilience and
shorten cycle times,” said Van Der Togt.

When is a learning
organisation indispensable?
Professor Amy Edmondson says it is imperative
to build a learning organisation in the following
circumstances.

• Where the work requires people to juggle
multiple objectives with minimal oversight.

• When people must be able to shift from one
situation to another while maintaining high
levels of communication and tight co-
ordination.

• When it is helpful to integrate perspectives
from different disciplines.

• When collaborating across dispersed
locations.

• When pre-planned co-ordination is
impossible or unrealistic due to the changing
nature of the work.

• When complex information must be processed,
synthesised and put to good use quickly.

“The organisations that will truly excel in the future will be the organisations that discover
how to tap people’s commitment and capacity to learn at all levels.” 
Peter Senge
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Similar to an IT system, learning
organisations are made up of distinctive
‘hardware’ and ‘software’. 

• The ‘hardware’ includes processes that
allow people to learn while executing
work, and that enable the organisation
to run and learn from experiments. 
It also includes supporting people
processes to ensure that selection 
and reward are congruent with the
organisation’s learning orientation.

• ‘Software’ includes a supportive
organisation culture and, in
particular, one that is characterised
by an openness to learning from
failures and congruent attitudes and
behaviours of senior leaders.

A key point when thinking about
learning organisations is that you have
to make the team, not the individual,
the 'unit of analysis'. Professor Amy
Edmondson believes that learning
within teams is the primary vehicle for
organisational learning. “To excel in a
complex and uncertain business
environment, people need to both
work and learn together.” Organisations
increasingly need to operate not in
rigid hierarchies but as fluid networks
of interconnected individuals working
to improve performance, solve
problems and innovate. A key enabler
is what Edmondson describes as
‘teaming’, whereby the team is not
static but deliberately evolves even as
the work is underway. “In this dynamic
environment, successful organisations
need to be managed as complex
adaptive systems,” she says. 

3.3
Reverse engineering the learning organisation

“The managerial mindset that enables efficient execution inhibits employees’ ability to learn and
innovate. A focus on getting things done, and done right, crowds out the experimentation and
reflection vital to sustainable success.”
Professor Amy Edmondson, Harvard Business School

Case Notes – WL Gore and Associates
WL Gore and Associates, the American multinational company specialising in products derived from
fluoropolymers (and maker of Gore-Tex), is renowned for its innovative and learning-oriented culture.
Gore’s organisation design is unusual – the company is structured as a ‘lattice’ rather than a hierarchy,
leaders are defined as people who others choose to follow rather than having formal positional
authority, and employees (called 'associates' in recognition of the fact that they are co-owners of the
company) have project-based ‘commitments’, not jobs. The culture places a strong emphasis on
personal relationships, individual responsibility and trust. Teams are expected to manage themselves.
Founder Bill Gore said in 1968: “We don’t manage people here, people manage themselves.”

Learning is fundamental to innovation at Gore. Indeed, according to Debra France, Leadership and
Innovator Development, the idea of learning being the root of innovation is so deeply ingrained in the
culture that associates use the terms learning and innovation interchangeably.

Learning happens at two levels: individual and team. 

• Individual. Each individual associate has a ‘sponsor’. Their role comprises a formal commitment to
help that associate succeed in the company. The sponsor ensures the associate is growing and
contributing, in terms of their strengths and interests, and also acts as an advocate for them, helping
them build relationships and credibility, and providing ‘air cover’ as necessary. Each new associate is
assigned an initial sponsor when they join the company, but it is the associate's responsibility to find
the 'right' sponsor, with the help of the initial sponsor, to help them progress and develop. It usually
takes six to 12 months to find the right sponsor – and some people have multiple sponsors to
support them in different ways. 

• Team. Gore’s core product development process – 'Real, Win, Worth' (RWW) – is designed both to
move an idea from concept to launch and beyond, and enable learning all the way through. RWW
kicks off as soon as an idea emerges and is being developed by someone in the organisation.
Reviews take place at regular intervals as a project proceeds, at key points such as key project
milestones, and at the end of the project. The review covers three key questions. Is the product real
and can we make it? Is there a big enough market for us to win? Is it worth it? People from three core
functions – Technology, Sales and Marketing, and Manufacturing and Operations – have to be
involved through the entire product development life cycle, right from the idea's initiation. The
project reviews follow a rigorous set of practices with input from all three areas.

Gore’s philosophy is based on taking a long-term view and recognising that it’s necessary to create
capacity – both time and resources – for innovation. Other organisations might be able to run
operations more efficiently in the short term, but France said this would come at the expense of
learning: “Often projects could be completed in less time than it actually takes in practice, but it is an
active choice we make to invest in learning.”
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The desire to get things done fast and
'right-first-time' that characterises many
modern organisations often inhibits
learning. It leaves little time for reflection,
and as soon as a team has achieved one
set of objectives it needs to aim for
another, more stretching, goal. It’s
extremely difficult to make time for
learning outside of day-to-day work, so
somehow learning needs to be built in
to what people do every day. Just as the
performance support systems described
in chapter 2 provide support in-the-
moment, so learning organisations need
to build ways of learning and improving
into their operational processes.
Edmondson argues that the concept 
of 'execution-as-learning' (essentially
learning and doing at the same time) 
is all the more important in today’s
knowledge-driven organisations.
“Performance is increasingly determined
by factors that can’t be overseen:
intelligent experimentation, ingenuity,
interpersonal skills, resilience in the face
of adversity, for instance.”

Organisations that focus on execution-
as-learning tend to adopt four processes.

1. They use the best knowledge currently
available (which is inevitably a moving
target) to design processes.

2. They enable employees to
collaborate by making information
available where and when it’s needed.
This may happen in the physical (see,
for example, Unipart’s Comms Cells,
described on page 45) or virtual
environment.

3. They routinely capture process data
to discover how work is really done.

4.They study the data to find ways to
improve. 

Tolerance of the right kind of failure

Being ambitious and innovative as an
organisation means taking risks. And
sometimes the most well-intentioned
and best-planned projects are
unsuccessful. One of the hallmarks of 
a learning organisation is that it doesn't
view this scenario as a failure, but as an
opportunity to learn and improve.

Edmondson has written extensively 
on strategies for learning from failure.
Here, we summarise her conclusions. 

• Learning from organisational failures
is far from straightforward. It is human
nature to try to avoid failure and to
move on as fast as possible after
failure occurs. Leaders need to
ensure their organisations pause in
order to discover the wisdom
contained within every 'failure'.

• Organisations need clear, structured
processes for analysing non-
judgementally the causes of failure,
and for sharing learning in a way that
others can translate into practice. This
analysis needs to go beyond the
superficial (“procedures weren’t
followed”) or self-serving (“the market
wasn’t ready”). Instead it should derive
from, for example, running standard
meetings around a consistent agenda
or checklist of questions at key stages
in a project. Simply exhorting people
to reflect on what went wrong and
avoid similar mistakes in future is not
enough. People need to practise
lessons learned until they become
routine and ingrained in changed
behaviour. 

• Tolerance of failure needs to co-exist
with high performance standards.

• Mistakes fall into three categories:
‘preventable’, ‘complexity-related’
and ‘intelligent’. Failures in tightly
controlled, routine operations should
be prevented. However, 'intelligent'
failures can provide valuable new
knowledge that can help an
organisation overtake the
competition. “They occur when
experimentation is necessary: when
answers are not known in advance
because this exact situation hasn’t
been encountered before and
perhaps never will be again.” People
need to understand what different
types of failure to expect – and why
openness and collaboration are
necessary for surfacing and learning
from them.

• Edmondson cautions organisations
against running experiments only in
best-case situations – for example,
testing a new product with the most
loyal customers who are bound to
like it, but may not be representative
of the broader market. It’s important
to test things in a more realistic,
typical scenario, planning for all the
things that might go wrong. Learning
– and not just making the idea look
good – should be the goal of a pilot.

• Recognise failure as a necessary by-
product of experimentation. “Failure
is inevitable in today’s complex
organisations. Those that catch,
correct, and learn from failure before
others do will succeed. Those that
wallow in the blame game will not.”
Some organisations even go so far
as to celebrate or reward the 'right'
types of failure. For example, Eli Lilly
holds ‘failure’ parties to honour
intelligent experiments that failed.

“We don’t talk about failure; we say ‘we didn’t learn fast enough’.”  
Debra France, Leadership and Innovator Development, WL Gore and Associates
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Edmondson highlights the critical role
of middle managers: how they respond
to failure, whether they encourage
open discussion, welcome questions,
and display humility and curiosity, all
help determine an organisation's ability
to learn from failure. 

Psychological safety

Building a successful learning
organisation not only calls for the right
processes and practices. It also requires
a leadership approach that encourages
people to speak up, ask questions and
share ideas. 

Edmondson says organisations need 
to fulfil one key prerequisite before
execution-as-learning can occur: they
need to foster psychological safety. 
This means that no one is penalised if
they ask for help or admit to a mistake.
“Psychological safety is crucial, especially
in organisations where knowledge
constantly changes, where workers need
to collaborate, and where those workers
must make wise decisions.”

The most important influence on
psychological safety is an individual’s
nearest manager or supervisor. Signals
sent by people in power are critical to
employees’ ability and willingness to
offer their ideas and observations.
What can leaders do to create an
environment of psychological safety?

• Communicate (by words but, more
importantly, through their actions)
that they respect employees, and 
the skills and expertise they bring.

• Actively encourage speaking up 
and reporting mistakes.

• Be accessible and approachable.

• Acknowledge that they don’t know all
the answers, as this shows humility
and encourages others to follow suit.

• Acknowledge their own fallibility.

• Tolerate failure while holding people
accountable for their mistakes.

• Use failures or mistakes as
opportunities for learning.

• Use direct, actionable language,
which creates the kind of blunt,
straightforward discussion that
enables learning.

• Set clear boundaries around what 
is acceptable behaviour. Vague or
unpredictable boundaries make
people feel less psychologically safe. 

• Invite participation from all team
members, and actively bring in those
who naturally tend to hold back.

• Autocratic behaviour, inaccessibility,
or failure to acknowledge their own
vulnerability all work against
psychological safety.

Building psychological safety doesn't
mean treating the workplace as a
holiday camp. Leaders must strike a
balance between psychological safety
and employee accountability by setting
high performance aspirations while
acknowledging areas of uncertainty
that require continued exploration or
debate. Edmondson says: “It’s not that
the goal of learning is placed above the
goal of meeting today’s performance
standards; rather it’s about doing work
in such a way that learning is a by-
product of action.”

For a more detailed discussion and
examples of leaders who create
psychologically safe environments, see
CRF’s 2016 research report Creating an
Inclusive Culture.

Supportive leadership and
organisation culture

While psychological safety at the team
level is critical for learning, learning
organisations tend to work at scale
where the overall context is supportive.
That means senior leaders setting
clear expectations about how the
organisation should operate and role-
modelling supportive and encouraging
behaviours. For example, Satya Nadella,
who became CEO of Microsoft in
February 2014, has made creating 
a learning culture one of the key
elements of his vision for the company.
He has said: “I am defined by my
curiosity and thirst for learning. 
I fundamentally believe that if you are
not learning new things, you stop doing
great things.” At this stage, it is not clear
how the culture Nadella espouses will
translate into sustained organisational
and process changes over time.
However, Margaret Heffernan, who has
discussed culture with many senior
executives at Microsoft, said: “The
culture shift has been palpable, and so
are the results. From 2000 onwards,
Microsoft had a spectacular string of
failures in browser technology, gaming,
mobile and search. Underlining this was
a culture that was built on competition,
not collaboration. It was risky to help
others. It was a company that was built
on a fixed mindset. Now, Nadella takes
a completely different view of risk and
failure. He asks questions like ‘What do
you understand now that you didn’t
when you got that thing wrong?’ He’s
building a company with a growth
mindset. And now it’s a cool place for
the best people to work.”

“The time-limited and relatively failure-intolerant nature of most workplace environments
means that they are not naturally conducive to learning.”
Professor Shlomo Ben-Hur, IMD
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Many learning organisations also have a
culture that encourages people at all levels
to teach each other. For example,
Steelcase’s culture is based on the 'Think,
Make, Share' model, which connects the
company’s core capability in design thinking
with its learning culture. At IMI, participants
in leadership programmes are expected to
cascade what they have learned to their
teams, and debrief their colleagues about
the programme. Riot Games has built an
online system – 'Growth Profile' – to enable
learning from others. Individuals log their
strengths and areas where they would like
help to build their capability. The system
matches people looking for help with those
who are willing to provide support in
specific areas, and they support each other
through informal mentoring and shadowing.
Thomson Reuters has ‘Pay it Forward
Learning’. People with specific expertise
offer via the learning management system
to share insights by running a session that
others can either attend live or view the
recording. People can also request help on
the same platform.  

Supporting people systems

Organisations need to apply systems
thinking when considering the people
systems and processes they need to
underpin the learning organisation.

• Selection. It is critical to hire and
promote people who have strong
intellectual curiosity, and are motivated
by learning and experimentation. Some
interviewees talked about looking for
people who demonstrate a ‘growth
mindset’. Google is famous for looking to
hire ‘learning animals’. ManpowerGroup
is piloting an assessment tool for
recruitment that measures ‘learnability.’
Oberoi Hotels selects candidates for its
two year hotel general management
programme based not just on an
individual’s aptitude, but also on 
how much they have gained from
investments made in their education.

“Examining our failures in depth is emotionally unpleasant and can chip away at our self-esteem.
Analysing organisational failures requires inquiry and openness, patience, and a tolerance for
causal ambiguity. Yet managers typically are rewarded for decisiveness, efficiency and action –
not thoughtful reflection. That is why the right culture is so important.”
Professor Amy Edmondson, Harvard Business School

Case Notes – Boston Consulting Group (BCG)
BCG, the global consulting firm, is founded on a model of apprenticeship and collaboration, which
facilitates learning and knowledge sharing across a global network of offices. Nick South, Partner and
Managing Director in the firm’s People and Organisation practice, shared some of the elements that
make BCG a learning organisation. 

• Although there is a substantial amount of formal training, the core development model is one of
apprenticeship. At all levels in the firm, each individual, including the most senior partners, receives
ongoing feedback and coaching from colleagues. Feedback from peers and juniors also plays into
partners’ discretionary compensation. Projects are staffed with teams from across different offices,
facilitating knowledge sharing across the network.

• The firm invests heavily in networking and relationship building. At each grade, all newly-promoted
consultants attend a programme as a global cohort. People get to know each other well over many
years, and this makes it much easier for someone to ask for advice from a colleague on the other side
of the globe.  

• The firm also has a formal knowledge management system, which it uses to capture information about
projects completed. Nick South said that its usefulness comes not so much from the learning that’s
formally written up in the form of after-action reviews, as from helping consultants work out who to
contact to get under the skin of what really happened. “It’s really hard to capture lessons learned in a
way that people can later do anything with. A follow-up conversation usually needs to happen before
the learning can be shared.” The formal system is underpinned by an expectation of two-way exchange.
“You’re expected to update the knowledge management system; and you’re expected to respond when
someone calls or emails for advice,” said South.

• Staffing has to be balanced so there’s just the right mix of ‘apprentices’ and experienced people at each
level. Too many inexperienced people and there isn’t enough resource to develop them properly; too
many experienced people and there isn’t enough room for them to grow. 

• At the start of each project, the project leader makes a mutual development agreement with each
consultant. This sets out what that consultant needs to do to proceed to the next level, and the specific
tasks they need to undertake on that particular project to help them build the experience they need to
reach that goal.

• Each piece of work that’s delivered within a project will go through several iterations before it’s a
finished product, and, according to South: “learning happens within the iteration.” He said: “People are
often surprised by the number of iterations we might go through before a product is finished, but it’s
rooted in our culture of feedback and collaboration. That means we have to hire people who see
iteration as a good thing, not a threat to their brilliance.” To us, this is a description of a ‘growth mindset’.

• Collaboration is also rewarded. People who contributed to bringing in a sale are awarded ‘points’, so it
is not just the lead relationship partner who is commercially recognised. 
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• Compensation. Team-based reward and
recognition can be used to reward good
learning behaviour. In one example,
bonus awards are determined by team
performance. Each person is awarded 
a bonus based on their individual
performance, but the organisation then
applies a multiplier based on team
performance. So a lower-performing
team might have a multiplier of 0.6,
and a highly successful team a
multiplier of 3, for example.

• Job design. The agility research quoted
in chapter 1 found that highly adaptive
organisations build in some excess
capacity to allow for experimentation
and new idea generation. If we are to
create space for ‘generative’ learning

within our organisations, we have to
design jobs with this in mind, allowing
people space to reflect and work
together to develop ideas. Gianpiero
Petriglieri, Associate Professor of
Organisational Behaviour at INSEAD, 
has found learning to be “the most
celebrated neglected activity in the
workplace.” He says we need to ask
some difficult questions about how we
design work: “Does it leave space for you
to process your experiences and draw a
few conclusions or imagine alternatives?
Do you have access to people who see
the world from another perspective – or
just to good old feedback? How often
does your team have open conversations
about your work together?”

“Learning organisations – while often conscious and proud of the fact that they are a learning
organisation – are usually humble at the same time. They’re not defensive about what they 
got wrong.”
Matt Nixon, Principal, Disraeli Group
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Case Notes – WD-40
Garry Ridge, CEO of WD-40, has made learning central to the organisation culture. He insists that everyone 
in the company takes the 'WD-40 Maniac Pledge', a solemn vow to become, in his words, a 'learning maniac'. 
The pledge states: “I am responsible for taking action, asking questions, getting answers and making
decisions. I won’t wait for someone to tell me. If I need to know, I am responsible for asking. I have no right to
be offended that I didn’t ‘get this sooner’. If I am doing something others should know about, I am responsible
for telling them.” Jeff Lindeman, HR Director, who recently joined the company, said this mindset plays out
in the working practices of the organisation day-to-day: “What I’ve observed is the organisation is highly
open and receptive to ideas emanating from the grassroots. There’s an openness to experimentation I
haven’t seen elsewhere.”

Since Ridge took over in 1997, WD-40 has changed from a bit of a ‘one-trick pony’ – making a single product
and selling it mainly in its home market, the US – into a company that sells a broader range of brands and
products in 176 countries.

Ridge has inculcated a key ritual at the company – the 'learning moment'. This might be a moment of
frustration, a burst of inspiration, a breakthrough or a key collaboration, where people identify a problem or
opportunity or something that hasn’t worked, and communicate what they’ve learned without fear of
reprisal. Ridge says: “Learning moments can be positive or negative, but they are never bad, so long as they
are shared for the benefit of all. I want people to be inquisitive, I want people to ask questions and take
chances. My job is to create a company of learners. My dream is for this organisation to be viewed as a
leadership-and-learning laboratory for business.”
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During the course of this research we
interviewed a number of learning
organisations. They had several things in
common: they were transparent, they
devolved responsibility as low in the
organisation as possible, and they were
prepared to challenge received wisdom,
for example. However, each of them
adopts a particular ‘flavour’ of learning
organisation, depending on their
strengths and strategic priorities. Then,
having chosen what to prioritise, they
focus on that one thing and do it well.
Here are some examples.

• For WL Gore and Associates,
innovation is key. So learning routines
focus on generating, nurturing and
commercialising new ideas. The
organisational design and culture are
based on mutual accountability,
support for learning, and trust.

• Unipart is obsessed with operational
excellence and lean management.
Learning routines target operational
performance and continuous
improvement. 

• Boston Consulting Group (BCG) has
over decades built a culture of
collaboration, feedback and mutual
support that drives its core processes.

• Steelcase’s modus operandi is based
around design thinking and putting
customers at the heart of everything it
does. This has fed through into a
culture of 'Think, Make, Share', where
everyone, from top to bottom of the
organisation, is expected to teach
others. All employees are taught design
thinking, and Steelcase’s pedagogic
framework for learning design is also
rooted in user-centred design.

• Under Jack Welch, GE realised its old
strategy model was starting to lose
value in a connected world. The
company was being overtaken by
smaller, nimbler competitors. Welch
introduced the 'Workout' – structured
discussions on product and process
improvements – to prepare GE for the
new business paradigm. Ultimately
around 200,000 employees worldwide
participated in Workouts. Welch’s aim
was to build 'fungible' management
capability – managers who could
successfully move from one business
to another. Under his successor, Jeffrey
Immelt, GE has retained the concept of
the Workout, but it has morphed into
‘Radical Simplicity’, which is designed to
prepare GE for the Internet of Things.

• Ritz-Carlton has an institutionalised
routine across all hotels – the 'Line Up'.
Every morning, all employees come to
a Line Up prepared with a story of
outstanding customer service that they
witnessed the previous day. There isn’t
necessarily time for everyone to share
their story, but everyone has to be ready
to do so if asked. This encourages
employees to remain alert to ways of
offering exceptional customer service.

We found that each learning
organisation operates as a whole
system. So employee rewards,
leadership development and strategy
development processes, for example,
have to work consistently with the
organisation’s learning objectives, or
the whole thing falls apart.

In summary, three factors are
required for organisational learning.

1. A supportive learning
environment, characterised 
by psychological safety.

2. Concrete learning processes 
and practices that allow essential
information to move quickly 
and efficiently to where it’s
needed. This could include
experimentation, disciplined
analysis and processes for
gathering and sharing knowledge
such as 'after-action reviews'. 

3. Leadership behaviour that
provides reinforcement, such as
making time for reflection and
review, or willingness to focus on
why things haven’t worked.

Edmondson, Garvin and Gino have
developed a diagnostic tool (see the
Appendix) that organisations can use to
assess their current state and compare
their scores with other organisations.
The tool – and benchmark data – is
available at los.hbs.edu. The tool can
be used to prompt reflective discussion
among managers about their
organisational practices, and can 
help pinpoint specific behaviours or
practices that may need to be
developed or changed.

3.4
Strategy and culture drive different ‘flavours’ of learning organisation

“The GE Workout was a learning routine.”
Chris Worley, Professor of Strategy and Strategy Director, CLEO at NEOMA Business School
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The Deliberately Developmental
Organisation

Recent research by Professor Robert Kegan
and colleagues has brought the latest
thinking in adult psychological development
to the organisational realm. His work
explores what happens in organisations that
nourish a culture where development of the
business and development of the individual
are intertwined and made front and centre
for everyone, every day. 

Kegan describes four deep underlying
assumptions that 'Deliberately
Developmental Organisations' (DDOs) hold.

• It’s possible to keep growing
psychologically into adulthood.

• Growth can be directly integrated
and structured into everyday work.

• People can be helped to get the
most out of giving and receiving
feedback and coaching.

• People and business development
can be made all one thing.

DDOs are designed to help people identify
and address their individual limitations
while also contributing to business
profitability. “There’s a seamless integration
of two pursuits as if they were a single
goal: business excellence and the growth

of people into more capable versions 
of themselves through the work of the
business,” says Kegan. DDOs engage
people at their 'growing edge'. Leaders
are directed towards enhancing the
capabilities of their people, helping them
uncover blind spots and questioning
fundamental operating assumptions.
Instead of working around people’s
issues, working on those issues
becomes part of the job.

• In practice this means that both leaders
and followers have to openly accept
and acknowledge their limitations.
DDOs need an open and transparent
culture where it’s acceptable to talk
about your weaknesses in order to be
helped to move beyond them. People
need to be comfortable receiving
constant, often critical feedback, 
and prepared to move into a more
stretching role once they have
mastered the one they are in.

• The optimal developmental culture
has both a high degree of challenge
and a high degree of support. A high
degree of challenge combined with
inadequate support tends to breed
defensive routines such as back-
covering and negative politics. Lots of
support with inadequate challenge
fosters a ‘vacation’ feel, which can
breed complacency.

There are three dimensions of a DDO,
each of which is necessary to sustain
the whole.

• Edge: each person has a ‘growing
edge’ that they are working on, that is
transparent to everyone else in the
organisation.
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After-action reviews that work
It’s common to instigate 'after-action reviews' to extract learning from projects. However, these don't
necessarily lead to the lessons being implemented – or they may simply disappear into a dusty archive.
The US Army’s After Action Review (AAR) process has been extensively studied. We think it’s worthwhile
to revisit what makes the process effective.

• Although there is systematic debriefing after exercises or projects, the AAR process begins before any
action takes place. Exercises are designed as learning experiments. Before an exercise begins, the unit
establishes a clear understanding of what it intends to do, how it plans to do it, and what it predicts
will happen. Planning meetings establish a testable hypothesis – ie, 'in this situation, given this
mission, if we take this action, we will accomplish that outcome'. This establishes the agenda for the
AAR meeting – which reviews what actually happened, in what ways this deviated from the plan, and
what can be learned from that. 

• Instead of being filed in a report, email or knowledge management system, the information generated
in AARs is immediately applied in practice.

• Lessons are not considered to have been truly learned unless they have been successfully applied.
This means repeated, deliberate, ongoing practice until the new way of operating becomes routine.
Action learning, which we discuss further in chapter 5, can be used to support this.

• AARs are regular, frequent, ongoing meetings, not one-off events. They may even occur daily during
highly intense phases of a mission. Meeting frequently allows units to test out different assumptions
and strategies, and design numerous small experiments.

• The reviews focus on a small number – two or three – key lessons, rather than overwhelming people
with more than they can practically apply.

• Lessons must first and foremost benefit the team that learns them – before any attempt is made to
transfer learning to other teams.

• The army’s staff rotation programme – where around one-third of officers move to other units each
year – allows the practice, and lessons learned, to be shared more widely across the organisation.



“One thing you need to build a culture of learning is incredible consistency and discipline.
You can’t give up when the pressure’s on; you need a deep-seated belief that drives you on.”
Margaret Heffernan, author of Willful Blindness

• Groove: a set of practices – how
meetings are structured, how
performance is assessed, and how
people talk to one another – that
prompt development and provide
support.

• Home: growth happens through
membership of workplace
communities where people are deeply
valued as human beings, where they
are held accountable, and where 
they engage in real and sustained
dialogue. These communities 
create psychological safety that
allows people to be vulnerable.

In reality, DDOs are extremely hard to
build and sustain, particularly for large
organisations. Each of the examples
cited by Kegan and Lahey has fewer
than 2,000 employees and a founder
or CEO with a conviction that this is the
right way to run the organisation. 

Designing an organisation that’s
capable of learning and adapting
continuously sounds like an ideal
solution to the difficulties businesses
face in keeping abreast of changes in 
a highly dynamic marketplace. But in
practice, it’s hard to do well and to
sustain over time. This is one of the
reasons the idea failed to take hold in
the 1990s. Most of the exemplars have
been operating in this way for a long
time. For example, Shell’s history as a

learning organisation dates back to the
1970’s and Gore was set up as a
learning organisation in the 1960s.
They are often held in private hands,
which allows their leaders to take a
longer-term view.

However, by using the team as the unit
of analysis, it’s possible to start
anywhere there’s a willing manager.
Chris Worley, one of the authors of the
agility study cited in chapter 1, said:

“Building agility routines for learning
begins at the project or team level.
Does the team make time to stop and
review what happened and why, and
how they might do it differently next
time? Do they complete after-action
reviews and share the outcomes? Do
they ‘feed forward’ by using what
they’ve learned to refine the process
next time? Those are places where you
can start.”
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3.5
Building a learning organisation

Figure 13: dimensions of a deliberately developmental organisation

Source: Kegan and Lahey, 2016

edge: developmental aspirations
• Adults can grow
• Weakness is a potential asset,

error is an opportunity
• Run on development principles
• The bottom line is all one thing

home: developmental communities
• Rank does not have its usual

privileges
• Everyone does people 

development
• Everyone needs a crew
• Everyone builds the culture

groove: developmental practices
• Destabilisation can be constructive
• Mind the gaps
• Set the time scale for growth, not closure
• The interior life is part of what is manageable

Edge Home

Grove

DDO

Working on development
requires shared vulnerability in 

a trustworthy community.

Practices help to nurture
trustworthy community, and

trustworthy community
nurtures practices.

Working on development is
challenging and is anchored by

sustainable practices.
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Practical suggestions for where to 
get started include the following.

• Teach people skills such as problem
solving, appreciative inquiry, and
setting up and evaluating experiments.
Create some space for people to
engage in reflection and analysis. 

• Help people build their understanding
of how adults learn, so they can
develop their own learning strategies.
Support them with practical tools
such as questionnaires, checklists 
or journaling (keeping a diary) that 
help them reflect on what they are
learning (see chapter 5 for further
detail).

• Open up organisation boundaries to
stimulate the flow of ideas, through,
for example, cross-functional
projects, action learning teams
focused on real business problems,
or social learning groups. 
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“Most successful examples [of learning organisations] are the products of carefully
cultivated attitudes, commitments and management processes that have accrued slowly and
steadily over time.”
Professor David Garvin, Harvard Business School

Case Notes – Unipart
Unipart was founded in 1987 as a spin-off from motor manufacturer British Leyland. Since then it 
has grown to be a leading provider of manufacturing, logistics and consultancy services. Unipart’s
continued growth and reinvention over three decades has been underpinned by a lean manufacturing
methodology – 'the Unipart Way' – which supports continuous learning and improvement.

The Unipart Way is a complete management system, with a number of critical elements that work
together.

1. An underpinning philosophy of empowerment and devolved accountability. Teams run as self-
directed units, decide how to allocate their work and are held accountable for improving their
performance. Being owned and run by employees means the company can take a longer-term
perspective. John Greatrex, Group HR Director, said the Unipart Way defines the organisation culture:
“It is well-known that you will not get on in Unipart unless you engage fully in the Unipart Way.” 

2. Alignment of objectives from top to bottom of the organisation. There’s a clear cascade process to
translate objectives consistently from the executive to front-line teams. Objectives and performance
against targets are transparent. Each team has a ‘Comms Cell’ (part of their work area where team
objectives and current performance are physically displayed), which shows on one or two pages the
objectives for the team and current performance. Teams meet in their Comms Cells daily to review
performance and identify opportunities for improvement. 

3. A core process improvement methodology that’s consistently deployed across the whole organisation.
All employees are trained to a minimum standard in a six-stage problem-solving method. Teams are
encouraged and empowered to seek out problems in the workplace and develop solutions together.
Continuous improvement is embedded in daily operations: teams have daily process improvement
meetings, called OCCs ('Our Contribution Counts'). At the beginning of each shift, employees meet in
their Comms Cell, where the team leader takes them through the daily plan and the self-directed team
decides the best way to run the day. The team monitors progress of work through the day and decides
whether it needs to reallocate resources as circumstances change. This process is deployed in every
department, even the canteen. 

4. Continuous learning and progression. Every employee has a ‘Gate to Great’ development plan and a
coach. People learn about the Unipart Way through learning on the job with support from coaches –
the company calls this ‘Faculty on the Floor’. Employees are encouraged to progress through five
levels of training, from basic to being able to teach others or coach teams in other locations to help
them improve their performance. According to John Greatrex: “We don’t have elitist talent practices.
Our philosophy is that, with deliberate practice, anyone can become great at what they do.”      
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In this chapter, we explore in more depth the implications for the
Learning function and Learning professionals of the new world in
which we work. We look at how to align learning activities with
business strategy, and how we can better evaluate the contribution
of learning to business performance.

O4
Connecting organisation,
strategy and learning
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“People functions need to re-look at how we embed learning into the everyday colleague experience.
If it’s not clearly aligned to a key business objective, we really need to ask ourselves why we are
doing it in the first instance. Learning teams often get carried away by the latest technologies
available and lose sight of what they are attempting to achieve for the colleague or the business.”  
Dave Buglass, Head of Colleague Product, Tesco Bank

It seems self-evident that the focus of
learning within the organisation should
reflect current and future business
priorities – how can an organisation
execute its strategy effectively unless 
it has the capabilities it needs? yet
business leaders are dissatisfied with
the return on their investment in
learning. Professor Shlomo Ben-Hur,
who directs IMD’s Organizational
Learning in Action programme for
learning executives, observed that
research over the past ten years shows
that the proportion of business leaders
who are satisfied with their Learning
function’s performance has remained
stuck at around 20%. He said: “Top
executives understand that learning is
critical to their future success, so the
ability to learn and reinvent themselves

fast is a key source of competitive
advantage. However, the problem for
many CEOs is that they don’t feel the
Learning function is capable of helping
them deliver what they need to build
and sustain competitive advantage.”
There seems to be a mismatch
between the perceptions of business
leaders and HR and Learning
professionals. Our survey found that
HR and Learning professionals feel
there is a high degree of alignment
between the actions of the Learning
function and business strategy. Two-
thirds (67%) of respondents considered
learning to be ‘aligned’ or ‘highly
aligned’ to organisation strategy. 

4.1
Aligning business strategy with learning strategies and plans

The answers to these questions lie
in five key areas.

1. Aligning learning and business
strategies.

2. Governance and design of the
Learning function.

3. Effective evaluation to connect
learning activities and business
objectives.

4. Designing high-impact learning
that reflects how adults learn.

5. Building the capabilities required
of learning professionals.

We will explore the first three here,
and the last two in chapter 5.

As we have discussed throughout this report, organisations face a future characterised by growing complexity and
accelerating change. We have discussed the role that learning can play in helping organisations and individuals respond to
and prepare for the challenges of the future. Many of the trends identified by us and others pose threats for traditional
Learning functions, which risk becoming irrelevant if they fail to adapt in this dynamic environment. Now, we consider two
important questions: where should a high-impact Learning function focus its energy, and what capabilities does it need, if it
is to remain business-relevant?
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“I often hear from Business leaders that they feel they aren’t getting enough focussed attention
from L&D and that the learning doesn’t feel specific enough to their business. Building lots of
bespoke learning products isn’t the way to solve this and at KPMG our experience is that
developing immersive micro-learning that enables learners to have different experiences goes 
a long way to addressing this challenge.” 
Savvas Koufou, Head of UK People and Change Banking at KPMG in the UK

Other parts of our survey offer some
insight into areas where business
strategy and the Learning function are
misaligned. Only just over half (53%) of
respondents have an explicit learning
strategy and only 54% say they have a
formal approach or process for
assessing learning needs. Furthermore,
only just over one-quarter (26%) of
respondents have a Learning Council 
or similar governance body that would
enable them to get formal input from
the business about learning plans. It is
not surprising we have an alignment
problem.

It is also revealing that the top priority
for Learning professionals is developing
future leaders. While it is necessary and
valuable to do this, the Learning
function risks being fixated on esoteric
issues such as ‘leadership’ or ‘talent’ at
the expense of the critical task of
investing in key capabilities for growth,
such as selling, commercial, customer
and digital skills. Ben-Hur suggested one
way to achieve alignment between
strategy and learning is to focus on two
or three key things that are required to
enable the business strategy, rather than
having an extensive smorgasbord of
options (see the Balfour Beatty example
on the next page).
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Figure 15: does your organisation
have an explicit learning strategy?

Yes

No

Don’t know

Source: CRF Member Survey

5%

53%42%

Figure 16: do you have a formal
approach or process for assessing
learning needs in your organisation?

Yes

No

Source: CRF Member Survey

54%46%

Figure 14: to what degree would you say the actions of the learning function are aligned
with your organisation’s business strategy? 

0%

7%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Source: CRF Member Survey

1 = Not at all aligned 7 = Highly aligned
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Working out what the business strategy
means for learning requires an ongoing
dialogue between the Learning
function and its key stakeholders to
define and agree priority areas for
investment and negotiate necessary
compromises. The Learning function
needs high-quality relationships with
key business decision makers, and
appropriate governance structures, to
facilitate a healthy dialogue. Learning
professionals need to be, first and
foremost, business people, so they can
understand the business strategy, make

connections between it and their
specialism, and bridge functional silos.
Some organisations have appointed a
senior business leader as CLO as a way
to align strategic and learning interests.
Two examples are Huvida Marshall at
Oberoi Hotels and Anna Purchas at
KPMG: both previously held senior line
roles in their organisations before
taking over respectively as Dean of the
Oberoi Centre for Learning and
Development and UK Learning Partner
for KPMG.

Strategic workforce planning can be
another route to aligning business,
people and learning strategies. KPMG's
Mark Williamson said there are two key
stages. Stage 1 is to work through in
detail the implications of the business
strategy for workforce plans and
scenarios. Stage 2 is to drill down into
the skills required. “you need to look at
what you have now, what you need to
build, where you will need to recruit, and
what you will need to develop. It needs
to be an integrated picture that connects
both talent and learning plans.”

Similarly, new technologies are making
it easier to build a bottom-up picture
of learning needs. Today, over half
(56%) of respondents to our survey 
do both top-down and bottom-up
learning needs analysis. Social media,
‘jams’ and data from employee surveys
and external sources such as
glassdoor.com can help identify
priorities. Google’s People Analytics
team runs a detailed analysis every
year, that crunches together many
different sources of data, both from
learning systems and other sources,
covering qualitative and quantitative
data, to identify key themes and
priorities. Stephanie Conway, Senior
Organisational Development
Practitioner, said that a theme that
emerged at Google two years ago 
was the need to equip executives and
leaders to help their people deal with
complexity. “We realised we had to
upskill leaders so they could coach
their teams, and get them comfortable
with the sorts of polarities we see in
our complex marketplaces and
business models.”

Learning can play a critical role in business transformation
Construction contractor Balfour Beatty was hit hard by the recession in the late 2000s and came close
to merging with a rival after a series of profit warnings. The company was suffering from a low quality of
work won on poor contractual terms and at low margins. In 2015 Leo Quinn was appointed as CEO. One
of the first things he did was launch a business transformation programme – 'Build to Last'.

The programme has four key pillars. 

1. Lean: delivering operational efficiency and eliminating waste.

2. Expert: upgrading the company’s engineering, design and project management capabilities.

3. Trusted: improving customer satisfaction and increasing visibility of results.

4. Safe: ensuring the safety of everyone who comes into contact with the company.

Pillar 2 involved a significant investment in strategic, targeted learning and development, focused on the
people who would have the greatest impact on business results: commercial and project managers. All the
company’s project managers were assessed and went through ‘high-value selling’ and commercial
contract negotiation training. The programmes specifically addressed the issues that had been at the root
of Balfour Beatty’s previous sub-par performance, focusing on improving margins and negotiating more
favourable contractual terms. Quinn himself instigated the investment: he is an advocate for learning and
has a track record of investing in people.

Decisions about investments in learning and development are now based on whether they contribute
towards the Build to Last goals. Investments that don’t contribute don’t go ahead. This means that much
of the more generic learning curriculum that the company previously provided has been scrapped. 

Balfour Beatty is now profitable again and is bidding for fewer projects and winning a higher proportion of
them. The cost of bidding has fallen. Paul Raby, Group HR Director, said: “We’re actually spending more on
training than we ever did, but it’s highly targeted, and it’s making a big impact on the business.” Learning
has played a major role in turning around the company’s performance.

“We have to understand how our business model works, how it makes money, and what’s
needed to make it successful. For anything we want to invest in from a learning point of
view, we have to be able to point to one of our key business priorities and show how the
investment in learning helps that move forward.”  
Derek Hann, Chief Learning Officer, PayPal
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Tony O’Driscoll at Duke CE suggests
one way of checking you are focusing
on the right priorities is to step back to
observe the broader picture of what is
going on in the organisation. “Do you
ever stand back and simply ask: where
is most of the learning happening in
this organisation? Where does it need
to happen, based on our strategic

intent and focus? How can the
Learning function amplify the learning
experience that’s already going on in
pockets across the organisation? It’s
about identifying real learning
opportunities that will help the
organisation advance its strategic
priorities.”
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The learning function

The line manager

The individual

Other

Figure 18: who is primarily responsible for assessing learning needs?

19%

27%

14%

Source: CRF Member Survey

40%

Figure 17: top-down or bottom-up
approach to learning needs analysis

Source: CRF Member Survey

32%

12%

56%

Predominantly top-down (i.e. starting with strategy
and business objectives to determine learning needs)

Predominantly bottom-up (i.e. aggregating the
learning needs of individual employees)

Both bottom-up and top-down

“Strong learning organisations don’t turn learning budgets on and off when business gets tough.”  
Matt Nixon, Principal, Disraeli Group

If the Learning function intends to 
be clearly aligned with the business
strategy, the design of the function
needs to reflect this. This means: 

• having governance structures and
communications lines that enable 
a dialogue between key business
stakeholders and learning leaders

• designing the Learning function in 
a way that best delivers its business
objectives.

We asked CRF members whether they
had a Learning Board, Council or similar
governance structure to define priorities
for learning, allocate resources and
evaluate learning impact in the
organisation. Only 26% have such a
mechanism in place. Even more
concerning, our interviews revealed that
even where there is such a structure,
they are, for the most part, led by, and
largely made up of, representatives 

from HR and Learning, not the senior
business stakeholders who are the
customers of their services. As a result,
discussions can focus on technical
learning issues and budgets, rather than
learning’s contribution to strategy and
business goals.

4.2
Governance and design of the learning function
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In our view, it’s essential that the business
is involved in, engaged with and provides
oversight of learning governance,
because members of the governance
body need clout and decision-making
authority. Ben-Hur said: “This helps to
establish clearly that learning and
development are management
responsibilities, and not relegated to a
support function. For a governance body
to be truly effective, it has to go beyond
simple oversight of spending or
arbitration to resolve the conflicting
demands of key stakeholders. Through
joint planning it can create a process for
bringing together different views, ensure
that a strategic debate about direction
and priorities takes place, and see that
the organisation profits from a united and
holistic portfolio of offerings.”

There also needs to be strong
commitment to learning from the top.
One measure of commitment is what

happens to budgets in a downturn.
Stephanie Doyle, Head of Group Talent
and Learning at Erste Group, the Austria-
based bank, said: “We never cut the
learning budget, even through the
financial crisis. Our CFO has even gone
on video to say he won’t do it.” Each of
the business colleges within Erste’s
corporate university has a board made
up of a sponsor from the bank’s
executive team, senior business leaders
with a strong vested interest in the
specialist area of the college, and
representatives from Learning and HR.

In practice, the influence of the Learning
function is often diluted because of its
distance from the executive team. Most
Learning functions (56%) report directly
to the Group HRD, with 20% reporting to
the Group Head of Talent or Leadership
Development. While there are pragmatic
reasons for this reporting arrangement, if
senior learning professionals lack

unmediated access to senior business
leaders, such as through a Learning
Council, it’s hard to see how they can
make their voice heard amid executives’
myriad competing priorities. Nicola
Braden said: “If you don’t have senior
business people involved in your learning
strategies and plans, then you’re always
going to be doing things at least one step
removed from the key business priorities.
And your measures will be learning
measures, not business measures.”

Business leaders also complain that they
are unclear about the respective roles of
HR generalists and Learning specialists.
Mark Williamson said: “I find business
leaders are often confused about where
they are supposed to go to discuss
learning needs. They just want to talk to
one person, but sometimes HR doesn’t
make it easy for them.” 

Figure 19: does your organisation have
a learning Board, council, or similar
governance structure for learning?

26%

74%

Yes

No

Source: CRF Member Survey

56%Direct report to Group HRD

Reports to Head of Talent Management
or Leadership Development

Reports to the OD function or similar

Direct report to Group CEO

Reports to business units or divisions

Reports to Business Operations
function or COO

Other

Figure 20: what is the reporting line of the learning function?

8%

20%

4%

3%

7%

2%

Source: CRF Member Survey

“Bringing the Learning function into the centre has given us the scale we needed to make some
bigger investments in learning infrastructure.”
Jason Gowlett, Head of HR Operations, Direct Line Group



“Learning needs to watch out it doesn’t just become a procurement function tasked with
sourcing the latest learning technology. If it’s going to be fully effective, it has to develop
business acumen to advise what’s really needed to improve performance, and it needs the
confidence to push back on whether all these new things really add value.”
Geoff Stead, Director of Digital, Cambridge English
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The structure, configuration and degree
of centralisation of the Learning function
will depend on various factors, including
the overall organisation design, the
strategic priorities for learning, the level
of business sophistication of the Learning
function and the degree of credibility the
function has with the business. We also
found that some organisations have
gone through a process of centralisation
in order to take out cost, deploy a
common platform, or outsource, but
have later returned to a more
decentralised model. Our research found
that the predominant delivery model
today is a central Learning function
responsible for elements that are
common across divisions or functions,
with the rest decentralised. This allows
for economies of scale in activities that
are common across the group.  

The centre takes the lead on elements that
are common across divisions/functions,
and divisions/functions pick up the rest

Mostly centralised in the corporate centre

Mostly decentralised to business
units/divisions

Other

Figure 21: which of the following most closely describes the delivery of learning in
your organisation?

Source: CRF Member Survey

18%

20%

4%

58%

A key conclusion of our research is that, in a world where long-term success is largely determined by an organisation’s
ability to adapt quickly to changing circumstances, the Learning function also needs to be designed for agility. In practice,
this means the following. 

• Strong communications channels and feedback loops between the Learning function and its customers, so the learning
needs and priorities of the business are clear, and internal customers can shape the learning strategy so it delivers what
they need. 

• Learning products and services need to focus on building the capabilities required to deliver future organisation
success, not just build more of what has made the organisation competitive in the past.

• Communications channels need to be flexible and responsive, so Learning professionals can pick up quickly on what’s
important to end users.

• Learning needs to adopt a ‘test and learn’ mentality. It should develop solutions rapidly and update them based on
experience and feedback from customers.

• Learning resource allocation needs to be sufficiently flexible that it can be redeployed as business demand changes.

• Learning should have a mindset of helping people in the organisation learn how to learn for themselves.

• Learning practitioners need to have organisation development as well as learning skills; ideally Learning and OD should
be part of the same team.
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“Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted.”
Albert Einstein

How can we evaluate the impact of
learning in terms of improving business
performance? This continues to be one
of the knottiest questions in learning.
Indeed, it came second from top of the
list of things our survey respondents

would like to improve about the
approach to learning in their
organisation. Only 18% of respondents
were ‘satisfied’ or ‘highly satisfied’ with
their organisation’s approach to
evaluation. Our survey also showed that

four-fifths of organisations undertake
some form of evaluation. While 66%
evaluate some learning activities, just
15% say they evaluate all learning
activities consistently. 

Figure 22: does your organisation
formally evaluate the outcomes of
learning activities?

66%

18%

1%

15%

Source: CRF Member Survey

Yes – we evaluate all our learning activities
consistently

Yes – we evaluate some learning activities

No – we don’t typically evaluate the outcomes
of learning activities 

Don’t know

4.3
Evaluating the business impact of learning

Figure 23: which of the following do you measure/evaluate?

Satisfaction rating 
of participants

Participants’ view of how well 
they have applied learning

Engagement survey scores

Objective measures of performance
improvement such as before

and after skills assessment

360 assessments

Impact on
business outcomes

Line manager ratings

Changes in individual
performance ratings

Evaluation by 
external assessors

Other

Source: CRF Member Survey
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“Whatever we do, we start by asking: what are we trying to do and how will we know if we are
successful? That then leads us into defining what measures we can track to tell us whether it’s
delivering what we expected.” 
Michele Isaacs, VP, Talent & Development, Thomson Reuters

However, when we drill down we
discover that although the practice of
evaluation is widespread, the quality is
highly variable. Only 43% of respondents
have a model for evaluation, and of
those who do, by far the most popular
(used by 55% of respondents) is
Kirkpatrick’s 'Four Levels'. (See the
column on page 55 for a discussion of
the limitations of Kirkpatrick’s model.)
What's more, what organisations
measure relates predominantly to
participants’ perceptions of and
satisfaction with the learning they have
taken part in, when it should instead be
an objective assessment of the effect on
performance. Just over one-third (37%)
look at objective measures of
performance improvement such as
before and after skills assessments, and a

little more than one-quarter (28%) look at
the impact on business outcomes. 

We also considered who is involved in
evaluating effectiveness, and how long
after a learning intervention evaluation
happens. Again, for the vast majority of
respondents (95%), it is the individual
learner who determines the impact of
learning, although 61% ask the learner’s
immediate line manager too. Evaluation
predominantly takes place immediately
after an intervention (in 78% of cases).
Some 40% evaluate within one and three
months after completion, and just under
one-third (32%) continue evaluation
beyond three months. Given that
sustained behaviour change takes
repetition and practice, most evaluation
provides a limited picture of impact over
time. From this analysis we conclude

that many organisations are doing little
more than paying lip service to
evaluation.

We suggest organisations may need to
turn the typical approach to learning
evaluation on its head. First, you have to
start by defining the business outcomes
that you want to change by investing in
learning. Next, you need a testable
hypothesis about the impact you would
expect specific learning investments to
have on business results. Then, you must
go beyond simply thinking about
evaluation in terms of the effect on
individuals, and try to build a picture of
the impact on the organisation as a
whole. 

Figure 24: do you have a model for
evaluation?

Yes

No

Don’t k now

Source: CRF Member Survey

17%
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any other ROI based model)

Brinkerhoff’s Success
Case Method

Figure 25: which evaluation model do you predominantly use?
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We propose the following steps in
designing an effective evaluation
approach.

1. Define the business problem we need
to fix. What does the organisation need
to get better at in order to deliver the
business strategy? This might be getting
new products to market faster or
improving sales performance. you need
to start by thinking about the outcomes
you want to achieve, and work
backwards from there to determine
what actions are required. 

2. Is learning a possible solution to the
problem at hand? Paul Morgan,
formerly Head of L&D at O2, said “L&D
needs to be clear about how it
contributes to the company’s value
proposition. Instead of being order
takers, we have to become business
consultants. We have to understand
what the business end goal is, and
whether it can actually be solved by
some sort of learning solution. If it’s a
cultural problem, for example, learning
won’t sort it out.” 

3. If learning is the right solution, what
specifically will we do? How do we
know that what we are proposing will
actually deliver the objectives? What’s
the underlying theory and is it robust
and evidence-based? Have other
organisations used similar approaches
and what results have they achieved?
What’s the right sequence of activity? 

4. How will we evaluate whether we've
achieved the desired results? It is critical
to consider this at the outset. Most
organisations don’t really think about
this until activities are already underway.
Think about how you will know the
desired change has been achieved and
where you will look for evidence. Which
stakeholders need to be involved and
does your proposed evaluation method
give them what they need? It’s

important to focus on outcome
measures such as productivity, relative
performance of different teams, or sales.
It may also be appropriate to focus on
qualitative measures such as the
opinions of key business stakeholders.
Also, consider triangulating a number of
different measures to see if they provide
a consistent picture, and use multiple
methods and data points. What’s the
payoff in terms of cost of data gathering
versus usefulness of the data obtained?
Are resources available for data
gathering and analysis?

5. What’s the performance baseline? 
It’s important to be clear about what
you are measuring against.

6. After the event, did the activity do 
what it was supposed to do? Were key
objectives met? Are there opportunities
to improve?

7. Who needs to know about the results
of the evaluation? What do we need to
communicate to key stakeholders? How
and when should we communicate?

Some further considerations.

• Evaluation has to begin where this
chapter began – by aligning the
organisation’s strategic objectives with
learning plans.

• The views of learners are helpful, but it’s
important to also understand whether
business sponsors feel the actions taken
were worthwhile, and whether these
opinions triangulate with business
measures.

• Consider running trials with different
comparator groups to test out the
relative effectiveness of different
learning modes or to compare
participants in a learning activity
versus a control group. We highlight
some examples throughout this
report.
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Kirkpatrick’s Four Levels 
of evaluation
Evaluation has moved on little from Donald
Kirkpatrick’s Four Levels, which he first outlined
in 1959. It remains the most commonly cited
model, and was referred to by many of the
organisations we interviewed.

The model describes four levels of learning
outcome.

• Level 1 – Reactions: describes how
participants felt about the learning event –
so-called ‘happy sheets’. 

• Level 2 – Learning: knowledge or skills
acquired as a result of the learning. 

• Level 3 – Behaviour: the application of
learning to the job. 

• Level 4 – Results: the impact of the learning
on organisational objectives.

However, the model has limitations. Ben-Hur
(2013) cites three.

1. limited focus on participant outcomes.
It misses out on various other key factors
affecting learning impact, such as
organisational culture. 

2. liking does not produce learning. The model
presumes that positive reactions to the learning
imply that something has been learned, but this
is not necessarily borne out in practice. Indeed,
research suggests that a degree of discomfort
can help learning to ‘stick’. 

3. too roi-focused. It's almost impossible to
determine ROI in development initiatives and
that ROI is quite possibly the wrong measure.
There are other ways of evaluating business
impact, as we discuss elsewhere in this section. 

We think Kirkpatrick’s model starts in the wrong
place, because it presumes that the learning
intervention that’s being evaluated is actually
the right answer to the business problem at
hand. A learning intervention could score well
on the four levels and still have no meaningful
impact on business results. Evaluation should
begin by understanding key business priorities
and identifying the learning needs that flow
from there.

“L&D should only be working with metrics that are already on the minds of the board and senior
management team. There needs to be a business correlation between what you’re educating and the
outcomes for the business.” 
Paul Morgan, formerly Head of Learning & Development, O2



Questions for reflection
post-learning
We emphasise in chapter 5, the role that
reflecting on experience plays in helping to
embed learning. Holding a post-event discussion
with participants in learning activities can also be
a good way of evaluating their impact. Here are
some suggested questions to explore in post-
event discussions with participants.  

• What were your objectives in participating? To
what extent were they met?

• What new skills and techniques did you learn?

• What did you learn about yourself?

• What new learning needs were highlighted
that you weren’t aware of before?

• What will you do differently as a result?

• What will you work to improve?

• What goals will you set for yourself?

• How will you track progress?

• Was the programme worth the investment,
both in time and money?

• How could the programme be improved?

• The rise of people analytics
capabilities in organisations is making
it possible to build more data-driven
pictures of the effect of investing in
learning. Mark Williamson said:
“Learning analytics is becoming more
important. There’s ever greater
business demand for outcome-based
views of what learning can deliver.”

• The proliferation of virtual and online
learning is opening up another rich
seam of usage data – enabling
organisations to determine which
topics and specific learning content
are most frequently accessed, by
whom, when, where and for how
long. Data analysis can help identify
hotspots, areas where usage is low,
or where content may need to be
pruned or improved. App technology
is also being used to provide
feedback to learners from their
bosses, subordinates and peers on
how well they are putting their
learning into practice.

• Analytics could potentially be
disruptive for the Learning function,
and raise expectations in the business
in terms of its ability to answer
questions about usage, cost and
organisational impact.
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brinkerhoff’s success case method

A number of organisations are using the Success Case Method (SCM) for
evaluation, sometimes in conjunction with other methods. The SCM provides a
more outcome-oriented alternative to the Kirkpatrick model. It starts with a simple
question: what value has the learning intervention delivered to the business?

Brinkerhoff’s model is based on a six-stage decision cycle, which begins before 
the intervention is designed and continues after it has been delivered. 

Figure 26: success case method evaluation strategy 

It is founded on three key questions, which seek to determine how effectively
learning is being used to achieve business results.

• How well is the organisation using learning to drive needed performance
improvement?

• What is the organisation doing that facilitates performance improvement 
from learning, which it needs to maintain and strengthen?

• What is the organisation doing, or not doing, that is impeding performance
improvement from learning, which it needs to change?

The following key principles underpin the model.

• It is pointless evaluating a learning programme in isolation: the focus of
evaluation should be on improvements in business performance over time.
This is not solely the responsibility of the Learning function and has to take
place within the wider context of the business. 

• The process begins by determining the business issue that’s being addressed,
before embarking on learning design.

• An holistic approach is needed – identifying all the factors that lead to success
or otherwise, and comparing them against the costs.

• It is important to measure not only the impact of the learning, but also factors
that make or break learning success.

• Analysis based on a deep investigation of a sample population will yield more
than a comprehensive analysis at a superficial level.

The SCM is set out in more depth in Brinkerhoff’s 2006 book, The Success Case
Method (see References).

evaluation inquiry
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Source: Brinkerhoff, 2006
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“A good curriculum is something with which the learner interacts daily, not once a year in a
performance review.” 
Kegan and Lahey, 2016

If we are to design and deliver high-
impact learning, we need to answer the
question 'How do adults learn?' We know
that traditional approaches to learning
suffer from a ‘transfer problem’ – people
remember only a small fraction of what
they are taught, and if they don’t practise,
they forget. Kegan and Lahey point out
that today's learning solutions – including
coaching, development programmes, off-
sites and corporate universities – share
similar design flaws. First, they give people
punctuated inputs, delivered from time to
time, not continuously. Second, because
they are ‘something extra’ – beyond the
normal flow of work – it is difficult for
people to transfer the skills they've learned
to their day-to-day job. Third, these
opportunities are only available to a select
few at any one time. Fourth, and most
importantly, they make the individual and
not the organisation the start point for the
intervention. We need to find ways of
connecting work, learning and
organisation purpose more effectively.

Why do we need to pay particular
attention to adult learning theory today? 

• As learning moves out of the
classroom and online, Learning
professionals need to work out how to
design highly engaging learning that
leads to sustained behaviour change. 

• Virtual learning tools allow individuals
to take greater control of their own
learning: to help them make the most
of the resources available, we need to
teach people how to learn.

• Learning professionals are under
pressure to do more with less – so
fixing the ‘transfer problem’ by

narrowing the gap between learning
and improved performance will help.

To design learning that sticks, and leads
to sustained behaviour change, we need
to take account of what we know about
adult development. The short answer to
the question of how adults learn is that it
is predominantly through experience –
the 70 in the 70:20:10 model. Here we
take a short tour around the world of
adult learning. For a more detailed
discussion, see CRF’s 2015 research
Leadership Development – is it fit for
purpose?

Applying Malcolm Knowles’ principles,
as set out in the column, as well as
what we have learned more recently
from neuroscience and other fields,
there are a number of implications for
learning design.

1. Learning has to be highly relevant to
a person’s job.

Content, exercises and activities need to
be as relevant to real work as possible.
The advantage of the performance
support systems described in chapter 2
is that they make work and learning
relatively seamless – people can find the
information they need to learn at the
time and place where it’s most relevant
to them. Where learning happens off-
the-job, organisations need to think
about how the learner will apply the
learning in practice. 

2.Learning needs to incorporate
deliberate practice.

Mastering a new skill can take many
years of trial, error and persistence.

Ericsson et al. have found that the
development of genuine expertise
requires ‘deliberate practice’ – focused,
intentional, repeated practice of new
tasks, often with support and feedback
from a teacher or coach. “The journey
to superior performance is neither for
the faint of heart nor the impatient. 
The development of genuine expertise
requires struggle, sacrifice, and honest,
often painful self-assessment.” Ericsson
found that it takes at least ten years –
and 10,000 hours of practice – to
achieve mastery in any particular field.

Key principles of 
adult learning
Malcolm Knowles was, in the second half of 
the 20th century, one of the central figures in
developing understanding of adult learning. 
He identified six principles that underpin how
adults learn.

1. Adults need to know why they are learning
something.

2. They learn through doing.

3. They need to be responsible for their
decisions on education and involved in
planning and evaluating learning.

4. They learn most from subjects that are
immediately relevant to them.

5. Their learning is oriented towards problem-
solving rather than content or theory.

6. They respond better to internal than external
motivators for learning.

5.1
How Adults Learn
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The 70:20:10 model can be helpful 
in reminding us that formal learning
needs to be designed to reflect more
accurately the real-life workplace, and
that formal and informal learning
experiences need to be better integrated
and focused on improving performance.
If someone isn't going to be able to
immediately apply what they've learned
in their job, then organisations might
consider alternatives such as stretch
assignments, project roles or
secondments.

Organisations are increasingly using
behavioural economics to help
integrate practice into daily work, and
remind people to practise what they
have learned. For example, Novartis’s
learning platform includes a mobile 
app that sends learners alerts including
reminders, questions and quizzes to
prompt reflection on specific questions
related to behaviours they are working
on, linked to the company’s behavioural
competency model. Riet Grond, Global
Head of Learning, said: “People can opt
out if they find it intrusive, but it does
enable us to deliver bite-size learning
that only takes two minutes a day.” 

3. Learning is both rational and
emotional.

Recent discoveries in neuroscience 
tell us that the highest quality learning
engages the whole brain – sensory 
and emotional functions as well as 
the logical and rational parts (see 
the section on the neuroscience of
learning on page 62). The design of
learning should reflect this – engaging
different emotions and senses, for
example through storytelling, video
and hands-on exercises.

Research has established that a
moderate degree of stress appears to be
the optimal environment for learning:

just enough stress stimulates the fight-
or-flight response; too much shuts
down the brain’s executive functions.
Emotionally charged events are
memorable, but there needs to be
enough emotion, and not too much.
Over-stimulation inhibits learning due to
release of the stress hormone cortisol,
which impairs cognitive function and
memory. Immersive experiences or
storytelling can be effective ways of
engaging learners’ emotions. 

We also know that learning is a process.
David Kolb’s experiential learning model
(see above) suggests that learning
happens in a reinforcing loop.

• you have an experience, which you
reflect on and derive meaning from.

• Based on this meaning, you form
concepts about things such as your
organisation, your leadership and
yourself.

• you form a view of how the concepts
you’ve learned apply in a given
situation.

• you test your theory of the case in
practice to determine its validity.

Some have criticised Kolb’s approach as
over-simplistic, but it can be used as a
guide to designing learning interventions
that cover the whole process of learning,
rather than focusing simply on theory.

Learning is also a social activity.
Throughout history, the apprenticeship
model has transferred expertise from a
more experienced person to a novice
working alongside them. However, this
model is under threat as people have
less time to dedicate to learning or
teaching – they are too busy ‘doing’.
Coaching is a similar model, albeit
generally at more senior levels. But
companies are adapting 'social learning'
for the modern context. GE, for
example, has built its learning model
around social learning – bringing
people together to the company’s
campus at Crotonville to develop new
strategies and work through problems
with others who are going through the
same experience in their business. As
we discussed in chapter 2, social
learning is also moving online.

“We learn best from experience, but we never directly experience the consequences of many of our
most important decisions.”
Peter Senge, 1992

Source: Adapted from Kolb, 1984

Figure 27: kolb’s learning model
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4.Learning needs to engage 
the learner

Teaching learners how adults learn,
helping them work out their own
preferred learning strategies, and giving
them practical tools such as checklists or
models to aid reflection, can be helpful.
GSK has used a checklist to help learners
develop ‘conscious competence’, so as
to identify what they are learning on the
job and how they can apply it.

Participants are briefed on 11
characteristics of good on-the-job
learning, encouraged to evaluate their
personal objectives against these 11
characteristics, and use a checklist to
evaluate what they have learned and
how they put it into practice. KPMG uses
70:20:10 to remind people about the
whole learning cycle beyond attending a
course. Jane Craig at Mars said: “We’ve
found that sometimes you have to ‘wake

people up’ developmentally, by giving
them an experience that’s a long way out
of their normal context. It unsettles their
world view enough to start a process for
them of questioning their assumptions –
and that becomes developmental.” IMI’s
leadership development programmes all
contain an element of teaching
participants how to learn. The task for
leaders who attend one of these
programmes is then to go off and teach
what they have learned to their people.
They then have to report back to their
peers on the programme how that
process went. “Leaders are held to
account by their peers, by their manager,
and by their coach, to pass what they’ve
learned on to their teams,” said Sue Hall,
Head of Capability Development.

It’s important not only to make people
aware of how to learn, but also why
learning is so critical in today’s business
context. Mara Swan, EVP Global Strategy
and Talent, ManpowerGroup, said: “Our
senior leaders spend a lot of time making
people aware of what’s going on in the
business environment, what it means for
them, and why it’s necessary for them to
be continually working on their learning.”

It’s important to find ways of engaging
individuals’ intrinsic motivation to do their
job better – for example, by getting them
to complete a self-assessment or set
objectives for their learning before they
participate in an activity. Mara Swan said:
“Before I commit to spending money on
a training programme, I will ask someone
questions about what they’re doing for
their own learning, such as what books
have they read recently or who have they
talked to, to find out more. That gives me
a good gauge as to how motivated they
are to learn.”

Action learning and immersive learning
Action learning can be a great way of applying the principles of adult learning, while also solving
complex business problems, and helping people build their networks and work across organisational
boundaries. It is commonly used for leadership development, but the principles can be applied in any
learning context where people have to come up with answers to complex problems. Typically action
learning groups meet in person, but they also collaborate online or by phone. 

Pioneered by Reg Revans in the 1940s, action learning is a continuous process of learning and
reflection, supported by colleagues, with a focus on getting things done. There are some key
considerations when designing an action learning intervention.

• Projects must be meaningful and directly linked to business imperatives, not just ‘make work’.

• They must be sufficiently stretching and open-ended to allow for a range of solutions.

• Outcomes and deliverables must be clearly defined.

• They need to be supported by expert facilitation, to help extract the lessons from participants'
experience.

• There must be active sponsorship and involvement by the relevant level of management, and
participants need to know the organisation will take action as a result.

Michael Chavez, CEO of Duke CE, said: “Action learning used to be something you did between
modules of a programme. Now, learning needs to be built around solving real business problems – so
the action learning is the learning. You might still have to learn skills and tools, but they need to be
delivered in context of the real business problem and then applied to real-life situations immediately.”

Immersive learning experiences can also help people make sense of unfamiliar scenarios or change their
mental models about their own work and organisation. For example, Duke CE recently ran an intervention
for a major car manufacturer to help the senior leadership team better understand the way their customers
experience the brand. Each team member spent time with car owners in their own vehicles, to understand
what it was really like to be a customer – from buying a new car at a dealership to having their car
serviced. The team realised that many factors driving the customer experience were outside the
manufacturer's control, and that they therefore needed to change their mental models of who their
customers were and the customer experience.

“Within the learning function we need to engage with the hearts and minds of learners, and
understand how the new learning technology is allowing people to embrace and take ownership
of their own learning.“
Riet Grond, Global Head of Learning, Novartis
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5. Engaging the learner’s line manager

The relationship between an individual
and their line manager is critical in
ensuring that learning leads to improved
performance. Managers can make a
crucial difference in ensuring that
individuals don't just focus on achieving
performance objectives, but also reflect
on what they are learning and how they
could improve their practice. Thomson
Reuters’ impact studies have found that,
for programme attendees whose
managers are more highly engaged in
their learning, those participants report a
higher rate of application of what they’ve
learned and they experience a higher
performance gain.

Line managers also need to understand
how adults learn, what they can do to
help their people sustain their learning,
and how they can create an
environment in their team that’s
conducive to learning. For example,
when GSK kicks off learning
programmes, it hosts a whole-cohort
webinar involving the learners and their
line managers, where they discuss the
respective responsibilities of the
participant and their line manager. Line
managers also receive instructions about
the role they are expected to play in a
learning programme, and sometimes
line managers will participate in action-
learning projects. Kim Lafferty said: “We
never do anything that’s independent of
the system within which that individual
works. Part of our job as a Learning
function is to stay connected to the
learner’s line manager.” 

Some organisations are using technology
to remind managers via ‘nudges’ sent by
an app on their phone to check in with a
team member who has been through a
learning programme. 

Leaders can encourage individuals to
take responsibility for their learning in
simple ways, by thinking about how to
build opportunities for learning into their
everyday work. For example, instead of
directing people what to do, you could
say: “I need to figure out this problem.
Can you come up with some potential
solutions for us to work through
together?” Another option could be to
ask a junior team member to summarise
an article on a new service being
developed by a competitor, at the next
team meeting.

6.Creating the context for learning

The work context has to allow for new
skills acquired to be put into practice and
perfected. This is often where learning
falls down – and also why we think the
Learning function has a key role to play
in developing the organisation rather
than just individuals. In chapter 3 we talk
about psychological safety in the context
of the learning organisation, but the
same principle applies to creating a
context where learners feel sufficiently
safe to try out new skills, and accept that
they may not get it right first time.

Learning programmes that work at a
team level, with people working together
to understand how they can apply
theoretical expertise in their unique

environment, solving shared problems
and establishing shared routines, are
much more likely to be effective in the
longer term than programmes based on
developing individuals. This approach sits
firmly in the top half of the matrix we
describe in chapter 1 – 'working on the
organisation'. 

Contextual factors can make all the
difference between whether or not an
investment in learning bears fruit, yet
these are seldom considered as a core
part of the learning design.

In summary, the goal of learning has to
be sustained behaviour change, leading
to better team and individual
performance. When designing learning
interventions, therefore, you have to
consider what behaviour change you are
looking to achieve, and how that will
happen and be sustained.

“Responsibility for teaching people how to learn has to start within the Learning function itself.
Are we really role-modelling what it means to learn how to learn?” 
Jane Craig, Global Leadership Development Director, Mars
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“Any learning programme that puts an emphasis on behaviour change or culture change and offers
support that takes account of the organisation’s resistance to change in the context of the real
work environment, is going to be more effective than one that ignores these things.”
Nigel Paine, author of The Learning Challenge

the neuroscience of learning

Recent advances in neuroscience means we are building a better understanding of what happens in the brain when we learn
and, therefore, how to design more ‘brain-friendly’ learning. One of the most important discoveries of the past 30 years is
neuroplasticity: conventional thinking held that neural development stopped in young adulthood, but we now know that the brain
is plastic, and capable of change even through adulthood. Learning affects the brain in one of two ways: either by altering existing
neural connections or creating new ones. When we put into practice new things we have learned, the brain is reorganised to take
in new data and, if it is useful, retain it. Every time we practise a new behaviour we reinforce new neural pathways.

Traditionally, it was thought that learning was a rational process, focused in the brain’s prefrontal cortex. Now we understand
that learning happens all over the brain, and engages emotions as well as logic. It is therefore important to engage as much of
the brain as possible in learning – through stimulating different senses and emotions. 

Here we summarise some practical implications arising from the latest brain research.

1. Less is more. Focusing on a smaller number of concepts in one sitting, and creating space for people to reflect, practise
and apply what they have learned to different problems tends to be more effective than bombarding people with lots of
different ideas.

2. Engage the learner’s motivation. Get people to think about what they will be able to do as a result of learning or how it will
help them achieve other goals. 

3. Practice and repetition. New neural pathways are built and maintained through repeated use. Rewiring the brain also
means ‘forgetting’ old behaviours – so get people to think about the things they might do that would lead them back into
an old way of behaviour, and help them develop strategies for what they would do if they found themselves slipping back. 

4. Make the learning environment feel more like the work environment. When learning happens outside the normal run of
work, it’s important to connect it as closely as possible to the experience of real work. For example, get people to imagine
what sorts of barriers they will encounter when they try out new skills, and plan for how they will overcome these. 

5. The brain needs time and space to embed learning. Neuroscientist Dr Tara Swart recommends a spaced learning method in
which highly condensed learning content is repeated three times, with two ten-minute breaks filled with activities such as
exercise. Creating opportunities for reflection without distraction is also valuable. 

6. Learning approaches that engage multiple senses are likely to enhance learning. Stimulating different parts of the brain
simultaneously generates greater brain activity. Visualisation and mental imagery engage the brain in a very similar way to
real-life practice. Using video and other media, stories, humour and experiential learning may increase the effectiveness of
learning. Recently discovered ‘mirror neurons’ show that, as well as learning from doing something yourself, you can also
learn from observing others, or even imagining yourself doing it.

7. Making the experience emotionally engaging enhances learning. Emotion and cognition are not neatly divided in the brain,
and virtually all mental activities involve both. 

8. The brain functions better when we exercise, eat well and stay hydrated. Sleep is also critical, as that's when the mind
synthesises information. A good idea is to allow people to ‘sleep on it’ and recap the following day.

9. Creating opportunities for people to make meaning of what they’ve learned and apply it in their own way is beneficial, as is
helping learners to tap into their prior knowledge and experience and make new connections. This can be done through
storytelling, making comparisons or drawing analogies.

10. Teaching learners about how the brain works and helping them to consciously adopt effective learning strategies can
increase their capacity to learn.   

Some organisations are redesigning their learning to take account of these insights. For example, Riet Grond at Novartis said:
“We’re very conscious of the ‘forgetting curve’ and so we are making learning more of a journey than just one-off activities.
Through a mix of different experiences over a longer time-frame – a nine-month virtual programme, for example – we package
a number of experiences such as self-directed knowledge building, team projects, peer coaching, expert coaching and regular
nudges to reinforce the learning over time.”
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Experiential learning –
connecting brain and body
A research project at Ashridge Hult International
Business School has studied the physiological
responses of learners to experience-based
programmes in order to understand the optimum
learning design.

The programme was based on simulations of
typical critical incidents that participants would
have to deal with in the workplace, such as
handling a performance problem, or dealing with
conflict. The findings suggest that challenging
learning experiences are likely to result in longer-
lasting and more effective learning.  

• Finding opportunities to practise dealing with
difficult situations can increase learners' success
when they encounter them for real. By
practising, individuals build their confidence in
being able to rise to the challenge. If they
practise under pressure and with the
opportunity for reflection and feedback,
learning is improved.

• Developing ‘muscle memory’ through practice
meant, when participants faced similar
scenarios at work, they felt they had the internal
resources to cope, as they had experienced
them before.

• Moderate levels of stress appeared to enhance
cognitive processes and result in longer-lasting
learning.

• There is a fine line between ‘challenge’ and
‘threat’, so it is critical that experiences happen
in a safe and supportive environment.

• The ‘happy sheets’ that are typically used to
evaluate participants’ reactions to a programme
may give a misleading impression of its
effectiveness. Attendees may not appreciate
challenging experiences 'in the moment', but if
they are well designed they should feel their
impact over time.

The study concluded: “Development needs to be
hard-hitting, challenging, and present the potential
for failure. Carefully taking leaders into the ‘stretch’
zone raises their heart rate, and improves both
their cognitive performance during the
experience and their perceived learning from it.”
(Waller et al., 2014)

“We need more disruptors in the learning function. They should be thinking about how they can
bake learning into everything we do in the organisation, not just about courses.”
Mara Swan, EVP Global Strategy and Talent, ManpowerGroup

The learning marketplace is very different
from what it was ten years ago, and the
capabilities required of learning
professionals are also changing.

• Business acumen. First and foremost,
learning professionals have to understand
their business, its strategy, markets and
future direction and priorities. 

• Being on the front foot. Learning needs
to be in the game at the start when it
comes to strategic change, helping to
shape strategy and plans and
demonstrating how learning can enable
a better outcome. Simply delivering a
training programme at the end of a
project is not good enough.

• Consulting skills. The ability to diagnose
situations, ask good questions, contract
effectively and manage projects is key. 

• Skilled in organisation, as well as
individual development and
consultancy. Learning professionals will
need tools, methodologies and skill sets
covering all four boxes of the Individual-
Organisation/Productive-Generative
matrix in chapter 1. They will need to be
highly skilled in putting together
solutions to help teams and
organisations improve performance and
develop new capabilities, as well as to
help individuals improve.

• Strategic and analytical thinking. They
need to be able to view issues
systemically and identify patterns and
trends.

• Strong external orientation and
intellectual curiosity. The best ideas for
learning are highly likely to come from
outside the organisation or from related
fields. It’s also important to understand
what’s happening among the

organisation’s broader market – suppliers,
customers, competitors etc.

• Deep mastery of adult learning theory.
Learning professionals need deep
technical mastery of adult learning
theory and behaviour change
methodologies and expertise, in order
to design interventions such as action
learning programmes or large group
interventions, or use collaborative tools.  

• Partnership management. Learning
professionals are likely to partner with
various external organisations at any
time. It’s important to know how to
negotiate, build and maintain good
commercial relationships with suppliers.

• Design and technology skills. The
technical skills required of learning
professionals have changed. Learning
design in virtual, mobile and social media
contexts is very different from the design
of classroom-delivered learning. Learning
professionals will need to get closer to IT
designers and understand concepts such
as user-centred design and Agile
development methodologies. They need
to be able to speak the same language as
the people who are building the products
they use. Learning professionals need to
know their way around the different
technical solutions and know what works
best in what circumstances.

• Focused on delivery, learning and
continuous improvement. They need a
strong execution orientation, and to be
prepared to push themselves to get
things done and see things through. 

Above all, learning professionals need to
show that they are committed to their own
development and growth, and role model
the right mindset for the rest of the
organisation.

5.2
What capabilities do learning professionals need today?
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This chapter sets out the key conclusions of our research and
highlights recommendations for building the learning capabilities
required to deliver future business growth. 
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Conclusions and
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“Learning professionals need to develop the ability to consult at the strategic level internally with
business clients, and to interpret business challenges directly into leadership and learning challenges.
They need to be able to guide the business and push back where it’s needed; not just take orders.” 
Michael Chavez, Chief Executive Officer, Duke CE

• The ability for organisations – and the
people who work in them – to learn
fast, adapt and manage change, has
never been more important for
organisational survival. Organisations
that are highly agile are also skilled at
learning, experimentation and
transferring learning into improved
performance. The capacity for
learning can be a key competitive
differentiator. 

• Learning is an important strategic
lever that organisations can use to
maintain a leading market position.
There are examples of organisations
that have managed to remain top
performers over decades through
putting learning at the centre of their
operating model. In contrast, there are
many examples of once successful
organisations going out of business
because they have failed to learn from
changes going on in their industry and
adapt fast enough. 

• Learning should be high up the
business agenda, and there are
indeed examples where CEOs
advocate investing in learning as a
way of building competitive
advantage. Too often, however,
learning is hidden away in the HR
function, and the people who are
responsible for learning lack
credibility and influence as business
leaders. The Learning function should
be an agent of change and
performance improvement, leading
the way and not just providing a
service only when asked.

• In adapting to the challenges of
today’s world and carving out a
successful future it is important to
distinguish the type of learning that is
required for success. This is generative
learning – the type of learning that
enables people to come up with ideas
for growth and innovation, and make
those ideas operationally successful.
This is different from productive
learning, which we argue has been
the principal focus of Learning
functions in recent years. Productive
learning – helping people improve
performance in what we already know
how to do – is important and valuable,
and is critical for continuous
improvement and delivering high-
quality products and services in a
cost-effective way. However, it won't
on its own assure corporate survival in
a fast-changing world.

• In the same way that ground-breaking
ideas are rarely the product of a single
individual, so generative learning
needs to happen at a team and
organisational level. While you can
teach people the skills and mindset
required for generative learning, ideas
generally come to fruition through
teams and organisations working in
collaboration. Learning professionals
are often primarily focused on
helping individual learners improve,
whereas what is required for learning
and growth to take off is to focus on
improving team and organisational
learning.

• We have seen much innovation in
the learning market in recent years,
with the rise of learning technology
in particular. This has had profound
implications for the Learning
function. Learning professionals have
moved away from being instructors
running internally-developed,
classroom-based, face-to-face
programmes towards curating
content from various internal and
external sources. The Learning
function has also had to become
much more technology savvy.

6.1
Conclusions
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• A key risk for the Learning function is
that it will become ‘boxed in’ to being
just about delivering learning
technology platforms and curating
content. The real opportunity lies in
helping the organisation develop its
capacity for learning and growth and,
in particular, helping people think
about what’s happening in the world
outside the organisation and what
they might need to do to prepare it
for the changes and challenges
ahead. This requires sophisticated
organisation design, development
and consultancy skills, which many
Learning professionals lack, and
requires close collaboration between
Learning and Organisation
Development professionals and other
functions involved in strategy and
organisation design. The results of
our survey suggest this is not as high
up the list of priorities for the Learning
and HR functions as it should be.

• We see a trend towards individuals
taking greater control of their own
learning. We have moved away from
learning being prescribed by the
organisation or the Learning function
towards individuals navigating their
own way through both internal and
external learning resources that are
available to them anywhere and at
any time. We think this places an
even greater onus on the Learning
function to develop expertise in adult
learning, so that it can create
compelling learning experiences that
make it as straightforward as possible
for learning to translate into
improved work performance. 

• Key areas for improvement are
aligning the learning strategy to the
overall business strategy, and ensuring
that key business stakeholders are
sufficiently involved in defining and
overseeing the implementation of
learning strategy. Not enough
companies evaluate the impact of
learning on business outcomes, and
where it does happen the quality of
evaluation is generally disappointing.
If the Learning function is to have
credibility as an enabler of new
business strategies, it needs to be
able to demonstrate that its activities
have a positive influence on business
performance. 
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“One way for the Learning function to reclaim lost ground is to reframe itself as Organisation
Development. It’s where learning gets woven into the identity of the organisation that it has the
greatest impact.” 
Geoff Stead, Director of Digital, Cambridge English

1. Connect learning to business strategy.
Is there a clear mission, strategy and plan
for learning in your organisation? Are you
clear about the role and purpose of the
Learning function in delivering this? Does
your organisation have a clear business
strategy? How does the learning strategy
support delivery of the business strategy?

2. Be clear about the role of learning in
the organisation. Where is most
learning taking place in your
organisation today (in the broadest
sense, not just learning products that
are delivered by the Learning function)?
Where should learning be happening in
order to deliver future growth plans for
the business? What role does/should
the Learning function play in making
this learning happen? 

3. Rethink learning governance. Does
your current governance structure for
learning allow for sufficient dialogue
between business and HR/Learning
leaders regarding priorities and
objectives for learning? How do you
get business input into learning plans
and strategies? 

4. Get the balance right between
generative/productive learning and
working on the individual/the
organisation. Think about the CRF
Learning Matrix in chapter 1. How does
the Learning function split its effort and
resources today across the four boxes?
Given your organisation’s business
challenges, how should the effort be
shared across the four boxes? Does the
Learning function pay enough attention
to building the context for learning as

well as the content? Are there gaps or
resource imbalances that need to be
addressed? In what ways could the
Learning function better help the
organisation work out answers to the
business problems it faces into the
future?

5. Deploy learning technologies and
delivery methods appropriately.
Thinking about the learning
technologies available in your
organisation and the different ways in
which learning is delivered, are you
clear about which format best suits
different learning needs? In what
situations is it worth investing in
bringing people together? Where you
are using online and virtual learning,
have you taken care to reformat the
content to make it compelling for
those media, and reflect how people
learn best?

6. Engage individual learners. How are you
educating your employees about their
role in learning – both their own
learning and their contribution to
building the organisation’s capacity to
learn? Is a capacity for learning one of
the key characteristics you look for
when you hire people into the
organisation? Should it be? In what
ways do you recognise and reward
good learning behaviour?

7. Equip line managers to support their
teams’ learning. What role do you
expect line managers to play in
supporting their teams’ learning? Are you
selecting and developing line managers
with the necessary skills? Do you teach

line managers how adults learn – and
the actions they can take to create a
good environment for learning within
their teams? Do you reward and
promote managers who are skilled in
helping their people grow and develop?

8. Evaluate. Do you have a process for
evaluating learning? Are you clear about
what information key stakeholders need
and how you will gather the data?  

9. Invest in the capabilities of the Learning
function. Does the Learning function
have the capabilities you will need to
deliver your learning strategy? Do you
have sufficient organisation development
and strategic thinking capability? Do you
need to improve the business acumen 
of Learning professionals? Do your
Learning and OD teams collaborate
closely enough?  

10.Communicate the priorities and impact
of learning, and the tools for learning
that are available. How do you
communicate the learning plan to the
business? How do you share with
learners and line managers what is
expected of them with regard to
learning, and what tools are available to
support them? How do you report back
on what is being learned and the impact
on business performance?

6.2
Recommendations
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Building Block 1:
supportive Learning environment

Psychological Safety

In this unit, it is easy to speak up about what is
on your mind.

If you make a mistake in this unit, it is often held
against you.*

People in this unit are usually comfortable
talking about problems and disagreements.

People in this unit are eager to share information
about what does and doesn’t work.

Keeping your cards close to your vest is the best
way to get ahead in this unit.* 

Appreciation of Differences

Differences in opinion are welcome in this unit.

Unless an opinion is consistent with what most
people in this unit believe, it won’t be valued.*

This unit tends to handle differences of opinion
privately or off-line, rather than addressing them
directly with the group.*

In this unit, people are open to alternative ways
of getting work done. 

Openness to New Ideas

In this unit, people value new ideas.

Unless an idea has been around for a long time,
no one in this unit wants to hear it.*

In this unit, people are interested in better ways
of doing things.

In this unit, people often resist untried
approaches.*

Time for Reflection

People in this unit are overly stressed.* 

Despite the workload, people in this unit find
time to review how the work is going.

In this unit, schedule pressure gets in the way 
of doing a good job.*

In this unit, people are too busy to invest
time in improvement.*

There is simply no time for reflection in this unit.*

Building Block 2:
concrete Learning processes
and practices

Experimentation

This unit experiments frequently with new
ways of working.

This unit experiments frequently with new
product or service offerings.

This unit has a formal process for conducting
and evaluating experiments or new ideas.

This unit frequently employs prototypes or
simulations when trying out new ideas.

Information Collection

This unit systematically collects 
information on:

• competitors

• customers

• economic and social trends

• technological trends

This unit frequently compares its
performance with that of:

• competitors

• best-in-class organizations.

Analysis

This unit engages in productive conflict and
debate during discussions.

This unit seeks out dissenting views during
discussions.

This unit never revisits well-established
perspectives during discussions.*

This unit frequently identifies and discusses
underlying assumptions that might affect key
decisions.

This unit never pays attention to different
views during discussions.* 

Education and Training

Newly hired employees in this unit receive
adequate training.

Experienced employees in this unit receive:

• periodic training and training updates

• training when switching to a new position

• training when new initiatives are launched.

In this unit, training is valued.

In this unit, time is made available for
education and training activities. 

Information Transfer

This unit has forums for meeting with and
learning from:

• experts from other departments, teams, 
or divisions

• experts from outside the organization

• customers and clients

• suppliers.

This unit regularly shares information with
networks of experts within the organization.

This unit regularly shares information with
networks of experts outside the organization.

This unit quickly and accurately
communicates new knowledge to key
decision makers.

7.2 
Learning Organisation Questionnaire 

This diagnostic survey, which you take online, is designed to help you determine how well your company functions as a learning organization. The
complete interactive version, available at los.hbs.edu, includes all the self-assessment statements below; they are divided into three sections, each
representing one building block of the learning organization. In the first two blocks, your task is to rate, on a seven-point scale, how accurately each
statement describes the organizational unit in which you work. In the third block, your task is to rate how often the managers (or manager) to whom you
report exemplify the behavior described.

Dynamic scoring online synthesizes your ratings (some are reverse-scored because they reflect undesirable behaviors; these are marked with *) and yields
an estimated score for each building block and subcomponent. Synthesized scores are then converted to a zero-to-100 scale for ease of comparison
with other people in your unit and other units in your organization. In addition, you can compare your scores with benchmark data that appear online.

Source: Garvin, Edmondson and Gino, 2008
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