Where did a 01
learning culture
come from?

Context

Those who work in the area of people afidsdrganiZational develop-
ment need to be clear about what adearning ‘etlture is. The term
is being increasingly bandied aboug with loeser and looser meaning
attached. It is clearly a good thingy= bugpve’ do not know how good
or why!

The purpose of this chaptér is tdfakKe the concept of organizational
culture back to its rogts and thén situate the concept of a learning
culture within that@rame. Wht is clear is that these two terms are
not the same, but'the corfditions for the latter depend to a huge extent
on the nature of'the fOrmer. Poor organizational cultures with a lack
of trust and disengaged staff, with a climate of fear at their heart, will
never build the corditions for a learning culture, or sustain one.

That is not to say that a learning culture has nothing to do with
learning. In the case study later in the chapter, I trace how a learning
leader can work with the organization to build that culture, and there
is much in the remit of a learning team that can make a huge differ-
ence in favour of or against a learning culture.

The trajectory of the chapter takes us through Josh Bersin and
Towards Maturity’s models for developing a learning culture and
offers up Marcia Connor’s learning culture self-audit to help the
reader shape their ideas and assist them on the vital first steps of
the learning culture journey. Microsoft is used as an example of an
organization transforming rapidly and consciously, under the watch-
ful and dynamic eye of their new CEQ, into a highly complex learning
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organization, as the company builds a deep and organization-wide
learning culture. A short case study is then offered to show the jour-
ney one organization took from a traditional attitude to learning to
a serious and nascent learning culture.

All of the elements listed above provide some indication of the way
to move forward if you are committed to redefining the culture of
your organization and building a strong learning culture. No element
has all the answers and there is no magic formula, but the combina-
tion of insights should help you along that journey.

The link between organizational culture and
learning culture

What is organizational culture?

As soon as anyone speaks about‘0rganizaetonal culture, one name
leaps out from the extensive bibliography’of the subject. That person
really defined the field alm@sp40 y€ars’ago: the MIT Professor Edgar
H Schein. His seminal9ook onlshe topic, Organizational Culture
and Leadership, is nOw in igsfifth edition, having first been published
in the 1980s. Edgar Schéwn’s son Peter co-authored the fifth edition
(2016) and points ouf the trajectory of organizational culture across
those 40 years. That*Concept has morphed from ‘being something
everyone at work ad a vague sense was guiding behaviour’ to being
‘touted as a firm’s greatest virtue, [and] being leveraged for strate-
gic change’ (Schein, 2016). What was once barely articulated is now
eagerly debated and actively managed. What emerged with hardly
any conscious manipulation is now shared, developed and cultivated.
What was implicit is now increasingly, and deliberately, explicit.

In a celebrated book that builds on Schein’s research and ideas,
Cultures and Organizations: Software of the mind (Hofstede, Hofstede
and Minkov, 2010), the authors point out that each person absorbs
many layers of culture. It is not a single thing or a single experience.
It has many layers. The first layer emanates from the country or coun-
tries an individual belongs to, and their region or ethnic group also has
considerable impact on defining who someone is. Gender plays a part,
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as does the generation that the person belongs to. Their social class
and occupation are also critical. The final level is ‘the way employees
have been socialized by their work organization’ (Hofstede, Hofstede
and Minkov, 2010). This comes a long way down the scale of influence
and is the last significant cultural influence. It is, therefore, impossible
to discuss learning culture without at least an acknowledgment of the
role that all our cultural experiences play and how they inform and
engage with organizational culture, in particular.

The software of the mind refers to the mental constructs and
assumptions that we all build, in order to make sense of the world
and our place within it. It is a unique attribute of human beings. And
it is no less prevalent in an organization than jn any other manifes-
tation of culture. These mental models are built‘oug®f a number of
elements. Schein lists 12 of them. They, %@nge frofw small, observ-
able norms of behaviour, such as when, _c6lleagues greet each other,
to formal rituals and celebrationg,which.dnclude rites of passage,
and traditions established when projects finish or rituals surround-
ing outstanding endeavour o, rewafd and promotion. It includes
‘espoused values’, which define explicitly the nature of the organiza-
tion. Google’s exhortatter, ‘dent/be evil’, is an example of one such
value. They help define thesules by which the organization operates,
and the climatebeoth inside the workplace for its workforce as well as
how the organizZatioa. is experienced by customers and by outsiders
(Schein, 2016: 56-58).

But what is organizational culture in the first place? Schein favours
a dynamic definition of culture. He sees it as: ‘The accumulated
shared learning of that group as it solves its problems of external
adaptation and internal integration; which has worked well enough
to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members
as the correct way to perceive, think, feel, and behave in relation to
those problems’ (Schein, 2016: 61).

The process therefore has ‘accumulated learning’ at its heart as
‘beliefs, values, and behavioural norms’ are absorbed and adopted
to the point that they are unconscious in the organization and the
individual (Schein, 2016: 61). At this point they become a way
of being, rather than a way of knowing. But this process is never
concluded. As circumstances change, the culture evolves and adapts
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almost seamlessly as new problems are solved, new people arrive or
the external environment changes.

Schein has continued to explore organizational culture over a number
of decades and his model has become — if anything — more complex
over the years. But one factor is consistent throughout his research, and
that is his belief in the primacy of the CEO. In an interview with Tim
Kuppler, which is on Schein’s Organizational Culture and Leadership
Institute website (www.scheinocil.org), he claims that: ‘if you are really
dealing with a cultural variable, like the degree to which it is construc-
tive, you really have to start with the CEO. You cannot change culture
in the middle... the culture piece is owned by the CEO, whether he or
she admits it or not.” This simple but striking point can be illustrated
by looking at the huge changes in workplace culpure indMicrosoft since
Satya Nadella took over the running of the‘eompanyt

The change of CEO at Microsoft

Satya Nadella became the €EO€s6£"Microsoft in February 2014,
replacing Steve Ballmeg, Who had(been appointed by Bill Gates in the
early days of the cofipany and*took over the CEO role from him in
2000. Ballmer had.signdlled his intention to retire in August 2013
and that six-mofith seateh for a replacement had led to much specu-
lation about whoweuld be named as his successor. The role was
seen as slightly toxic as Microsoft was underperforming; however,
many outstanding CEOs had been touted for the role including the
former CEO of Ford, and CEO of Boeing Commercial Airplanes Alan
Mulally, who is now on the Google board of directors. But when
the name emerged, it was greeted with a degree of astonishment. Up
until that moment, Nadella had been a well-respected senior execu-
tive in the company running the Cloud Services division. He was not
a Ballmer insider, and was not well known to the outside world...
and he had never run a company. So, the naming of Nadella sent
shockwaves through the tech industry sector. The appointment was
perceived as a signal that big changes were needed at the company
and that a seismic shift for Microsoft was about to occur. Many saw
this as putting the future of the company at risk.
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Although Ballmer had grown revenues by 300 per cent and doubled
profits during his tenure, Microsoft’s share price had stalled. It was no
longer the poster child of Wall Street. While still being a huge, profit-
able corporation, its growth was slowing down and it appeared to
rely on, essentially, ‘old’ technologies for the majority of that revenue
(Nazario, 2014; Curtis, 2013). In a world gravitating from the desk-
top PC to the smartphone, Microsoft was locked into the past, and its
attempts to gain a foothold, initially with its own Windows phones
and then its purchase of Nokia, were both seen as expensive failures.
Indeed, when Ballmer had been shown the first iPhone in a TV inter-
view in 2007, he treated it as an alien object, and was reluctant to even
touch it. And finally, having given it a cursory glance, he declared that
it would fail in the market as no one wouldWant a“phone that did
not have a proper keyboard with real key$i/Fhat snterview appeared,
particularly in retrospect, to sum up Bdllmer as Someone who simply
‘did not get it’. And Microsoft wasg,s¢én by \many as a failing giant.
No one was very surprised when Ballmer stepped down, but the
appointment of Nadella was,ax¢ompléeely different story.

In stark contrast with, Microséfe%vas the fate of its once fierce
competitor Apple — ghe“mveatér of the touchscreen smartphone.
Apple’s revenues h@d rocketed after the 2007 iPhone launch, and
that process oferapid adeption created a shift away from tethered
computers to a ‘Supet @omputer in your pocket’. The rapid shift to
wireless and mobile*€omputing became a defining moment both in
terms of technology and a younger generation’s dominant lifestyle. So
successful was this process that, in 2017, over two-thirds of Apple’s
entire company revenue came from iPhone sales. And its computer
operating system, MACos, a competitor to the ubiquitous Windows
environment, kept ahead of Windows and was updated every year.
But unlike Windows the new version had been given away as a free
download to its customers for many years so the vast majority of
customers were up to date, and this simplified processes. Microsoft
had to manage multiple iterations of its operating system, some of
which (notably Windows XP) were nearly 10 years old. This turna-
bout in Apple’s fortunes transitioned it from a niche player into the
largest company in the world by market capitalization, a status once
occupied by Microsoft at the turn of the 21st century.
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Fast Company published an extensive interview with Nadella by
Harry McCracken, the technology editor for the journal (McCracken,
2017). It is a sympathetic portrait of a CEO who is in the process
of transforming that company. During his brief tenure, Nadella has
already added $250 billion to the value of the company. This is a
remarkable achievement in its own right, particularly as most of that
revenue has come from new products and services, but this is not the
focus of the article on Nadella; it concentrates not on his business
strategy, but on cultural change inside the company.

The article recounts how, before he had his first executive meet-
ing, he asked his senior management team to read one book:
Marshall Rosenberg’s Nonviolent Communicagtion (2015). It is a
book about the power of empathy and indicates” hogan individual
can develop sensitivity towards others. Wagh-chaptér headings such
as ‘Communication that blocks comfassion?, “Observing without
evaluating’, and ‘Expressing appregiation ifhgon-violent communi-
cation’, it espouses a four-part gommunigation model that involves:
‘what I observe’ and ‘what yom, 6bseive’; ‘how 1 feel” and ‘how you
feel’; ‘what I need or valuetdnd ‘what*you need or value’, and finally
‘the concrete actions k'wWouldaike taken’ and ‘the concrete actions
you would like takén’. These afe expressed in terms such as ‘would
you be willing gow.?’ (Roschberg, 2015: 266), rather than handing
out instructions.”Tt wotld have been the clearest signal possible, to
Nadella’s top exeglitives, that things were going to be different, and
the new culture in"Microsoft would be far less abrasive and much
more empathetic. The interviewer sums this up as:

Nadella’s approach is gentler. He believes human beings are wired to

have empathy, and that’s essential not only for creating harmony at work
but also for making products that will resonate. “You have to be able to
say, “Where is this person coming from?”” he says. ‘“What makes them
tick? Why are they excited or frustrated by something that is happening,
whether it’s about computing or beyond computing?”’ (McCracken, 2017)

In Nadella’s time as CEO a whole raft of new products have appeared,
both hardware and software, and the company has shifted its focus
to the cloud and cloud-based services. Alongside the new approach
inside the organization has been a new alignment outside. Nadella is
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as interested in how a Kenyan internet café is leveraging Microsoft
products and services, as he is in domestic corporate use. He is as
proud of a book-reading software application, developed by a team
in the Microsoft Research Centre in Istanbul, as he is in Redmond-
developed software. His vision is holistic, and he appears to care
about making the world a better place. And this new focus seems to
be paying off handsomely. It is also hard, talking to Microsoft staff,
to find anyone who has a harsh word to say about Nadella. He is
widely respected and, just as Schein indicated, the culture has changed
from the top and is now resonating through the whole company. This
makes very good business sense and has created a sense of purpose
and mission for the company, once again.

Nadella is a serial learner. His office is fillb'of bBoks; he reads
constantly and expects his staff to as wéll~Andrhiss interests range
far more broadly than the technologfiseCtont® Which he belongs.
This is clear from his choice of MatghallLRosenberg’s book for his
senior staff. So, at the heart ofs Microsgifnow, is engagement with
the world, attempting to leagh, from‘ethers and stay in touch with
changes in Africa as mueh,@s in #¥ashington State, together with a
strong remit to learn faseer and toshare. At the heart of the organiza-
tion that Nadella is(buildingyis¥a fundamental learning culture, from
top to bottomgthat willieniable the company to react far faster to
changes in its external environment than it was able to in the past.

Organizational culture and learning culture

We need to be able to differentiate between organizational culture
and learning culture. They are clearly related, but they are, equally
clearly, not the same thing. In this respect, it is useful to begin by
discussing the work of the celebrated University of Pennsylvania
Professor of Anthropology Greg Urban. He muses in an article that
he wrote in 2007 about the continuities and differences between car
models as they evolve over time (Urban, Baskin and Kyung-Koh,
2007). His focus is the 2004 Jeep Grand Cherokee. Car manufactur-
ers always tout a revised model as ‘new’, but invariably it has the
look and feel of the manufacturer, as well as the previous evolutions
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of the brand in past model years. Urban notes this seeming contra-
diction, and then explains it in cultural terms by redefining the
concept of a ‘shared cultural model’. Ironically, when corporations
are shown those evident ‘cultural continuities’ they are disappointed!
They prefer the image that constant reinvention suggests: ‘Even when
continuity is patent... they tout newness and innovation, seemingly
denying the powerful role of the past as a force shaping the present.

This perception encouraged the author to reject the enduring
concept of organizational culture developed and refined over the last
50 years. The ‘shared culture model’, similar to the definition given
by Edgar Schein above, is replaced by a more complex and uneven
idea of culture. Urban sees culture almost as a yirus. It is contagious
and passes from person to person but unevenlyaSome™get completely
contaminated, while others are not touched'aedll. It ¢an also leap from
one community or geography to anothervetry fastyand the patterns of
contagion are varied and complex. &e €alls.this ‘a circulatory model’
because the transmission of culttre is¢un€ven. Permeation is not
consistent as people absorb myths inyvarying degrees, and as cultural
elements are absorbed theydre reshaped in the same way that stories
are reshaped in the telingrand, their movement is complex, straying
often beyond their définéd greuping into new areas. In Urban’s words:
‘The myth told byab'to c4s 10t precisely the same as the myth told by
a to b... This is dlsoa premise of much of the research on globaliza-
tion of culture’ (Uchan, Baskin and Kyung-Koh, 2007).

For Urban, we ¢an surmise that a learning culture is a natural
cross-check inside an organization; it maintains, but also holds to
account, the overall organizational culture. It does this by reference
to the outside world. A learning culture seeks meaning and refer-
ence from outside and ensures that knowledge and insight gained
is rapidly transmitted around the organization. A strong learning
culture is the antidote and the enabler of Urban’s ‘circulatory model’.
It holds the culture to account, while also acting as the transmission
medium for new ideas and new realities and the agent for change. So,
a learning culture feeds off organizational culture, but also ensures its
evolution and longevity. And in a fast-changing world, it may be the
only way that alignment can be maintained inside an organization,
and between an organization and the outside world.
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That is the reason I developed the idea of an organizational gyro-
scope. It stands as a metaphor for the way that an organization
stays aligned, both internally and with the external environment.
Gyroscopes are stunning pieces of equipment that allow you to hold
one side without the device falling over. It keeps everything steady
and balanced and seems to defy gravity. Without gyroscopes planes
could not fly.

A gyroscope, like a modern organization, is in the process of
constant adjustment. And a learning culture stops an organization
collapsing because, when turbulence occurs, it helps the organiza-
tion regain its own equilibrium. That process of holding a culture to
account avoids atrophy and ultimately, therefore, avoids oblivion.
And as the world outside changes faster, the gyescop€becomes more
and more necessary as a tool to maintaifva’balance, while adjust-
ing to those external changes. It is, crifically, abelit moving forward
without too many shocks and wigheut todymuch turbulence. It is,
after all, always better to knowgwhich way=s up!

Building learning cultures: a conversation
with Naomij-tockwood

I spoke to Naomi Lgckwood, a learning and OD specialist with huge
experience of cofporate L&D in a career spanning roles in an NHS
Foundation Trust, a pharmaceutical company, and an examination
and testing body.

Her first point was to emphasize that the key to developing a
learning culture was to work hard to shift traditional and often
transactional training and development functions, into transforma-
tional learning and development (performance enhancing) teams.
It is often the case, in the former model, that what is on offer, as
learning, is a catalogue of courses that can be selected and taken.
Staff are often given the option of choosing around one or two a
year from the catalogue, making the choice sometimes on what looks
interesting, rather than what is useful in terms of their job skills.
In this instance, learning teams are on the fringes of the organiza-
tion, a long way from strategy development and the corporate centre,
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but nevertheless trying to do good work, without the traction or the
connection necessary to make a real difference.

Naomi has a track record of putting learning centre stage, and she
does this not by offering more of the same — a fatter catalogue — but
by developing cultures of learning across the whole organization. This
changes everything, fundamentally, in terms of the role of the learn-
ing team and requires a shift in perception from them, the corporate
centre and the rest of the organization.

This transition for learning teams is about working in partnership
with the organization, by helping to achieve its goals and aspirations,
rather than operating as an independent group outside the dominant
direction of travel of the organization as a whole. In other words,
learning strategies have to be developed thafihet omlyy support and
enable organizations, and the people withifthemgtelperform at their
best and achieve their potential, but tofexténd ¢hat’role into building
cultures of learning. She believes that\@*leaching culture is owned by
everyone and built by everyoneglt'¢anngtbe imposed.

In Naomi’s experience, thregcriticalélements are required to build
a learning culture and they it in €63 convenient acronym: ART. A
learning culture develops®*when{the learning is in Alignment, has
Relevance and is Tifgely.

Alignment

This is a baseline for learning strategy: whatever learning is offered,
it has to be completely aligned and contribute to the achievement of
the organizational strategy. The way that you ensure this is by really
getting under the skin of the organization at multiple levels — by asking
questions such as: what is the organization’s fundamental purpose
and what is it trying to achieve? What are the frameworks of expec-
tation here (job descriptions, performance management frameworks,
strategies, values frameworks, competency frameworks)? What do
people need to know that will help them get things done? What is
stopping them now? How is learning viewed by key stakeholders?

If learning professionals do not understand these expectations, it
is unlikely that whatever they build will ultimately be fit for purpose.
Naomi’s approach, therefore, goes further than arguing for an ‘on
paper’ alignment between the organizational strategy and that of the
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learning team. Her model calls for an alignment of language, align-
ment to organizational culture and individual aspirations, and to the
key performance indicators (KPIs) of the business.

Alignment is the key to shifting learning from its position on the
periphery, in terms of perception and impact, to one of a core contrib-
utor of value. And shifting the output of learning from individual
choice to a corporate and strategic imperative makes it a key player
that can reinforce and enable the strategic direction of the company.

Relevance

Relevance is also a fundamental component. Learning has to directly
help people execute their role, and it shoul@enhauCe their perfor-
mance. It is verging on self-indulgence ,iffthis js™et the focus. In
addition, any learning organization ha§,to’take acCount of and build
on how people learn in practice, beth“inside and out of work. This
means understanding where they g0 togglve problems, gain knowl-
edge and skills, and use this ditectionsdfitravel to help build capability.
This is the point where greater intégeation occurs between the formal
learning programme, ¢informal’@nd social learning, together with
learning on the job{in éssengeythe 70:20:10 model).

As people’s aecess to iiformation and technology changes, both at
work and at horfie, the'modes of learning provided by the workplace
should also evolyg™In an app-centric, mobile and Google-search
dominated world, 6ur learning is immediate, delivered at the moment
of need and is sufficient for our purpose. It should be no less impact-
ful when learning at work.

It is also important to figure out who is doing the learning and
for what purpose. There are many instances in classroom-based or
virtual classroom learning where a participant says, ‘I am not sure
why I am here, but I was sent here by my manager’. These are the
people who often do not see or understand the relevance of the learn-
ing for them, and it is of questionable value for them. They are hardly
present.

When people undertake self-directed learning — from Googling
something to watching a YouTube video — it is usually perceived as rele-
vant because the purpose is clear: it is to solve an immediate problem,
answer a pressing question, or gain an alternative, expert viewpoint.
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An L&D team needs to build on these insights. Organizations that
wish to develop cultures of learning need to adapt to the needs and
the current experience of their learners and this often means mini-
mizing the times you send people away on training courses. The key
role for an L&D team is to enhance relevant learning, not multiply
the instances of irrelevant learning. The team can add most value by
understanding and engaging with what the individual does outside
the workplace. There is an apparently unstoppable trend towards self-
directed learning and augmenting it in line with organizational strategy
and individual development goals. Learning needs always exceed what
it is possible for the organization to deliver, so the learners have to
remain in the driving seat in order to work out their own priorities.

Timeliness

Timeliness is the third pillar andeis¢@ crueial element of the full
process. It is possible to exploit the pageof technological develop-
ment to prioritize Just in time” leatming. This is simply fulfilling
expectations rather than deing arything radically new. L&D teams
can add value to people‘and opgahizations by ensuring anything they
curate, contextualiZe} develep“or deliver happens at the right time
for the right peeple. Thé\oCus should be on getting it to the right
people at the right tiine, rather than imposing a fixed timetable of
delivery or dishingdowt learning on a ‘the more the better’ principle.

One example of old and new thinking is how induction for new start-
ers is handled. The focus should be on timely delivery of what is needed
to ensure the individual gets up to speed as quickly as possible, thereby
ensuring optimum performance in the shortest possible time. Booking
someone on a face-to-face induction two months after they start work,
because the programme needs a minimum number to be viable, and
then delivering set content, regardless of need or concern, is largely
ineffective and a waste of time and money. Induction should be timely,
targeted and individualized in order to add real value and do what it is
supposed to do, ie introduce staff to the organization that they have just
joined and prepare them for a specific role within it. That is what the
organization needs from induction. It is more useful than setting up a
three-day face-to-face course regardless, and then running it once every
three months, irrespective of how many people started work and when.
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Using the ART model

How do you use the ART model? In other words, how do you work
out what Aligned, Relevant and Timely means in your organization’s
terms? The key to this is to build strong links between the learning
organization and the rest of the business and thoroughly engage. And
the best way to do that, in multiple industries and different-sized
organizations, is to take the time to engage at multiple levels, and
then listen carefully to what you are being told.

She found that surveying every member of staff to understand
what would make the most difference to them was hugely profitable.
The focus was always on what would enhance%people’s performance
and help them realize their potential — not asking thémJwhat training
they would like, or worse, attempting 6, Sell programmes that had
been pre-agreed by the learning team_into theNorganization. Instead
of creating a long wish list to add\to th@ytraining catalogue, it is
imperative to try to understapd, whereSehe blockers to performance
lie and deal with them firsts

She also spent time edgaging, sénior leaders, including the board,
through a process ofsdnquiry @ad’conversation, trying to understand
their vision for leasiing and development and beginning to articulate
that on their behalf: She used the frame of learning to understand and
reflect back the orggfiizdation to key influencers.

In large organizations, Naomi has used the World Café approach
invented by Juanita Brown. This enabled groups ranging from 10 to
over 500 participants to have coherent and focused discussions on
specific topics. World Café is a defined process that encourages groups
to build on each other’s insights rather than work separately. The
process has multiple benefits, including getting quickly to a shared
vision, and creating an organizational buzz about the power and poten-
tial of organizational learning, while also generating lots of data. If the
focus is on learning it can reveal what a learning culture needs to look
like in the context of a specific organization. And that provides a simple
agenda for action. Once agree, it is then possible to create a compre-
hensive plan for the development and the activity of the learning team.

This collection of data, together with trying to understand the
evolving organizational context, is a continuing rather than a one-
off process. In addition, it is important to identify people in the rest
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of the business who simply ‘get it’. They are the trendsetters and the
influencers, and they usually have an acute sense of what needs to
be done. These are the ones who should be recruited as champions
and spokespeople to sell the ideas and the benefits of learning to the
rest of the organization and act as role models. This coalition can go
a long way to ensuring that learning and the learning team remain
aligned, relevant and timely.

In addition to this process of securing an agenda and build-
ing relevance into the L&D offering, and core to the underpinning
philosophy discussed above, are three critical enablers of any success-
ful learning culture. The first of these is to secure the backing and
active support of leaders and managers. Secondly, the organization
needs to develop reflective practitioners alongside th€ythird enabler,
which is an engaged and proactive L&D téant.

On more than one occasion in thisd€hapterityias been acknowl-
edged that leaders and managers age ‘€rucial’to the development and
future success of any learningculture.dit*hey do not take it seri-
ously or flagrantly disregard thie,Behaviours, success going forward is
almost impossible. As an g¢xdmplefgu6ted by Naomi, when you hear
staff in organizations argtiing shdtsthey do not have time for learning
it often masks a cofiflict with their line manager. When you explore
a little more deeplyyit is the Tine manager who has no time for learn-
ing rather than His gethter staff. In this instance, individuals feel they
dare not engage informal learning as it is a career-limiting activity. It
is, after all, managérs who dedicate resources and investment within
their teams, and often decide on promotion or reward.

Where leaders and managers are on board, they often create a
positive climate for the learning and development of their staff. This
does not mean merely signing off training request forms via an LMS,
but rather understanding what kind of learning will enhance perfor-
mance, meet individual motivation and unleash potential. And the
best leaders and managers approach this holistically and understand
that all solutions should include both formal and informal learning
as part of a balanced mix, and couple learning with other kinds of
challenges to help individuals move forward in their career.

These managers and leaders are the ones who encourage and
support continuing development throughout the organization, partly
by offering sponsorship, and partly by what they say and what they
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do. The opposite is also true: their negative behaviour can wreck
any initiatives. If they are not brought on board, and if they see little
value in what L&D is offering, or its positive impact on the team’s
performance, their opposition is almost impossible to overcome.

The second enabler is the need to develop reflective practitioners.
If any learning culture is to flourish, there is a real need to reflect on
what has been learned. This is partly about quietly trying to work
out how the new skills or insights might be used to overcome some
of the current work challenges, but also to think about how learn-
ing can challenge current assumptions. At a time when organizations
need to become more adaptable and agile to survive, building reflec-
tive practitioners should be core to this process. We also know that
the brain needs quiet time to process and biild”strgfig connections
as it tries to make sense of the world (RofakSociet¥#2011). And it is
also clear that reflective practitioners should netjiiSt emerge from the
senior leadership. Organizations need YefleCtiye practitioners spread
throughout the business.

An essential element of anygdearningiorganization is an established
belief that learning is impOrtant{and should happen all over the
place, all the time, and{not be £0€used on courses. The concept of the
reflective practition€r implies that any insights gathered, and learn-
ing nuggets colleetéd, cdn be captured, discussed and disseminated
and find their wdy quickly into work. The aim is to encourage better
and better perforatarnce, essentially owned and driven by everyone in
the organization. The CEO of the UK’s Learning and Performance
Institute, Edmund Monk (2017), described it simply as ‘learning is
everywhere’.

Creating an environment where people are true citizens of a learn-
ing culture means that for them, each interaction, conversation,
meeting and exchange is seen as a learning opportunity. There is a
role for L&D teams in supporting and disseminating this. For exam-
ple, they can offer practical guidance on how to encourage reflective
practice. Reflection time can be encouraged at the end of a meet-
ing, before everyone leaves the room, maybe only for five minutes,
to discuss and consider what is agreed has been learned. L&D can
encourage staff to keep journals, video logs or simply write down
insights on sticky notes before they are forgotten. Allocating time
at the beginning or end of a day (or both) just to think about what
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you have learned, or what you need to accomplish, can be perfor-
mance enhancing and developmental. These things are small nudges
in themselves, but contribute hugely to developing and reinforcing
that culture, as they evolve into corporate habits and become the
way the organization does things and defines part of the organiza-
tion’s values.

The third aspect is the evolution of the learning team. In order to
keep up with changing technology, increasing complexity, globaliza-
tion and the nature of work itself, learning teams must change. Every
element of what they do has to be reviewed and modified. Their
focus shifts to concentrate on how the organization can be helped to
perform better, not how many courses can be run in a given time span.

In Naomi’s experience, she has often found&hat waditional L&D
teams are made up of trainers delivering,é@ursesgoften without any
alignment to organizational strategy. £yefi mere Timiting are those
teams consisting of (often very enthusiastic) k& D professionals who
simply commission other (oftengexternalylb&D professionals and act
only as form processors andyadminjsteators. They are at two stages
removed from the directin,0f tradeh6t their organization.

The growth of L&Dyasa prefeSsion, and the enabling of the role of
L&D professionals€hould e predicated on their ability to facilitate
organizational leasning, @nd encourage, sustain and enhance cultures
of learning. It is impeoitant to build both the capacity and the capabil-
ity of internal team$,Wherever possible, so that they can get alongside
their organizations’ to ensure that learning is aligned, relevant and
timely. It is almost impossible to outsource that process.

The skills of the new L&D professional are different to those of
traditional trainers, and include: facilitation skills, research skills,
marketing skills, influencing skills, digital content development, cura-
tion skills and creative skills. However, that skill set should go further
to include process skills, such as working in partnership or stakeholder
management, together with coaching and performance optimization,
as well as programme management, user design, user data analysis,
and even selling or negotiation skills. Finally, all learning profession-
als now need a deep understanding of how to encourage, sustain and
promote the power of learning through experience.

If, ultimately, L&D teams are there to optimize performance (indi-
vidual, team and organization) they have to understand how to work
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with leaders and managers to help them improve the performance of
their teams. Ultimately, the ability to work with leaders and managers to
shift the needle will encourage lots of small conversations to take place
all over the organization that focus on performance. The implication is
that these discussions will occur at regular intervals and should replace
large, unwieldy appraisal conversations that happen once a year. The
generation of a learning culture has the L&D team at its heart but they
do not own it. This is a fundamental element of the new L&D function.

summary

By developing a culture that encourages aSkulg qffestions, reflec-
tion on practice and asking for feedback&most employees are more
prepared to openly admit what they de n6t know and ask for help.
This in turn helps build trust andeenCourages widespread curiosity
and rapid innovation. This proeess’doespnet need much in the way
of formal structure, or people,with ‘specific roles, to manage it. It
emerges naturally out of ¢th&day<€o-day interactions among staff, in
their teams, and with gheir magadgers and leaders.

In the light of this, the #/@l¢”of the learning team becomes much
more about thesContext@ialiZation of learning and making resources
available at the Fightfimae and for the right duration. These teams no
longer post ‘playliSts®of courses but create personalized and focused
learning. This shifts L&D from the periphery to the centre of the
organization. It encourages staff to act differently and do their work
more effectively. Therefore, the process enables the organization as
a whole to respond to change and manage it better. In an increas-
ingly volatile external environment this process becomes an essential
element rather than a luxury.

Learning and innovation

Depending on the context, it is sometimes necessary to practice L&D
by stealth. Learning must sometimes be aligned with the risky edge
of innovation. It should be encouraging experimentation within a
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safe space and helping those staff who have traditionally focused on
always getting it right, to find the right place and the right oppor-
tunity to take small risks and mount small experiments and accept
getting some things wrong. The aim is not to jeopardize the core
business but to enhance it in a systematic way — by creating patterns
of inquiry, learning and reflection that occur around the core, with
minimum disruption, until the core itself is changed.

The creation of a learning culture is, in practice, a fundamen-
tal shift that emerges from and also changes the overall culture of
the organization. Building cultures of learning increases the switch
towards recognizing the power of learning that is more social, infor-
mal, aligned, relevant and timely. It is embedded in the way people
behave and helps shape how people react in that'culetite. In this way
it becomes part of the fabric of the organization.

‘Building a culture of learning’ does®develop agile staff who have
a collaborative mindset and a willinghess to/share. These are the
by-products of the process. Staff ¥0cus¢miore on what needs to be
done and admit what they doMmot know and seek help to get things
right. This in turn helps build tru§geahd encourages the widespread
asking of questions. ThisdoessnOt need much in the way of formal
structures, or people) withgspe€ific roles to manage this process; it
emerges naturaly.out Of the day-to-day interactions of staff in
their teams and “withg their managers and leaders. Learning, there-
fore, becomes ungdustious behaviour for the vast majority of staff.
Learning is increasingly informal, shared and supported throughout
the organization. The end result is increasing resilience and agility in
the face of change, as well as a more stable and committed staff base
right across the world. In many ways, these are the elements that
become the strongest indicators of learning culture in action.

Developing a learning culture using
Marcia’s Conner’s inventory of a learning
organization

Marcia Conner is a US-based writer, consultant and blogger. She
focuses on organizational and social change and describes her
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work as ‘ensuring organizational cultures don’t suck, where people
can work together and tap into how they learn so they can attain
personal and professional success. I refer to this as “being human at
work”” (www.marciaconner.com/about). She has written widely on
collaborative work and learning, including a 2004 book on learning
culture (Conner, 2004). In that book, as part of her work on learn-
ing cultures, she developed a simple inventory for a learning culture
self-audit. It comprises a series of questions that indicate whether an
organization is pro- or anti-learning culture and to what degree.

She lists 13 pro-learning culture statements and 13 oppositional (anti-
learning culture) statements, which the individual is asked to rank on
a 1 to 5 scale where 1 is no, and 5 is a firm yes (http://marciaconner.
com/assess/learning-culture-audit). The instrumént’ will*do two things.
Firstly, it creates a framework that definesSthe” paratheters of a learn-
ing culture. For example, a learning efiltife hasyah environment for
extended conversations, reflection @nd” shafed’ learnings and where
personal and organizational learningis comsideéred important. Essentially
a non-learning culture is the«Qpposite-Conversation is about blaming
and scapegoating; energy ds\attributéd*to profit and corporate success,
and information is shared*on.a\eed-to-know basis only. The scores
from both columns€are tallied and they indicate the propensity for a
pro-learning cultute/or afanti-learning culture, and the strength of that
preference. The qUestiornaire will also allow an organization to track its
progress over timebyanswering the questions again after, for example, a
process has been instituted in the organization.

Conner also suggests that any contentious area or areas should
be highlighted for further discussion and debate. So, the inventory is
not just a static instrument but a development platform to encourage
organizations to build a learning culture and establish a simple bench-
mark to judge progress. There is much to commend in its simplicity.
But this is a complex area and it may not add up to a learning culture
if all the boxes are ticked.

Marcia Conner’s parameters

The model of learning culture that Conner implies in her series of
questions essentially comprises four key critical elements. The first is
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about challenge and questions. A learning culture is embodied in a
propensity to ask questions and tell positive stories inside the work-
place; secondly, that culture allows for reflexion and experimentation.
Thirdly, learning is not just valued but encouraged and supported;
and, finally, a learning culture exists when managers debate and
challenge each other and set themselves rigorous self-development
targets. These four elements offer a useful counter-balance to Naomi
Lockwood’s ART model, where learning is aligned, relevant and
timely. But we still do not have all the answers.

Looking wider: Kofman, Bersin and Towards
Maturity

Three new perspectives will help pulltogetherthe strands of learning
culture and enable us to come mught¢losertedefining not only what
a learning culture is but how jiflis possible to build and sustain that
culture.

We can dramatically.broaden “Qtir perspective by examining a
seminal 1993 paper<by “FreddK6tman and Peter Senge, published
by the American=Managénient Association. The article is called
‘Communities ¢f Commitment: The heart of learning organizations’.
It helps us think moféydeeply about the nature of a learning culture.
Both Conner andfFeckwood are programmatic in their definitions.
Do these things and a learning culture will emerge. In the same, but
more complicated way, Senge (1990) defined a learning organiza-
tion in terms of five disciplines to follow, 10 learning disabilities to
overcome and 11 rules to acknowledge in The Fifth Discipline (see
Chapter 2).

Kofman (Kofman and Senge, 1993) shares a very different perspec-
tive and argues for a much more holistic view. It is from this broader
perspective that a learning culture emerges. He believes that organi-
zations are held captive by increasing fragmentation and competition
that is deeply built into our culture and our companies. His starting
point is the very nature of work. Only when work has been redesigned
as a learning process, and a learning experience, so that, in the words
of Harold Jarche, ‘learning is work and work is learning’, will the
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rudiments of a learning culture emerge (https://jarche.com). People
at work, in his view, should always be exploring, experimenting and
debating what they do, and there needs to be safe spaces to share the
outcomes of those conversations, fuelled by what Kofman refers to as
‘generative conversations’: conversations that question fundamental
assumptions about practice. It is a narrative that constantly creates
new opportunities to learn and new opportunities to improve work
process.

Building learning organizations, we are discovering, requires basic

shifts in how we think and interact. The changes go beyond individual
corporate cultures, or even the culture of Western management; they
penetrate the bedrock assumptions and habits of ‘eur culture as a whole.
We are also discovering that moving forward is'an exereise in personal

commitment and community building. (Kefatan and Senge, 1993)

We are a long way from a list of things'to do; we even move outside
the sphere and scope of business, andyinto the heart of Western
culture! The problem with this perspective is where do we start? It
would appear that learningeultdzes€merges from a radical shift in
organizational culture;wwhich ifisturn emerges from a radical shift
in societal beliefs.€At ‘whag, point can we break into that closed
circle?

Bersin by DelGittesproduced an important report in 2010, ‘High-
Impact Learning Qlture’, written by the principal analyst David
Mallon (2010). It is based on interviews and a survey that reached
out to 40,000 training, HR and business leaders. The conclusions
are the outcome of detailed statistical analysis. The main conclu-
sion, which is clearly demonstrated by the evidence presented, is that
creating a strong culture of learning increases business performance.
Finally, the report case studies a number of companies where this is
evident.

The report outlines 40 practices of high-impact learning cultures
and claims that organizations can intentionally strengthen their
learning culture by implementing those practices that are identified.
Furthermore, the change has to be driven by the leadership and the
culture needs to be constantly reinforced. Of his 40 practices, 25
must be owned by line management, eight by top management and
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seven can be implemented by HR or L&D. This business focus is a
constant throughout the report.

His fourth conclusion is that the nature of the business strategy
will change the nature of the learning culture. In other words, there is
no such thing as a specific and identifiable learning culture that holds
good for all organizations. Finally, the report concludes that a strong
learning culture improves business efficiency, which he encapsulates
into 10 critical business practices, such as learning agility, innovation,
customer responsiveness, etc.

Out of all this complexity, Bersin identifies six core traits that can
be observed as manifestations of a high-impact learning culture. And
all of these have been mentioned elsewhere in this book and emerge
directly from the case studies. The report descrbes &M environment
that: builds trust; encourages reflectionfiddémonstrates the value
of learning; enables knowledge sharing; €mpowers employees and
formalizes learning as a process. Employeesdieed to have an ability to
learn together with the motivation\to leatand the ability to acquire
new skills and, critically, applt, those skills or that knowledge into
improved business outcomies$? It is@-€latively simple model that has
more business-centric ¢hrust thafy others, but is less daunting than
Senge or Kofman.

Bersin’s repost operateSifrom a diametrically opposite stance to the
identifiable charadctesistics of a learning culture approach. He starts
with looking at suceesstul business strategies and defines 40 practices
that emerge out of'a successful business strategy. These are mapped
to the development of a learning culture. So, on the one hand, Bersin
plays down the checklist as being too simplistic, while simultaneously
arguing for a conscious development of a ‘culture of work’ using his
own simple model that is, essentially, a combination of inputs leading
to identified business outcomes. These inputs are the core compo-
nents of a learning culture, such as trust and reflection (listed above),
driven by leadership and management through their employees who
are motivated and able to learn, share and apply their knowledge.
It is a model that has much to commend it and it is underpinned by
both qualitative research and a number of detailed case studies.
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Towards Maturity and Laura Overton
interview

The final piece of the jigsaw lies in a 2017 report by Towards Maturity,
‘Driving the New Learning Organisation’, which was sponsored by
the Chartered Institute for Personnel Development. In the Foreword,
Peter Cheese, the CEO of CIPD notes:

There are signs that the climate for the emergence of the genuine
learning organisation has arrived. Principally, because learning itself has
not just gone through an evolution, but a revolution. We have moved
from an era when the course was the default learning approach, to one
where skills and capabilities are developed through accéssible and agile
methods. Learning can now be delivered in th& flow ofvivork, not just
in a classroom environment. Digital technologieSifacilitate learning
anytime, anywhere and data enablesNearningstosbe targeted to need.
(Daly and Overton, 2017: 4)

The research is based on th€ eyidenee@rom the annual State of Learn-
ing and Development sufey thatsis how completed by close to 1,000
companies and has beémgathering data since 2003. As a consequence,
there are now longitudinat benchmarks available. Towards Maturity’s
conclusions areSbasedfon the input from over 5,500 senior people
leaders from 55 cenafries (Daly and Overton, 2017: 15). This is a
significant reservoinof data to draw from. From this research, Towards
Maturity is able to isolate the ‘top deck’ performers who point the way
for other companies in terms of their advanced practice and business
performance. For Towards Maturity the clear distinction that emerges
from the top deck organizations is their ability to remake themselves,
and remain profitable and productive. A learning culture does appear
to be an integral component of the business success demonstrated by
these organizations.

I met with the CEO of Towards Maturity, Laura Overton, and she
highlighted a number of critical factors that emerged from the report.
It was clear from her research that a learning culture is not a facet
of individual behaviour or organizational process, but a dynamic
combination of both. There is no learning culture without identified
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behaviours leading to clear individual actions and a sense of respon-
sibility towards your colleagues. But that attitude to learning emerges
from the workplace values and processes. It is all about the way that
the organization functions, and that is a product of the behaviour of
teams and individuals as well as the processes and procedures estab-
lished by the company. For her, ‘It is much more about the outputs
rather than abstract definitions. We always begin with business meas-
ures of success, and then deconstruct that success back to behaviours,
values and attitudes.’

This is a similar process to the one used by Bersin and Associates.
What Towards Maturity discovered was that there is one fundamen-
tal core attribute of a learning organization with a strong learning
culture. And that is clarity of purpose. That pisposedsyclear to staff,
customers and stakeholders. There are, thén,five defimng characteris-
tics that bring that clarity of purpose #6,/if€ and\¢Ssentially, translate
it into action, process and businessestctess.

The first is having what Towards Maturity calls ‘an agile, digi-
tal infrastructure’. This is defined %8¢ ‘a virtual environment that
enables a fluid exchangeof knowlédge, ideas and the adaptation of
competence’ (Daly and " @verteng€2017: 8). Staff get instant help with
immediate work-ba§éd challenges and are encouraged to work effec-
tively together. In'fact, itis s€cond nature for them to collaborate and
share both succéSs aadwfailure. This digital infrastructure requires a
holistic people experience to make it work. In other words staff are
offered new opportunities to learn and grow and are encouraged to
innovate to improve the outputs of the company. This people experi-
ence requires a fully developed ecosystem that encourages growth and
development across the whole extended enterprise. This will include
‘board level accountability for organisational learning’ and the
promotion ‘of a culture of self-reliance’ (Daly and Overton, 2017: 8).

There are two other characteristics that Towards Maturity notes.
The first is what they call ‘intelligent decision making’. This is based
on three behaviours: performance analytics to drive performance and
the customer experience; clear business metrics that the company
wants to improve through learning, and a watchful eye on emerging
and best practice outside the organization.
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The final characteristic is continual engagement, defined as: ‘a
dynamic community that continually builds on business relation-
ships resulting in energy, resilience and growth’ (Daly and Overton,
2017: 9). The model is shown in Figure 1.2 and illustrates the
relationship between the core characteristic that binds everything
else together — clarity of purpose — and the five others that emerge
directly from it.

Essentially, Towards Maturity has identified an ambiance and a
culture that has, at its core, engaged staff, encouraged them to push
their own boundaries and, as a consequence, those of the organiza-
tion as a whole. The only possible way to achieve this is by building
learning into the heart of the employee experience, rather than as
an adjunct to it. This is very much the philgsephyaf the WD-40
Company (see Chapter 5), where staff greéteachsother with a single
question: “What did you learn today?’

Figure 1.2 Continual engagementmodel

ic people
xperience

Intelligent Thriving
decision making ecosystem

CLARITY
OF PURPOSE

Continual Agile, digital
engagement infrastructure
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At the end of the report, suggestions are made to help both busi-
ness leaders and learning leaders promote those six characteristics of
a learning culture. However, one quote from the head of Talent and
Organizational Development at the British Heart Foundation, Julie
Jones, encapsulates the spirit and thrust of the report. She argues
that ‘Ensuring learning is within the DNA of the organisation and
reinforcing the meaningful connection of learning to achieving organ-
isational goals gives less of a “nice to do” and more of a “must do”.
We want to become a “we just do”” (Daly and Overton, 2017: 34).

The introduction to the report takes us back to Senge and his
original vision, which is aligned to the new world of work. It claims
that “To effect real behavioural change in this new world of work, a
future-focused business needs to bring learning and“business lead-
ers together to cultivate a “New Learning\Organisation”’ (Daly and
Overton, 2017: 13).

I would argue that no learninggorganizdtion — old or new — can
exist without a clear and idengfiable cultire of learning. A learning
culture describes the elemengg’that make up a learning organization.
You cannot fix the organization€wathout defining and growing an
appropriate culture ofylearning.

(Y WV

CASE STUDY” Building a learning culture: the journey one
Qrganization took, and the contribution one
[earning leader made

Julia worked as the head of L&D for a large UK-based company. It is one of the
largest providers of learning services in the world and employs over 2,500 staff,
mostly in the UK but there are a small number running regional offices round the
world.

When Julia joined the organization to lead a small learning team she found
a very traditional operation. Essentially a portfolio of courses was served up in
a catalogue of offers that staff selected and enrolled in. The target was each
member of staff did two courses a year. This said nothing about needs being met
or even what successful completion may have looked like. No attempt was made
to measure impact beyond the normal “did you find this course useful?’. In an
organization dedicated to learning services, there was a remarkable indifference
to their own developmental needs among the staff. The learning team were at
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the fringes of the organization doing good work, which was acknowledged to
be useful, but was neither shaping nor driving the organization. The team were,
essentially, order takers with no engagement inside the organization apart from
ensuring delivery and uptake of courses.

Her agenda was to put learning centre stage, and she did this not by offering
more of the same — a fatter catalogue — but by developing a culture of learning
across the whole organization. Indeed, after six months of research, the strategy
document for the organization as a whole about learning, and containing her
aspirations for the role, was called ‘Developing a culture of learning’.

The aim of the paper was to increase the value, perception and contribution
of learning. The status quo was neither fit for purpose, nor delivering decent
behavioural return on the investment the organization made. The big aim and
challenge was alignment; shifting the learning organization from its position
on the periphery, in terms of perception, to one of a corg*eontribttor of value.
She was backed strongly by a head of People whowanteditransformation of its
impact across the organization in a way that gt noticed by the leadership.

‘Building a culture of learning’ involved a¢ensidérable amount of careful
research. Every member of staff was surveyed, with.a 30 per cent-plus return
rate; every member of the corporate,board was interviewed, and a series of
World Cafés were run around thé.erganizatiom. The aim was to look at the
frameworks of expectation afid‘eutling’ what would dramatically increase the
impact that learning madé*en the ofganization. This paper delivered one massive
plus, which was to seeure board support for the changes to be made. The aim
was to increase thie impacteof [@arning in order to increase the organization’s
agility in the face of signifieant global challenges to its customer base and
pre-eminent role.

The impact of the strategy was dramatic. The ‘training’ catalogue was
replaced by six or seven key courses that were in demand, such as Prince 2
project management qualifications. This only formed 10 per cent of the total
effort. Seventy per cent was spent on leadership and management development
but much of this was outside the traditional face-to-face course format. The
remaining 20 per cent was focused on developing core expertise within the
organization. Individually oriented development, such as funding university
qualifications, was deleted from the learning budget and pushed back to the
various businesses to fund if they saw the need. At the same time, budgets for
bespoke learning programmes were pushed back from the corporate centre to
the various divisions of the company. This meant that specialist and technical
development that was outside the learning organization’s remit was separately
funded.
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The underpinning philosophy that led to this change was based on three
key learnings. The first was that any learning organization had to take account
of how people learned in practice: Google was a significant competitor. If
Google could discover the answer faster and more efficiently than the official
learning routes in the company, then that is where staff would inevitably turn for
information and the learning organization could endorse this and shift focus.

Secondly, there was a real need for developing reflective practitioners; staff
who were capable of observing and interpreting some of the weak signals
coming from inside or outside the organization and taking decisions about how to
respond. At this time when organizations need to be increasingly agile, reflective
practitioners appeared to be core to the future success of the organization, and
not just at the senior leadership level but spread throughout.

The third insight was to recognize the importance ofdeaders and managers
to the future success of the company and dedicate resources@nd investment
accordingly.

Induction was another area that had to befackled; induction that was not fast
and responsive enough to meet the needs, of people‘coming into the organization.
It had to be delivered at the point that they>came,into the organization; it had to
inspire as well as inform or it wouldsbesmostifineffective. The traditional model
of waiting for sufficient numberg§ i arrivesbé&fore running a course meant some
had to wait over seven months for thefrinduction.

The big insight was thatif the |eaders and managers were on board, they
would create this pasitive climate for learning and would integrate reflective
practice into their{day-to-day work so that it became an integrated part of the
culture. They would be the ohes who would encourage and support continuing
development throughpui the organization, partly by offering sponsorship and
partly by what they said and what they did. The opposite was also true: they
could be the ones to wreck any initiatives if they were not brought on board and
if no one had helped them see the value of what L&D was attempting.

In addition, those people in the organization who simply ‘got it" were recruited
as champions and spokespeople to sell the ideas and the benefits to the rest of
the staff. Three words became almost the motto of the learning organization:
learning had to be relevant, timely and targeted. The truth was that the learning
organization, before these changes, delivered the opposite: generic programmes,
delivered when it suited the organization rather than the learner, which had
limited relevance to day-to-day work or the larger needs of the organization as a
whole.

The broader philosophy was that learning should happen all the time, and
not just on courses. The concept of the reflective practitioner meant that any
insights gathered and learning nuggets collected could be captured, discussed
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and disseminated. The aim was to encourage better and better performance,
essentially owned and driven by everyone in the company, and not just by a few
people inside the learning organization.

As an example, it became common for space to be allocated at the end of
a meeting, perhaps just 10 minutes, to discuss and reflect on what had been
agreed has been learned. Staff were encouraged to keep journals or write down
insights on sticky notes before they were forgotten. All of these actions were
promoted, knowing that all leaders and managers offered encouragement and
support.

In all of this change, the learning team, too, evolved. Digital content
developers were brought in, and the trainers morphed into facilitators. A new
role of performance optimizer was created, to work with leaders and managers
to help them improve the performance of the teams theyled. They shifted the
needle so that lots of small conversations focusing on‘pérformdnce occurred,
rather than large conversations at set times in the‘year. Thenthe learning team
morphed into the talent team, as they absorbed, both staffiacquisition as well as
induction.

The big goal was to increase, rapidly, the agilitysef'the organization. Julia
showed that building a learning culture'does develop agile staff who have a
collaborative mindset and a willingness tesshare. These staff focus more on
what needs to be done and afe preparéd to admit what they do not know. This in
turn helps build trust and.@ncouragés widespread curiosity and asking the right
questions. It does nogneed much in the way of formal structures, or people with
specific roles, to manage this process. It emerges naturally out of the day-to-day
interactions of staff in th€inteams and with their managers and leaders.

In the light of thisfthe role of the learning team was more involved in the
contextualization of learning and making resources available at the right time
and for the right duration. They did not post playlists but personalized and
targeted the learning. This shifted L&D from the periphery to the ideas centre
of the organization. The learning team encouraged people to act; it focused
on enabling them, trying always to emphasize how learning not only helped
individuals, but helped the organization as a whole respond to change, and
manage an increasingly volatile external environment.

This was L&D by stealth. The word training was banished, and trainers
became facilitators. Learning operated at the risky edge of innovation,
encouraging experimentation within a safe space and helping staff who had
traditionally focused on always getting it right to find the right place and the right
opportunity to take small risks and mount small experiments. The aim was not to
jeopardize the core business but to enhance the core business in a systematic
way.
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The organization began to emphasize the contribution of each individual
to delivering the overall vision. The mission switched from delivering learning
services to changing people’s lives by extending their life opportunities. And in
doing that, the organization made a positive impact on economic development
alongside individual achievement. Therefore, an administrator setting up, for
example, local delivery facilities, felt that she was contributing to improving
people’s life chances. Everyone had a good story to tell and everyone could feel
that they were making their own contribution.

There were symbols of the power of learning everywhere. The images that
adorned the walls of their offices were testimonials from all over the world,
from customers sharing life-changing opportunities. Each note told a story of
hope and endeavour. They were a permanent reminder of what the company
delivered. They were not so much notes, rather symbols,telling the story of what
the organization had achieved. Stories like these were,eollect€dand shared
widely through the organization. Wherever possiblexthe organization got its
customers to tell their own story rather than télling’it on theit behalf.

To sum up, the changes in the learning,organizatignencouraged a
fundamental shift in the culture of the,company.assa’whole and helped make the
staff more engaged in their work and equipp€d for the future. Learning became
unconscious behaviour for the yast'majorityiof staff. Learning was increasingly
informal, shared and supportedithroughotit the organization. The end result was
increasing resilience andagility inthe face of change, as well as a more stable
and committed staff rase right across the world. In many ways this is a learning

culture in action.
Y Q

What can you take from this chapter?

It is clearly quite complex to isolate the factors that lead to a sustain-
able learning culture that drives and improves business performance.
But this process appears easier than trying to define and specify
a learning organization. Senge tried and failed to do this. It is the
elements of identifiable practice and behaviour within an organiza-
tion that drive the culture and indicate progress. If you focus on the
culture element, the organizational element sorts itself out. I have
tried in Chapter 9 to pull both concepts together.

If you want to build a learning culture, there are 12 key messages
to focus on:
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1 The organizational culture will help or hinder a learning culture.
Therefore, fix the elements that will prevent a learning culture
taking root before doing anything else. These key culture elements
inside the organization are: developing trust, offering constant
feedback on performance, and allowing open and honest discus-
sion of errors and mistakes without allocating blame. Acquiring
these three habits, without exception, across the organization is a
good place to start.

2 A learning culture manifests itself in many ways that are oblique
to learning. The learning emerges from those processes.

3 Technology is critical but not the dominating factor. If there is no
space to share ideas or debate issues acrgs$\the entire business,
it is impossible to build the componeatis¢lements/of a learning
culture. Sharing and conversation dge,at the_heart of learning
both face to face and virtually. And ‘insight*ahd knowledge have
to be stored so that they candbeMound &asily. In addition, using
technology to support leafner cheice™and offer an overview of
learning across the organization‘eat be extremely catalytic.

4 Learning emerges frémSocialinteraction, informal discussion and
working out loud, Fhesg have to be encouraged and supported.

5 A course mentality worKs against a learning culture. The learning
organization heeds to sustain other modes of learning. Learning
cultures do netlemerge from fatter course catalogues.

6 The learning team — in particular the learning leader — has a vital
role as facilitator and enabler. The team does not own or control
the learning culture, and should not wish to, but they should try
to develop, sustain and maintain it.

7 A learning culture is driven by behaviours across the organiza-
tion, and from its top to the bottom. It is not a manifestation of a
small part of the workforce. That is why the buy-in at the top is
critical.

8 There is no learning culture when there is no endorsement from
the most senior executives, and no constant, active encourage-
ment and support from middle managers.



Where did a learning culture come from?

9 Everyone should feel responsible for their own personal develop-
ment and look for ways of enhancing their skills and experience.

10 A learning culture helps the business perform, and it drives busi-
ness objectives.

11 A learning culture needs to be protected, it needs to evolve, and
it should be kept under review constantly. When the alignment
with business is broken, you no longer have a learning culture.
A learning culture will keep the organization aligned internally,
and aware of the external environment. At the same time, it will
provide the tools and the confidence to react to that environment.

12 A learning culture is self-healing and reflects the organization
back on to itself. It is, therefore, tuned int@wiat makes an organ-
ization tick, and how the external emfufenméntNs changing. It
may just be the most critical compgnént forsurvival in this vola-
tile and complex age.
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