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Executive summary
CORPORATE INVESTMENT in learning and development is on the rise; global
business currently spends a collective $130 billion on employee training
programmes.1 Yet research from Bersin by Deloitte shows that less than half of
these programmes are run by a senior staff member, and fewer than 45 per
cent of companies have a written business plan for learning in place.2 Without
the underlying structures and leadership support for learning and development
programmes, companies should expect a poor return on their investment in their
staff. On the other hand, businesses that implement successful organisational
learning programmes will not only create a more knowledgeable, productive
workforce, but will become a more flexible, adaptable organisation as a result.
Organisational learning first developed as a concept in the 1990s, based
around Peter M. Senge’s The Fifth Discipline, and the associated ideas have
been soundly thrashed out in a multitude of publications, training courses,
and presentations since that time. Businesses have responded by ploughing
money into staff training – but have often failed to address what organisational
learning really means in practice. While CEOs and senior management have
enthusiastically embraced the concept of organisational learning, department
heads, team leaders, work groups, and individuals are sent on training days
without any concept of how their attendance will benefit the wider organisation,
and little idea of sharing their day-to-day trials and triumphs beyond the
confines of their team.
Organisational learning begins with the individual – but it should not end
there. When companies invest in training individuals or individual teams,
they are – in theory – strengthening the organisation as a whole. However,
knowledge serves no purposes if it is not used, and training programmes serve
no purpose if employees forget what they have learned as soon as they return
to the office environment. For an organisation to ‘learn’, structures must exist to
support the capture and dissemination of knowledge beyond individual teams
and work groups. For an organisation to have learned, it must also be capable
of putting this learning into practice. The latest generation to enter the workforce
has grown up with interactive, mobile, 24/7 technologies – this needs to be
reflected both in the learning opportunities offered to employees, and in the
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systems and processes for storing and sharing information employed by the
organisation as a whole.
The link between organisational learning and leadership cannot be
overstated. For an organisation to learn, there needs to be a culture of
collaboration, trust, and respect and this starts with management. A learning
organisation cannot afford leaders who are ‘stuck in their ways’, relying on past
experience and old successes to inform new problems. Rather, managers must
encourage and motivate staff to acquire knowledge beyond the initial induction
or training stage. They must support the integration of lessons learned – during
temporary projects or L&D activities; from successes and failures – into the fabric
of the organisation by encouraging every employee to feel that his or her ideas
will be listened to, fairly considered, and (where applicable) will be acted
upon. A learning culture such as this fosters employee engagement, leading to
better performance and higher staff retention. Moreover, leaders in a learning
organisation must appreciate their own opportunities to learn not just from other
managers, but also from their employees.
In order to maintain a competitive advantage, a learning organisation
must also recognise the need adapt in anticipation of future threats. From the
management down, a learning organisation must be unafraid of new challenges
and disruptive technologies – because fringe technologies today may become
mainstream tomorrow. Accurately predicting tomorrow’s problems and designing
innovative solutions to address them today is the only way an organisation
will outperform the completion in the future. Anticipatory adaptation must be
embraced – even when this means abandoning tried and tested work processes
that have been invested in heavily over the years.
This report brings together the knowledge and experience of experts in
knowledge management, training, L&D, and organisational development. It
presents an overview of organisational learning as a concept, and moves
on to discuss such essential topics as transforming individual learning into
organisational change; how to develop a business culture that supports
organisational learning; building L&D initiatives that encourage OL and provide
a holistic learning experience; and aligning learning initiatives with overall
company goals. The report also considers what traditional businesses can
learn from temporary organisations – like events teams – which have no preexisting culture or infrastructure, and which must of necessity develop processes,
relationships, and trust very quickly. Such temporary organisations can teach us
a good deal about working across disciplinary and organisational boundaries,
sharing best practice skills, and maintaining employee motivation as they ‘come
down’ from the exhilaration of working on an important project.
In a rapidly changing, 21st-century workplace, the speed with which an
organisation learns, and its ability to adapt to new situations faster than the
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competition, are critical to survival. A true learning organisation is constantly
on the watch for change, whether this comes from within (M&A, financial
difficulties, expansion) or from outside (increasing competition, the economic
downturn, the rise of new technologies). For an organisation to succeed in the
long-term, it must be flexible enough to easily integrate lessons learned into the
existing framework and processes of the organisation. The success stories of
tomorrow will be written by those companies that learn to adapt not just to what
has happened, but to what will happen.
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