The Journey Towards Business Excellence Along Learning Pathways

“Training and education accounts for just 10 to 20% of what makes a person effective at work.” Ian Cunningham, Graham Dawes, Ben Bennett the Handbook of Workplace Learning 2004
A Return on Investment (ROI) of only 10-20% may come as a shock to all those people who have happily sent person after person and team after team on the same old training courses, in the belief that a training course is the answer to all their problems and performance. A report from the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) concludes that 

“the dominance of the classroom-based training course in workplace learning is no longer appropriate for a global economy where change happens so quickly and with such regularity that classroom based, fact dominated learning soon becomes out of date” (CIPD).Oct 2004 (1)
A key reason for this low ROI is that when defining development needs, a tactical rather than a strategic approach is adopted. Another reason is that all too often, the development of employees is “delegated” to the HR or training department and little or no accountability is taken, by either managers or individuals themselves for their own development. What if that were different and how would it work?

Firstly, a true learning organisation needs to take both business and individual needs into account to achieve success on a continuous basis. Secondly, those needs must be translated into measurable outcomes and thirdly, continuous reviews by individual learners, their managers and peers must provide feedback on progress, for example using 360° feedback

One approach, which enables these 3 factors, is the use of Learning Pathways.  A Learning Pathway is

· organisationally defined 

· an output focused measure of success for a particular function or job

· self organised and managed by each individual through a personal development plan 

It consists of a

· defined set of skills and knowledge 

· combination of learning options

· flexible timeline

For each job function an organisation must define what contribution someone in that role must achieve to deliver results on an ongoing basis.  This in itself needs a strategic level of thinking, in that all functions need to deliver value to the business in a way that is not duplicated by any other. This means a shift from the silo mentality of departments to a networked organisation, which creates a more joined up approach.

Once each job function is defined in output terms, not only can the recruitment process be more targeted and specific but on appointment, each individual knows exactly what they are expected to achieve, where their strengths can add value and where there are areas for development. 

For example, Job Function – Global Sales Executive
	Skill/Knowledge Area
	Success Criteria

	Global Deal Design
	Can accurately describe when a global deal is appropriate

	
	Can construct a financially sound global deal

	
	Demonstrates the consistent use of the company deal planning process 

	Negotiation
	Can describe the elements of a win/win approach to negotiation

	
	Can describe the concept of Inexpensive Valuable Tradeables (IVTs)

	
	Can describe the value of establishing a negotiating range

	Stakeholder Management
	Can describe key internal departmental functions that have a direct and indirect impact on the global sales function

	
	Demonstrates effective multi level communication within global accounts 

	
	Demonstrates effective internal cross functional/departmental communications


Interestingly there is more and more evidence that candidates, who are informed during the recruitment process that they will have a learning pathway, are more motivated to want to work with that company, which means that as a way of attracting and retaining talent, learning pathways are a great tool.

As evidence mounts, in favour of organisations adopting a broader approach to how skills and knowledge are acquired and applied, so the need for creativity increases. Options include

· classroom training course and programmes (10-20% ROI can’t be ignored)

· online courses and reading

· coaching on and off job

· mentoring

· work based scenarios

· buddy sessions and shadowing

· network groups

· facilitated team/group workshops

· external seminars, conferences

The nature of the options used need to be appropriate to, amongst others

· the learning style and strengths of the individual

· the level of skill/knowledge required

· time available

· degree of actual capability

· resources available

It is for these reasons that a self organised and self managed approach must be taken by each individual, in conjunction with their manager, to both ensure all parties are clear about current capability, future business needs and personal aspirations, values and beliefs. Finding out once a person is in post, that their values are different from that of the organisation, may be costly to all concerned and from a financial perspective the costs could be high and the more senior a person, the higher the cost. 

As a learning pathway is designed around a particular job function and then applied according to an individual’s actual needs, it is important to set a timeline by which development can take place. Individual and business priorities will determine what and when particular skills or knowledge need to be mastered and the how they are acquired, practiced and applied may take a variety of paths. For example, using the job function of Global Sales Executive again.

	Skill/Knowledge Area
	Success Criteria
	Learning Options

	Global Deal Design
	Can construct a financially sound global deal
	Shadow a proficient team member through the construction of a financially sound global deal

	
	
	Complete CDROM on global deal design and research examples of successful deals

	
	
	Coaching from sales manager 


The success of the learning can be clearly measured by both the global sales executive, their manager and their peers, as the criteria for success are clearly defined so they either can or can’t deliver a financially sound global deal. So for this example there might 3 or 4 things that constitute a financially sound global deal and each one needs to be met before the skill is “mastered”. 

The timeline element of the learning pathway relates to the urgency and importance of each skill/knowledge area within a job function. For example for a global sales person from day 1 they need to know the overall company strategy and sales strategy. However, being able to construct a financially sound global deal whilst important will take some time and therefore part of their personal development plan should address this to be achieved within the first 3 months. Timeframes of 0-3, 3–6, 6-12 and 12 –24 months may be appropriate depending on the company, job function, business climate and each individual’s strengths and motivation.

The learning pathway approach has other business benefits too e.g. more accurate budgeting and planning, increased accountability by people for their own development and business results and increased likelihood of having and retaining the right people in the right jobs with the right skills and attitudes

As the economic climate requires businesses to increase ROI in all parts of their operation the cliché of, a company’s greatest asset are their people, becomes more relevant. Investing time in strategic business planning means investing time in recruiting, developing and retaining the highest calibre people. It also means having a clear vision for what each of those people need to contribute and how they can be supported to deliver their best. Get them on a learning pathway from day 1 and the journey towards business excellence will be an enjoyable and successful one.
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(1) Helping People Learn: Strategies for moving from training to learning’ is written by Dr Jake Reynolds
