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programs that link to the organization’s strategic priorities. BN learning pro-
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SURVEY AFTER SURVEY of CEOs points to a shortage of leadership and management talent as a FINDINGS
leading concern.! In an era when the capabilities of knowledge workers, not technology or capital, is »Align the learning
often the key constraint on growth (particularly in emerging markets), this is hardly a surprise. The ggE‘g‘,g:t‘l’_‘gttzgtize
mystery is how ineffectual the response has been. It’s not that companies aren’t willing to invest in devel- agenda.
oping their people. They spend heavily in this area: In 2012, companies in developed economies spent >Crealt‘e g_overr::gn:e
nearly $400 billion on training.? And yet, at least one study concludes that the majority of managers believe Irir:ﬁ(clegrrl:‘sinmgsto tahe

that employee performance wouldn’t suffer if their own company’s learning function were eliminated rest of the business.

»Direct capability-
building efforts at
the things that
matter most to
the company.

altogether!® As corporate learning professionals, we find this lack of appreciation dismaying.
The fact is that much of the investment and effort that organizations spend on learning is

focused on the wrong things. For example, companies often ask us to assess whether the types of
learning experiences they provide their
employees are “cutting-edge.” The prolif-
eration of online courses and just-in-time
knowledge available through mobile
apps is prompting organizations to re-
think traditional approaches to learning,
so it’s understandable that many corpo-
rate learning leaders are paying more
attention to innovative modes of instruc-
tion. In our view, technology has the
potential to expand and democratize the
reach of learning in organizations. More-
over, research in neuroscience and the
science of learning is revealing more
every day about how effective learning
experiences engage the cognitive and
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emotional centers of our brains. But breakthrough
advances will only be possible when learning is
linked to business goals. In our opinion, the empha-
sis should be on strategic alignment of learning
rather than on how learning is delivered.

The importance of alignment in learning and
development is receiving increasing attention.* In
2009, the European Foundation for Management
Development (EFMD), based in Ixelles, Belgium,
established a system for accrediting corporate
learning organizations that included a set of crite-
ria for assessing how well corporate learning aligns
with overall corporate strategy. EFMD’s Corporate
Learning Improvement Process, which one of us
helped develop, was the first effort of its kind to
define research-based assessment standards for
evaluating and accrediting corporate universities
and learning functions. One notable finding in the
accreditation reviews was the relatively weak per-
formance on measures of learning alignment and
wide disparities among organizations on this
dimension.’ This article builds on the research in this
area to identify underlying causes of poor learning
alignment and best practices of leading companies.

The word learning, which has largely replaced
training in the corporate lexicon, suggests “knowl-
edge for its own sake.” However, to justify its
existence, corporate learning needs to serve the
organization’s stated goals and should be based on
what works. We see many corporate universities
turning toward the academic paradigm, choosing

to become gateways to the array of learning

ABOUT THE RESEARCH
This article draws both on the authors’ experience in the area of corporate learning and
talent development as researchers and managers of corporate learning functions as
well as on a three-year program of research with global organizations recognized as
leaders in the area of leadership and talent development. The research examined the
approaches companies have taken to ensure strategic alignment of corporate learning
initiatives with the business priorities of the CEO agenda.

The findings come from interviews and written diagnostic surveys completed by
87 senior learning and development professionals from 61 organizations who partici-
pated in an IMD open-enroliment executive education program. Additional research
was conducted through in-person interviews with learning and development execu-
tives, senior line managers, and participants in corporate learning programs at global
companies across a range of industries, including Capgemini, General Electric, Hilti,
Nike, Royal Dutch Shell, UniCredit Group, and Unilever. In a few cases, interview sub-
jects also responded to written questions. Several of the organizations made available
internal company documents detailing elements of their company strategy and the
history, rationale, and decision-making processes involved in the development of their
corporate learning initiatives.
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resources available from edX, Coursera, TED, Khan
Academy, and social networking sites. Many com-
panies assign much of the responsibility for
deciding what, when, and how they learn to em-
ployees. But in our view, this approach won’t
address the talent conundrum: There’s too much
focus on learning and not enough on meaningful
development.

If corporate learning and development is to
remain relevant, learning leaders must shoulder the
burden of developing the company’s talent capa-
bilities and supporting strategic priorities. CEOs
and top executives also have a critical role. Al-
though many corporate initiatives might benefit
from personal attention from the top, developing
the company’s leadership talent must be on the list.
The good news is that many top leaders seem inter-
ested in making this happen: In one survey of
global CEOs, respondents said developing the lead-
ership and talent pipeline was where they wanted to
spend more of their personal time.® Personal en-
gagement and leadership on the part of the CEO
can make a huge difference in setting the right tone
for the organization.

For their part, some corporate learning execu-
tives are also rising to the challenge. They are
beginning to take a more strategic view of their
businesses and a proactive stance on the role of
learning and development in delivering value —
matching what we call the corporate “learning
agenda” with the demands of talent development
and business goals. We will describe some of these
learning executives’ practices, which can serve as a
model for implementing a corporate learning strat-
egy. (See “About the Research.”)

Mapping the CEO Agenda

When two of us worked as management consul-
tants, we typically began engagements with new
clients by developing a profile of what we call the
“CEO agenda.” Culled from analyst reports, corpo-
rate websites, and personal interviews, the CEO
agenda allowed us to identify the mission-critical
concerns of the company’s top leadership and tailor
discussions to that agenda. Effective learning lead-
ers take a similar approach, developing a learning
agenda for their organizations that is reflective of
the CEO’s priorities. Mapping the CEO’s agenda is
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GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR LEARNING EXECUTIVES

Learning leaders can ask critical questions at each stage of the process to guide the creation of a corporate learning strategy.

1.

Mapping the
CEO agenda

® Have we clearly articulated
the few critical priorities and
“must-win battles” to which
the company and CEO are
committed over the next
three to five years?

¢ \What are the implications
of the CEO agenda for the
areas in which the company
competes and how it wins
in chosen areas?

* \What are the key metrics
of business success?

® \What are the capabilities re-
quired of company leaders at

2.

Aligning learning and
development resources

e Are current offerings (courses,
content, target audiences,
etc.) aligned with strategic
priorities?

¢ Do instructional methods
support the kind of develop-
ment needed?

¢ Does the existing develop-
ment infrastructure (leadership
assessment, HR processes,
etc.) effectively support talent
and development goals?

e Can we measure the impact of
learning activities against the
business goals that matter?

3.

Gaining buy-in for the
learning agenda

* Have we articulated the strate-
gic logic for the way in which
the learning agenda supports
business goals?

® |s it clear to partners and stake-
holders (for example, in HR,
learning, and the rest of the
business) how the changes
will impact them?

® Have we involved key influenc-
ers and stakeholders in
generating and championing
the agenda?

* Have we built effective gover-
nance mechanisms to ensure

all levels to achieve these met-
rics and the business goals?

the first step in aligning learning with strategy. (See
“Guiding Questions for Learning Executives.”)

Consider the example of Paddy Coyne, vice presi-
dent of enterprise learning, leadership development,
and global talent at Royal Dutch Shell plc. After
starting his career at Shell as a project engineer,
Coyne then spent 14 years with the management
consulting firm McKinsey & Company Inc. before
returning to Shell in 2007. When Shell’s previous
CEO Peter Voser was appointed CEO in 2009, the
company announced plans to concentrate on global
business lines that would enable it to be “the world’s
most competitive and innovative energy company.”’
Coyne saw an opportunity to rethink the way the
company developed its leaders in accordance with
Voser’s vision.

Following extensive internal and external conver-
sations on the changing nature of Shell’s context and
leadership needs, a project team reporting to the
CEO and head of HR identified four leadership attri-
butes they saw as critical for future leaders, essentially
replacing the leadership model that had been in place
for more than a decade. This meant changing Shell’s
approach to developing leaders, placing “in-role” de-
velopment through on-the-job experiences at the
heart of a new leadership development system.
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that learning is linked to and
responsive to changing
business needs?

The guiding principle (commonly expressed as
“Shell leaders personally develop the best people™)
emphasized line manager responsibility for culti-
vating desired behaviors. This required learning
and HR professionals to adopt new ways of work-
ing and to revamp the leadership development
portfolio to focus on key leadership transition
points. To ensure that learning continued to sup-
port the needs of the business, Coyne formed
advisory panels of business leaders to guide the de-
velopment of new programs.

Although Shell’s effort is still ongoing, it’s an ex-
ample of corporate learning that links professional
development directly to business goals.® Starting
with the CEO agenda helps cut through the noise of
multiple initiatives vying for attention to reveal the
few, critical, “must-win battles” that the CEO is
committed to achieve.

How does this approach differ from the starting
point of most learning and development programs?
Typically, the first step in a new learning initiative is a
training needs assessment, which uses surveys and
in-depth interviews with business leaders to under-
stand the skills gaps and “pain points” they want
training to address. For example, a global consumer

goods company we’ve worked with conducted such
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4,

Activating the
learning agenda

® Does the new mix of learning
and development activities
reflect the demands of the
company's learning agenda?

® |s instructional design linked
to the goals and priorities?

e Are our learning evaluation
metrics aligned with the
measures of value that
matter to the business?

® Does our evaluation process
help ensure continued
improvement of learning
and development?



an assessment for a new leadership development
program aimed at midlevel leaders across a number
of its operating divisions. The company engaged a
team of instructional design consultants to survey
dozens of managers, asking them to rank the top de-
velopment needs of leaders in multiple categories.
The collected and tabulated responses demonstrated
a desire for additional training in areas including
coaching for performance, inspirational leadership,
and communications. The course that emerged was
adiverse smorgasbord of skills training. Although all
of the skills selected were valuable, as a group they
did not reflect anything specific about the organiza-
tion or its strategy. Indeed, the conclusions of these
types of training needs assessments tend to be
similar across organizations. Given that midlevel
managers at many large corporations face some of
the same challenges, this is not surprising. What is
missing from the picture, however, is a connection to
the unique circumstances of the business and the
priorities critical to its success.

No matter how talented the instructors or how
dedicated the learners, these kinds of learning in-
terventions based on needs assessments are unlikely
to move the needle on the business priorities that
matter most. Furthermore, by outsourcing the pro-
cess, the company’s learning leaders missed an
opportunity to get “close to the business” in a
meaningful way. In some cases, consultants who
also provide instructional design and training de-
livery to the same clients may have vested interests
in the outcomes of a needs assessment and can
skew the analysis. As discussed above, a better
approach is to start from the business agenda to
ensure that training supports the capabilities
required by the company’s strategy.

Mapping the CEO agenda as a starting point for
the learning strategy is powerful because it provides
focus for training activities that allow learning lead-
ers to link development initiatives to specific
business goals. Yet this approach remains more the
exception than the rule. One reason for this may be
that declared business priorities (for example,
“growth”) are sometimes ambiguous. Learning lead-
ers need to unpack the CEO agenda to identify the
key drivers — for example, “doubling sales of new
products in emerging markets” — to which learning
resources can be directed. Companies that are able to
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align the mission, focus, processes, and capabilities
of their learning assets with tangible business goals
truly have a corporate learning strategy.

In many companies, the governance structures
for learning and development can dilute the imme-
diacy of the contact with the rest of the business.
One study found that less than a third of compa-
nies have chief learning officers reporting directly
to the CEO or company board.!® More often, learn-
ing reports to the head of HR or other functional
leaders. This is no reason, however, for learning
executives to be disconnected from the strategic
agenda. Rather, they need to be proactive in dis-
cussing and working with this agenda. Interactions
between learning functions and executives in other
parts of the business are too often squandered in
administrative debates over allocation of training
costs and learning hours delivered. Chief learning
officers need to take a more strategic approach, and
the company’s senior executives must ensure that
capability-building efforts are directed at the things
that matter most to the company.

Mapping the CEO agenda and its implications
for corporate learning is thus the first step in con-
structing the company’s learning agenda. The next is
to operationalize the learning agenda through the
portfolio of learning and development activities.

Aligning Learning and
Development Resources

After mapping the CEO agenda, it’s important to
take an inventory of existing learning and develop-
ment resources: Companies need to do this on a
regular basis to ensure that the activities in place
reflect the company’s learning strategy. In our ex-
perience, however, conducting such a “learning
inventory” is often overlooked.

A few years ago, one of us reviewed the global
learning programs for a large, decentralized multi-
national and was alarmed to find that the majority of
spending on learning activities could not be properly
accounted for due to lax budgeting procedures
among dozens of scattered learning teams working
with hundreds of external vendors. Although this
situation was extreme (it amounted to tens of mil-
lions of dollars), it is not atypical of some large
organizations. Just getting a handle on the learning
portfolio already deployed can be a challenge.
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In addition to doing an inventory of the current
training portfolio, the assessment should include a
review of the company’s development infrastruc-
ture. For example, when Shell decided to transform
its approach to leadership development, it had a
fairly traditional talent management process in
which line managers largely outsourced responsi-
bility for talent development to HR professionals.
The new process amounted to a paradigm shift,
involving an integrated approach to in-role devel-
opment, key talent processes, and learning
programs. These efforts were designed to help ac-
celerate the development of employees through
carefully orchestrated on-the-job learning experi-
ences while making business leaders responsible for
building the strength of talent pipelines. The move
therefore required a complete rethinking of the de-
velopment ecosystem, including promotion and
succession planning processes and the supporting
role played by HR and learning professionals.

Companies should, however, be cautious about
making wholesale changes to learning portfolios and
organizational structures. Occasionally, such changes
are warranted in light of shifts in the company’s mis-
sion or business context. Yet radical changes in
training curricula can cause major disruptions.
Although Shell chose to retire its entire learning port-
folio, in part to signal a clear break with the past, this
entailed a six-month pause in the delivery of leader-
ship training worldwide as the company reset the
focus and emphasis of learning programs. General
Electric Co., by contrast, took a more gradual ap-
proach. In 2010, GE began to phase in substantial
changes to the direction and content of its executive
leadership programs for its most senior leaders, while
also maintaining many of the deeply rooted struc-
tures and features it had used over the years.!!

Time and again, we’ve seen new chief learning of-
ficers dump existing programs for reasons of turf or
temperament rather than strategy. That’s a mistake.
As long as the company’s strategy does not change,
the link between the corporate learning agenda and
the CEO agenda should be relatively stable over time.
Reorganizations tend to occur all too frequently in
corporate learning departments, but they should be
limited to situations where they are warranted — for
example, when the learning agenda is misaligned

with corporate strategy or the strategy changes.
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Some corporate learning organizations adopt ex-
plicit mission statements linked to business objectives
as a way of embedding the priorities of the CEO
agenda into their guiding principles. As the company’s
strategy evolves, the learning mission needs to do so as
well. Capgemini, a global provider of IT services and
consulting headquartered in Paris, founded its cor-
porate university during a period of rapid growth
through mergers and acquisitions. The corporate uni-
versity launched with a mission of being the “heart,
home, and hub” of the group — the place where lead-
ers from diverse, decentralized businesses physically
came together, developed personal bonds, and built a
connection to the company. In 1998, the company
purchased a property near its Paris headquarters to
serve as the physical location and symbol of the uni-
versity. In keeping with its mission of cultural
integration, the majority of university learning pro-
grams were delivered on the campus through 2007.

However, as Capgemini moved into a new phase
of growth, the role of its corporate university
changed accordingly. Between 2007 and 2012, the
university became the driver of global content, en-
suring that common methodologies and ways of
working were rolled out in a consistent way to the
disparate business units. It also organized worldwide
learning events centered on business priorities with
global implications. To reflect the new reality, the
university’s mission statement was revised to reflect
its new role. By 2012, the emphasis shifted to virtual
and local delivery of programs; less than 3% of uni-
versity learning took place at the central campus.

Responding to customers’ demands for more
integrated IT solutions, Capgemini shifted its strat-
egy once more. In 2013, it reframed the mission of
the university to ensure that learning initiatives
supported the CEO’s push to break down silos and
build linkages between business units. In a sense,
this represented a return to the founding mission
of the university as a “hub” for exchange and rela-
tionship building. Accordingly, the central campus
again took on a more prominent role as a learning
forum and meeting place for company executives.

Gaining Buy-In for the

Learning Agenda

As with the CEO agenda, the learning agenda should
articulate the essential strategic initiatives for
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corporate learning. However, choices about what to
keep, eliminate, or add to bring learning activities in
line with business priorities should not be made in
isolation. To enact change, it’s important to get input
and buy-in from both the learning organization and
leaders in the rest of the business — all the way to the
CEO level. Creating the right supporting structures
and interfaces with the business units, HR, and other
related functions is critical.

When Eivind Slaaen, senior vice president of
human resources at Hilti AG wanted to take the
company’s approach to leadership development in a
new direction, he recognized the need to engage line
managers. Slaaen’s vision for learning at Hilti, a
Liechtenstein-based producer of high-end power
tools for the construction industry, emphasized de-
velopment of new managers through on-the-job
experiences supported by a multiyear process of for-
mal learning interventions. “We’ve stopped treating
learning as stand-alone and see this more as a jour-
ney,” says Slaaen. “Rather than thinking you can
teach people what they’re supposed to know in a
couple weeks of training, we’re pulling the line
[management] in as a partner — so you need to con-
vince others to be a part of that journey.”

It’s difficult to overstate the significance of CEO in-
volvement in driving support for corporate learning
programs — particularly leadership development and
senior management training. (GE’s CEO has famously
participated directly in every executive leadership pro-
gram for more than 30 years — with one exception,
when then-CEO Jack Welch underwent heart bypass
surgery).'? Having exposure to the priorities of top
management is key to establishing the credibility and
relevance of learning initiatives. In the case of Shell,
the CEO actively sponsored the new approach to
leadership development and was instrumental in
communicating its importance and meaning through
personal storytelling that reinforced the link between
leadership behaviors and business results.

At Unilever, CEO Paul Polman has made leader-
ship development a key pillar of his long-term
vision. He charged the vice president of global learn-
ing and capability development with designing a
senior leadership development program that was
more external-looking and focused on long-term
performance. Executives received invitations to the
program from Polman himself, who personally
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participates in the program. The company signaled
its commitment to executive development with the
construction of a new learning center in Singapore,
the first major expansion of its corporate learning
infrastructure in nearly 60 years.'?

Although the personal involvement of the CEO in
learning initiatives can have a decisive impact, a
broader effort of stakeholder management is typically
required to promote and gain buy-in for the learning
agenda. Learning leaders should map out a concerted
“campaign” to inform and gather input from key in-
fluencers and decision makers in other parts of the
business. For example, our work with one organi-
zation revealed that funding models based on
participant fees charged to business units was a hin-
drance to developing a strategic approach to corporate
learning. In this case, getting the backing of the CFO
was critical to developing more effective financing
structures for learning initiatives. A disciplined effort
of stakeholder engagement and outreach gives learn-
ing executives an opportunity to deepen their
understanding of strategic priorities and demonstrate
the business value of learning interventions.

Another vehicle for advancing the learning
agenda and ensuring that it remains responsive to
the needs of the business is creating governance
mechanisms such as learning advisory boards. Shell
created advisory panels composed of executives rep-
resenting all of its businesses to help set priorities,
advise on the development of new curriculum, and
provide periodic reviews of the impact of the pro-
grams. Capgemini University invited leaders from
the various business units to help steer the curricu-
lum in their areas and designated senior members of
the learning team to act as liaisons between the busi-
ness and the university. These governance structures
help ensure that local learning activities remain
aligned with the global learning agenda while also
helping corporate learning leaders adapt to the
changing needs of different parts of the business.

Activating the Learning Agenda

Once the learning agenda is in place, it needs to be
activated through programmatic activities and
changes to the learning portfolio. As with any
change of this nature, corporate leaders should be
prepared to face stiff resistance from entrenched
forces that want to maintain the status quo. An
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inclusive approach to stakeholder engagement in
early stages of the process will lessen opposition
and facilitate implementation.

Nevertheless, there can be difficult choices. In
many organizations we’ve worked with, there are
good programs that are well regarded and popular
with participants but not aligned with the revised
learning agenda. Programs and learning initiatives
that do not advance the ball toward business goals
should be eliminated or brought into line with busi-
ness needs. Sometimes this requires bringing in
different learning personnel with the relevant exper-
tise and instructional design skills to meet the new
objectives. The company’s learning agenda should
be the “North Star” for all corporate learning and de-
velopment — the set of orienting principles against
which program design choices are tested.

Activating the learning agenda also requires that
the goals of the corporate learning strategy be
applied at the functional, regional, and business-
unit levels. Just as business units need to align
priorities and investment with the top-level strat-
egy, learning leaders need to ensure that training
and learning interventions are tailored to the spe-
cific needs of the business they serve and are aligned
with the company’s global learning agenda.

A Key Strategic Question
The approach we have presented is a practical way of
addressing the key strategic question for corporate
learning: “Are we doing enough of the right things to
develop the capabilities our people need to deliver the
outcomes that matter most to the business?” Compa-
nies that answer this question in the affirmative can
activate a powerful lever of competitive advantage.
The close interconnection of development
activities with business priorities is the hallmark of
an effective corporate learning strategy. It requires
much more than just getting senior leaders to turn
up at leadership training events. Rather, it means
viewing the corporate learning agenda as an essen-
tial extension of the CEO agenda as it applies to the
company’s human capital.

Shlomo Ben-Hur is a professor of leadership and
organizational behavior at IMD in Lausanne, Swit-
zerland. Bernard Jaworski is the Peter F. Drucker
Chair in Management and the Liberal Arts at the
Peter F. Drucker and Masatoshi Ito Graduate School
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of Management at Claremont Graduate University,
in Claremont, California. David Gray is a learning
and development consultant in Boston, Massachu-
setts, and a research associate at IMD. Comment on
this article at http.//sloanreview.mit.edu/x/57111, or
contact the authors at smrfeedback@mit.edu.
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