
n Creating a learning brand

Robert Terry discusses how to establish an
organisational learning brand.

One of the challenges of any HR function is to
be seen not as reactive, or dominated by a
love of process and procedure, but as a real
player in the business that exists to deliver
results. Even where HR functions have
achieved this “modernisation”, it may take
some time for the perception of the function
elsewhere in the organisation to catch up and
see this modified reality. Just as HR has a key
role to play in developing the employer brand
and the employee value proposition, so it has
the challenge of developing a “Learning
Brand” that truly reflects — and projects — its
real sense of its own purpose. And this is a
challenge where actions speak loudly.

Although the growing interest in employee
engagement during a period of economic
turbulence has possibly encouraged many
more HR professionals to pay attention to the
concept of employer brands, the concept of a
learning brand probably has a lower profile in
their thinking. But a brand — in the sense of
perception of values (and of value, in terms of
the sense of importance granted to an issue) —
will form in the minds of onlookers whether
positive action is taken or not. As Cal Wick of
The Fort Hill Company has commented: “It is
important to understand that learning has a
brand in your company whether you choose to
manage it or not. The place to start is for you
and your team to decide what you want to be
known for.” Or, in plainer English, HR’s
organisational neighbours are going to talk
about it anyway; part of HR’s job is to
influence exactly what they say.

HR’s learning brand is, therefore, partly a case
of reputation management. Come what may,
the rest of the organisation will form an
opinion about its capabilities in designing,
delivering, purchasing, and promoting learning
and development, and aligning it with the
larger business strategy. If HR wants that
opinion to be positive and constructive, it must
recognise that the learning brand is about

more than logos, straplines, branded e-mails
and brochures. These are important, of course,
especially in organisations where pathways to
career progression and personal development
are not clearly signposted: most employees are
motivated by opportunities to develop. But a
fully-fledged learning brand is also about how
learning happens, how it is supported and
encouraged, and what it achieves and serves.
It is not just about saying that learning and
development matter, it is about making them
matter.

Just as HR should be working proactively to
ensure that the employee proposition is both
aligned with business strategy and accurately
reflects employees’ real day-to-day experiences
— and provides real opportunities to develop
in ways that benefit both the organisation and
the learner — so they must work proactively to
align learning and development with the wider
business.

Learning and development objectives must be
matched to business objectives; if not, how
else can learning be relevant, meaningful or
applicable? Yet in many organisations,
shortcomings in the purchasing or signoff of
interventions need to be addressed. Often this
is borne of a “just-in-time” approach, or an
impatient if well-intentioned attempt to quickly
address an issue. Many organisations will be
familiar with situations in which, for example,
an operational director demands a change
programme, or the new CEO wants to
reinvigorate the leadership development
initiative. So strong is the urge to act that this
initiative must often be designed, implemented
and evaluated in mere months — not enough
time for participants to begin to demonstrate
changed behaviours, let alone for that change
to have a beneficial impact on workplace
performance.

But this lack of patience leads to a lack of
clear business outcomes and behavioural
objectives. As sponsors are unwilling to wait
for real indicators of effectiveness, the buyer is
obliged to measure what it can — usually just
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that the programme happened and some
people enjoyed it. Denied meaningful
evaluation, buyers have little evidence to draw
on when they are pressured to reduce costs.
Without proof, how can they argue whether a
morning briefing will achieve more or less
than a series of linked workshop events
supported by executive coaching? Instead, cost
becomes the loudest voice and the buyer is
left buying to budget rather than choosing a
solution that truly addresses the issue (and, at
additional cost, includes thorough evaluation
of progress and impact). The HR function that
is truly proud of its learning brand, and truly
“modernised” in its objective of best serving
the sustainability of the business, should be
prepared to step up to the plate and argue for
an approach to learning and development that
avoids this trap: if it truly believes in its
learning brand, it will act to prevent training
practice from tarnishing it.

Furthermore, HR must also work to make
learning part of the organisational culture.
Ensuring that the right learning and
development is purchased, designed and
delivered is only part of the story. If new
learning — modifications to workplace
behaviours and the deployment and
strengthening of nascent skills — is going to be
meaningfully transferred and applied, training
events are not enough. All too often there is an
artificial divide between learning and working,
with the former being seen as something that
takes place in some way “outside” the latter,
to which learners magically return fully-
fledged in the practice of new skills,
behaviours and knowledge.

While well-designed training interventions
provide opportunities for safe practice, even a
protracted event lasts nothing like long
enough, and is too removed from daily
working practice, for this to be enough for the
learner to contextualise his or her new skills
and be confident in applying them. The

organisation — and especially learners’ line
managers — must actively monitor, encourage
and support their progress, and build a
working culture that welcomes the embedding
of new skills and behaviours rather than
passively (or evenly actively) resenting or
resisting them. If learners return to their
working lives to be met by line managers and
peers who are either indifferent to their
development, seeing little value in supporting
them as they enhance their potential, or
actively resistant to change, then even the
best-designed training will achieve little.

While managers may be fearful of others’
development, feeling that their own influence
or skills are being devalued, this attitude both
blocks broader enthusiasm for change and
demotivates the learner. Such a lack of
opportunity to develop is often a critical factor
in an employee leaving an organisation: in
other words, if an organisational culture does
not fully support learning, training budgets
often end up effectively being spent on
encouraging staff with real development
potential to leave.

A strong learning brand is about more than
just maximising existing human potential: a
working environment that encourages,
supports and rewards learning and
development is also a powerful attractor of
new talent and retainer of existing potential.
Whatever other factors an HR department may
value in its employer brand, an organisation
that does not offer — and deliver —
opportunities to learn, develop and grow is not
holding out much by way of enticement to
those it would seek to either recruit or
promote. And those opportunities are delivered
by more than just training programmes: they
are delivered through organisational culture,
through the working relationships with
managers and peers, and through reward and
recognition processes that acknowledge
effective development. n

n Creating a learning brand (cont’d)

Issue Number 54 TRAINING BRIEFING 5

Access subscriptions and services online at: www.croner.co.uk




