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RESEARCH INTO STRATEGIC 

LEARNING: INTERIM 

FINDINGS 
Methods used, barriers encountered and benefits gained 

 

The term “Strategic Learning” relates to approaches used to ensure that 

learning and development (L&D) activities are aligned to corporate goals and 

strategies. 

The subject of strategic learning is an area of growing interest, with over 85% 
of research respondents saying they were thinking about or actively working 
on strategic learning initiatives.  
 
Strategic learning is being used to help organisations succeed in challenging 
markets by addressing business development issues in tandem with staff 
development, retention and motivation issues, whilst achieving a better return 
on investment from L&D activities 

This short paper sets out to provide interim research finding based on data 

gathered to date via a survey and 1:1 interviews with senior L&D managers 

and leaders working for a wide range of sectors.   

This research was conducted by Managing Learning on behalf of The 

Campaign for Strategic Learning.  A final copy of the full findings with more 

detailed commentary and all research data gathered will be produced shortly, 

once the research is concluded 
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RESEARCH INTO STRATEGIC LEARNING: 

INTERIM FINDINGS 

METHODS USED, BARRIERS ENCOUNTERED AND BENEFITS GAINED 

“The concept of “strategic learning” is an all-encompassing strategic approach to learning. Strategic 

learning starts with strategic imperatives – the direction the organisation is taking, its purpose, its vision, 

its mission, its strategic goals” Ian Cunningham 1999 (Author of The wisdom of strategic learning) 

 

Why is it that some organisations are weathering the recession better than others?  Research suggests 

that organisations who adopt a strategic approach to their L&D activities are more likely to prosper than 

those who don’t. 

The subject of how to ensure that learning and development (L&D) activities are aligned to corporate 

goals and strategies is an area of growing interest.   

In order to assist organisations wishing to implement strategic learning, Managing Learning started "The 

Campaign for Strategic Learning".  In the process of looking for data, case studies and research on the 

topic, it was discovered that little data existed.  It was also suggested that organisations  who had 

succeeded in strategically aligning their L&D activities would be unwilling to share their experiences as 

they did not want to loose the competitive advantaged gained by the approach.  To some extent this has 

been substantiated by data gathered to date that demonstrated that less that 10% were willing to chare 

best practice.   

This short paper sets out to provide interim research results.  The research covers five main areas: 

 The reasons why organisations wish to implement strategic learning within their organisations 

 The characteristics of L&D teams before and after strategic alignment activities 

 Approaches used to align learning 

 Barriers to alignment and how they were overcome 

 The outcomes of strategic learning implementation. 

If you would like further details of this research and planned future research, please phone Juliet 

Adams, MD & Strategic Learning specialist at Managing Learning on 07919 164 208  

or email her via Juliet@managing-learning.co.uk   

mailto:Juliet@managing-learning.co.uk
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1: ANALYSIS OF RESPONDENTS & BASELINE DA TA 

o Survey respondents who to date come from a wide variety of sectors.  

 
 

 The majority of respondents (72%) work for larger organisations, 28% working for organisations 

with 250 or less staff. 

 The majority of the respondents (85%) were either planning to align their L&D (9%), actively 

working on alignment (49%) or had already aligned the majority of their L&D (35%). Only 15% 

said that they were not working on this, and were unlikely to do so in future.  This suggests that 

strategic learning is an issue at the forefront of L&D practitioners’ minds at the present time.   

2: REASONS WHY ORGANISATIONS WISH TO IMPLEMENT STRATEGIC LEARNING 

WITHIN THEIR ORGANISATIONS 

 

Organisations were asked “What are the main challenges or issues facing your organisation at present?” 

and given the option to select up to 4 from a list of options. 

The top issues for all organisations (including those who did not with to align their L&D activities) were: 

 Recruiting staff with the right skills (38%) and Operating in a crowded / competitive market (38%) 

 Poor staff attitude/ morale / motivation (37%)  

 Poor performance by staff (34%) 

 Decreasing revenues within the business (27%) 

 Operating in a decreasing market (25%)  

It is interesting to note that the top 3 of the 4 top issues selected are all issues that might be considered 

as “HR issues”. 

When the data is split between organisations that do not wish to work on strategic alignment or are just 

thinking about it as opposed to organisations actively working on it: 
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 The top four challenges for organisations NOT ACTIVELY working on strategic alignment were: 

o Operating in a crowded / competitive market (42%) 

o Poor staff attitude/ morale / motivation (42%) 

o Difficulty in recruiting staff with the right skills (42%) 

o Poor performance by staff (35%) 

 The top four challenges for organisations ACTIVELY WORKING ON strategic alignment were: 

o Emerging new technology (36%) 

o Operating in a crowded / competitive market (34%) 

o Difficulty in recruiting staff with the right skills (34%) 

o Poor performance by staff (32%). 

This demonstrates that the majority of organisations researched are facing similar challenges.  It is 

interesting to note that the research suggests that organisations who are actively working on strategic 

learning initiatives seem to demonstrate a greater awareness of the strategic issues facing the 

organisation than those who are not. 

All respondents (with the exception of those who were not interested in strategic alignment (15%)) 

were then asked the main reasons for wishing to make their learning more strategic.  The responses 

were as follows: 

 To ensure all employees have the required skills and knowledge to achieve planned business 

growth within EXISTING markets (80%) 

 To get more value from the current learning and development / training budget (60%) 
 To improve staff motivation and retention (60%) 
 To ensure our organisation provides a better service than its competitors (40%) 
 To ensure our organisation is a great place to work (40%) 

In the current economic climate it is surprising to note that only 10% stated that one of their main 

motivations was to reduce L&D costs.  In previous economic downturns research shows that  L&D 

budgets have often been one of the first areas cut.  The findings could suggest that in the current 

recession the benefits gained by investing in well targeted L&D are better recognised than was previously 

the case.     It also suggests that organisations are currently looking to get better value from their current 

investments.  Data gathered via 1:1 interviews suggest that the end result of strategic alignment is often 

reduced costs, but instead of reducing the budget, it remains at a similar and in some cases higher level so 

that it can add even more value to the organisation. Further research is needed in this area to determine 

if this is a trend, or unique to researched respondents.   

It is also interesting that only 15% stated that one of their main reasons was “to ensure that the learning 

and development budget is only spent on learning and development activities that are statutory or 

essential to grow the business”.  This suggests that many organisations now recognise the value added  by 

L&D activities that are not regarded as either “statutory compliance” or “core”.  Again, further research is 

needed to verify this as an L&D trend. 
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3: THE CHARACTERISTICS OF L&D TEAMS BEFORE AND AFTER STRATEGIC 

ALIGNMENT ACTIVITIES  

 

The research posed eight questions to help define the characteristics of the respondents learning and 

development teams.  The research split respondents into two groups: 

Group One: Group one consists of three types of organisations as follows: 

Á Organisations who were not working on strategic learning, and unlikely to do so 

Á Organisations thinking of working on strategic learning 

Á  Organisations who are just starting to work on strategic learning initiatives 

Group Two: Group two consists of two types of organisations as follows: 

Á Organisations that were well on the way to implementing strategic learning  

Á Organisations  who had aligned the majority of their L&D activities to corporate strategies and 

goals 

GROUP ONES L&D TEAMS WERE TYPIFIED AS FOLLOWS: 

 

 Management is usually via a senior level HR specialist (40%), who manages L&D centrally for the 
organisation, in consultation with departments / divisions (67%) 

 L&D activities are funded by a centrally held L&D budget for the whole organisation (67%) 

 Learning needs are identified by asking operations / department heads for their teams 
learning needs (63%), reacting to needs only  as they arise, with little or no long term planning 
(46%)  

 L&D provision focuses equally on compliance with regulations and skills / knowledge 
ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ȰÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÁÓ ÕÓÕÁÌȱ ɉφσϷɊ 

 The L&D team is perceived as Ȱa necessary overheadȱ ɉυπϷɊ 
 
It is interesting to note that 46% of the organisations in this category claimed that their organisations L&D 
was “proactive, actively seeking to identify the L&D the organisation requires” and yet their approach to 
planning was “mainly reactive, and rarely planned for the long term”. 
 

GROUP TWOS L&D TEAMS (BEFORE STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT) WERE TYPIFIED AS 

FOLLOWS: 

 

 Management is usually via a senior level L&D specialist (42%), who partly manages L&D 
centrally, whilst the remainder is managed by divisional / operational heads (47%) 

 L&D activities are funded mainly by budgets held by departmental or operational managers 
(37%) 

 Learning needs are identified by asking operations / department heads for their teams 
learning needs (53%), addressing adhoc requests as they arose (47%), Planned and reviewed 
on an annual basis (51%) 
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 L&D provision focuses equally on compliance with regulations and skills / knowledge 
requirÅÄ ÆÏÒ ȰÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÁÓ ÕÓÕÁÌȱ ɉ56%) 

 The L&D team is perceived as Ȱa necessary overheadȱ ɉσσϷɊ 

 
It is interesting that organisations actively working on strategic alignment are more likely to be 
managed at a senior level by an L&D specialist than those who are not.  It could be that senior L&D 
practitioners are more aware than their HR counterparts of the need for strategic learning within 
organisations and better able to drive it.  It could also be that as a result of strategic alignment, L&D 
functions have been better able to add value to the organisation leading to promotions for L&D team 
leads.   

4: APPROACHES USED TO ALIGN LEARNING 

 

The remainder of the research focused on Group two’s1 experiences of implementing strategic learning 

within their respective organisations.  Organisations were asked about the METHODS they were using in 

order to achieve strategic alignment. 

STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT ACTIVITIES USED 

Organisations were asked: 

 

                                                             
1
 See previous section for definition 
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MOST EFFECTIVE STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT ACTIVITIES USED 

Later in the research, respondents were asked which of the above methods had proven to be most 

effective.  The results were as follows: 

 

According to research respondents, the most five effective methods were as follows: 

 Proactively working with the CEO & senior team (82%) 

 Proactively working with department heads & line managers (52%) 

 Adopting an internal consultancy approach (52%) 

 Adopting a “business partner” approach (46%) 

 Redesigning the L&D team structure (36%) 

Current discussions posted on online HR / L&D forums suggest that there is uncertainty amongst 

practitioners about what the term “business partner” actually means, and its effectiveness as an 

approach.  It would be interesting to research further if this approach produces long term results or is just 

a  fashionable trend.  

As moving towards strategic alignment often leads to L&D team members undertaking new, more 

challenging roles it is surprising that redesigning L&D team structures is ranked as the fifth most helpful 

method although it was the third most popular approach deployed.  Could it be that redesign of L&D team 

structures is occurring before there is a clear understanding of the new roles and responsibilities they will 

be undertaking, and thus the most appropriate new structure?  It might also be that practitioners rush 

into a restructuring only to find that the real solution is more complex and long term, this minimizing the 

effectiveness of the restructuring. 
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As strategic alignment often calls on L&D team members to undertake new roles such as becoming 

internal consultants, it is interesting that up skilling the L&D team is the third most commonly deployed 

method, but only ranked as sixth most effective.  Could it be that up-skilling is not required as new staff 

are taken on to undertake the new roles? This is slightly paradoxical as the key remit of L&D teams is to 

develop human potential, and yet the same principle is not fully embraced within many L&D teams. 

Further research is required to answer the questions posed above. 

 

5: BARRIERS TO ALIGNMENT AND HOW THEY WERE OVERCOME 

Research respondents were asked “What were (or are) the main barriers your organisation encountered 

when seeking to align learning and development activities with corporate goals / strategies”.  The top 

fiver barriers were identified as follows: 

 Lack of integration of talent management, staff development and leadership development 

strategies into day to day HR practices (49%) 

 Generic change management issues from managers (fear of change, wishing things to remain 

as they were) (44%) 

 Lack of a talent management corporate policy (incorporating how talented staff can be 

developed, motivated and retained) (42%) 

 Lack of accurate, up to date training records (training undertaken, training required etc) (39%) 

 Poorly defined organisational strategies & goals (37%) 

 

It is intresting that “Poorly defined organisational strategies / goals” was only ranked as the 5th most 

significant barrier, as it could be argued that it would be difficult to align L&D to unclear organisational 

goals. 

It could also be argued that a “lack of support by senior managers” (34%) would be more likely to create a 

barrier than the lack of a talent management strategy or a lack of up to date training records. 

The reasons why the barriers were ranked by respondents as they were would need further research, but 

they make interesting reading.  A full list of the barriers encountered will be included in the summative 

research data to be published shortly. 

Respondents were asked to describe how they overcame the barriers encounted.  Trends identified to 

date include (ranked in order of effectiveness): 

 Working with the board / CEO & senior managers 

 Communication 

 Measuring & publisising achievements / ROI 

 Clarifying strategy & goals 

 Effective management of culture change. 
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Further data on how barriers were overcome will be included in the summative research data to be 

published shortly. 

6: THE OUTCOMES OF STRATEGIC LEARNING IMPLEMENTATION 

Group 2 respondents
2
 were asked to answer the same questions as detailed in section 3, but focusing on 

the characteristics of their L&D team as a result of their new way of working.  The L&D teams can be 

summarized as: 

In summary: 

 Management is usually via a senior level L&D specialist (61%), who manages L&D centrally for 
the organisation, in consultation with departments / divisions (45%) 

 L&D activities are funded by a centrally held L&D budget for the whole organisation (46%) 

 Learning needs are identified by conducting a strategic learning needs analysis using corporate 
goals and strategies as a starting point (61%).  The needs are then proactively reviewed on a 
month by month basis (51%),  

 L&D provision focuses equally on compliance with regulations and skills / knowledge 
ÒÅÑÕÉÒÅÄ ÆÏÒ ȰÂÕÓÉÎÅÓÓ ÁÓ ÕÓÕÁÌȱ ɉχφϷɊ 

 The L&D team are perceived as “adding value to the organisation” (46%) and describe 
themselves as “proactively seeking to identify the L&D the organisation requires” (90%) 

When these statistics are compared to the “before strategic alignment” statistics key findings include:  

 A 20% increase in the number of L&D teams managed by a senior L&D specialist 

 Centralised funding increasing by 9% whilst departmental funding reduces by 22%  

 A 40% increase in organisations that review their L&D needs on a month by month basis  

 A 37% increase in organisations planning training via a learning needs analysis with corporate 

strategy as a starting point 

 A 44% increase in organisations focusing on providing the right mix of strategic , compliance and 

business as usual L&D 

 A 45% increase in organisations that regard their L&D functions being “proactive” in their 

approach, with a 44% reduction in organisations reacting to L&D needs that only address adhoc 

needs as they arise 

 A 26% increase in L&D teams being perceived as adding value to the organisation, and 18% 

decrease in L&D teams being regarded as a “cost to be avoided”. 

Lastly, respondents from group 2 were asked about the main benefits gained from implementing a 

strategic learning approach within their organisations.  The top 10 are detailed on the next page.   Copies 

of the full benefits identified will be included in the summative research data to be published shortly. 

 

                                                             
2
 See definition of groups in section 3 
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Key Organisational benefits 

Organisations reported an improved ability to expand within both new and existing markets.  Many 

organisations gained recognition as “a great place to work” which made it easier to recruit and retain 

staff. Staff motivation and performance was also improved. 

Benefits for the customer 

Many organisations reported that as a result of improved staff skills, they were now better able to provide 

customers with a better level of customer service. 

Benefits for the L&D team 

A large number of organisations stated that the L&D team were now perceived as “strategic partners” 

within the business, and as a result were invited to become actively involved in new initiatives at the 

outset rather than later as an afterthought.  L&D budgets appear to have been safeguarded by offering an 

improved return on investment for the same budget spend.   The characteristics of L&D team changed as 

a result of working on strategic learning initiatives.  
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For further information: 

 View the resources available from the website:  www.managing-learning.co.uk 

 Email: Juliet@managing-learning.co.uk 

 Phone 01638 620030 

 

INTERIM CONCLUSIONS  

Working towards the implementation of a strategic learning approach within organisations is can be 

challenging and time consuming, with some organisations quoting a 2-3yr timescale for the initiative to 

become fully embedded.  With careful planning and management the barriers encountered can be 

overcome leading to significant benefits for the organisation as a whole and the individuals who work 

there.  

Adopting a strategic learning approach has significant benefits for organisations who report expansion 

into new markets, improved customer service, increased staff satisfaction and motivation and gaining 

better value from their L&D team. 

Adopting a strategic learning approach has significant benefits for the L&D team themselves, allowing 

them to play a more significant role in driving organisational growth and development, as well as deliver 

better results & return on investment with the same, and in some cases less,  budget than in previous 

years. 

Although at times it is not easy for L&D practitioners to take a more proactive, strategic approach to their 

work, it is hard to dispute the long term positive benefits.  The question asked by organisations should not 

be “why should I adopt a strategic learning approach?”, but “How and when am I going to start working 

towards strategic learning?” 

THE CAMPAIGN FOR STRATEGIC LEARNING 

 

THIS RESEARCH WAS CONDUCTED BY JULIET ADAMS, MD & 

STRATEGIC LEARNING SPECIALIST AT MANAGING LEARNING ON 

BEHALF OF THE CAMPAIGN FOR STRATEGIC LEARNING.   

THE CAMPAIGN FOR STRATEGIC LEARNING AIMS TO PROVIDE CEOS, 

SENIOR MANAGERS AND L&D LEADERS WITH THE DATA AND 

RESOURCES NEEDED TO HELP THEM GET BETTER VALUE FROM THEIR 

L&D TEAMS, THUS ALLOWING CORPORATE L&D TEAMS TO FULFILL 

THEIR FULL POTENTIAL 

 

http://www.managing-learning.co.uk/
mailto:Juliet@managing-learning.co.uk

