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Introduction 
The idea and importance of developing a Learning Culture is not new to many senior managers.  In a 
recent study by Forbes 86% of all CEO recognised that the future of their business rests heavily on 
having a good succession plan in place; only 23% commented on having such a plan, however.  
Succession planning and talent development are slightly different to a learning culture; but they can be 
described as one of the business applications of such a culture. 
 
Sadly, I all too often see a learning culture getting 
hijacked and turned into a message around the need 
for individual development only.  I recall being 
personally involved in the Investor in People (IIP) 
scheme when it launched back in the mid 1990’s, 
commenting that this scheme we had just achieved 
an award in, did zero to build a stable and healthy 
business.  The scheme was effectively hijacked and 
used as a vehicle to get a whole array of non-value 
add training completed.   
 
Entirely my error, as the senior executive, in hindsight I realised that I had allowed the scheme to 
become detached from the business success criteria.  As senior managers and directors we must always 
focus on the business return, and in this I consider a healthy learning culture has two benefits: 
 

 Business growth – systemically investing in your teams member’s personal development so 
that they develop and become better technicians or potential future leaders, so deepening the 
talent pool and providing future business sustainability. 

 Business efficiency and effectiveness – through continually reviewing business process by 
challenging and learning from errors, mistakes and past performance. So that we learn and 
make ‘tomorrow’ better.  

 

Talent management to deliver business growth 
In our fact sheet on talent development there is a good explanation of how to generate and manage 
talent.  Business growth is never linear and so any talent or learning system must be flexible to allow 
varied inputs.  A person may want to go on an un-related (to the business) course and as a Senior Leader 
you might allow this to give them some ability to flex their wings and grow. 
 
This gives you greater and more talented people, but not always focused on the present day business.  
So as with everything in business there has to be an element of the guiding hand that chaperones 
development and talent broadly in the direction of travel required.  If you haven’t already done so, I 
would recommend reading the fact sheet on talent management. 
 

Business learning, business improving 
Information about a success moves very easily. It’s negative information that doesn’t move as well. I 
surveyed more than 300 executives about how they communicate negative information within their 
organization. It could be something bad you have done and need to communicate, or something you 
observe a colleague doing and have to correct. 
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Most executives said they do address the issue, but they always prefer to do it in a confidential setting. 
On the surface, that seems considerate because it protects people, but the main reason we feel the 
need to do it in confidential settings is that errors are associated with sloppy work, negligence, and 
those sorts of problematic qualities. Everybody expects you to perform perfectly, and if you make an 
error you don’t care enough. But if you look at the reasons why we make errors, in a lot of cases, it’s 
stress, fatigue, or distraction. 
 

Building blocks for an effective learning culture 
1. Display investment and interest – it is important to build your team’s confidence that you mean 

the words you are saying about investing in your team and in so doing investing in the future 
of the business.  Setting aside a budget and monitoring its spend by having learning as a key 
metric in the executive review pack is an important first step.  Personally, I would cement this 
with more internal communications about success in development and learning. 

 
2. Adopt responsive leadership – a good proactive to do especially in an engineering environment 

is to major on the responsive style of influence and leadership.  Ask questions, get others 
opinions whilst still setting clear objectives and goals. 
 

3. Clear accountabilities – This word gets touted around so many organisations I visit, but many 
sadly do not have clear accountabilities.  There are a number of accountabilities that are written 
into job descriptions, but there are many more that are written into company process and 
procedures.  In establishing good learning culture having clarity of accountability and 
expectation is important; who is responsible for initiating action for example, who is 
responsible for sourcing activity, who is responsible for changing the status quo? 
 

4. Active reviews of performance – having a natural operating process that challenges 
performance and seeks improvement is important.  This should be part of the ‘beat-rate’ 
meeting structure, embedded into the operational process or model, not a meeting called once 
in a while to address performance fall offs.  Every week we should challenge performance, be 
okay to say it can be better, and work collaboratively to find that better way.  
 

5. Bad news is good news – okay nobody in a management post ever likes to hear bad news, but 
to build a learning culture it is important that we can chart a map of the health of our 
organisation, without that we are blind.  Our team members often have the best eyes to find 
the performance falloff and the reasons and some ideas to resolve it.  Keeping that flow of 
information going is vital. 
 

6. Build a just culture – if you keep getting bad news 
about the same person, it is time to act.  Individual 
performance issues cannot be addressed 
collectively, and neither should we possibly punish 
many or change process to cater for an individual’s 
poor performance.  So we need to performance 
mange that person, and in doing this it is important 
that we apply the management in a fair, reasonable 
and consistent manner.  Hard as it is, it is also 
important to ensure the right messaging goes out about the situation. 


