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Joined-up learning
Learning matters. But the challenge facing
many organisations is ensuring that the two
functions most concerned with learning –
human resources and knowledge
management – can integrate their activities
to best effect.
Research from Henley’s Knowledge
Management Forum helps identify practical
pointers to where such opportunities for
collaboration and enhanced learning
effectiveness exist, and offers strategies to aid
the delivery of joined-up learning.
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Joined-up learning

“Because there’s no tension, we can
actually interact very well – which makes
a big difference.”
Lucy Miller, learning from experience manager,
Ministry of Defence

It’s become fashionable to speak of ‘the learning organisation’. But
which function within the organisation should be responsible for
managing and co-ordinating that learning? Various functions – notably
human resources and knowledge management – have an obvious
interest in learning, and in making that learning as effective as
possible. But without a consistent set of principles and strategies,
there can be missed opportunities to generate value for the
organisation.

Line managers simply want the delivery of learning to be efficient and
effective at both the individual level – in terms of training and
development – and the organisational level – where it is the
organisation itself that learns. To paraphrase management thinker Charles Handy, the truly
effective learning organisation is one that is comfortable with both kinds of learning, individual
and organisational, regardless of which function oversees them.
Research carried out by the Henley Knowledge Management Forum helps to identify how this can
be achieved. By looking at the learning processes that underpin both individual and organisational
learning, the research highlights ways in which the human resources and knowledge management
functions can collaborate and, in the process, deliver truly joined-up learning.

Understanding the learning landscape
Learning is complex. Managers must think about what is being learned: is it explicit or tacit
knowledge? Explicit knowledge is knowledge that has been codified into words and is therefore
easily transferable. In contrast, tacit knowledge is knowledge that cannot easily be put into words.
They must also consider the way in which knowledge is learned by individuals: is it either
passively, by being provided with information and guided through it, or actively, by engaging
with a real issue and thinking through the implications? Or is it through a process in which
active learning and passive learning are mixed?
Organisational learning can be viewed through the same lens. Knowledge management
initiatives aimed at improving explicit organisational learning, for instance, might be thought of
in terms of technologies such as databases or processes to capture and share lessons learnt. A
focus on improving tacit organisational learning might see the organisation develop
communities of practice to connect people with relevant experience.
These distinctions matter because they help to crystallise what the priorities are, and where,
critically, the opportunities lie for responsible functions to collaborate.

Collaboration, insight … practical value
Co-ordinated by Dr Christine van Winkelen of Henley Business School, the insights into
joined-up learning described here originated in a research project carried out by members
of the Henley Knowledge Management Forum. Based on detailed analyses of relevant
aspects of the operations of Orange, GlaxoSmithKline and QinetiQ, the research involved
forum members drawn from organisations as diverse as the Defence Procurement Agency,
National School of Government, Thames Water and Unisys.
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Accordingly, four propositions underpinned the Henley research:
• In many organisations, learning-related processes and activities are happening in relative
isolation to one another.
• Joining-up learning-related processes and activities would generate value for the organisation.
• Different kinds of learning-related processes and activities can be joined-up in different ways.
• Active engagement and dialogue between people involved in learning in different functional
areas is the best basis for achieving this joined-up approach.

The joined-up learning ‘health check’
So where does your organisation stand? A basic ‘health check’ can
help to identify how easy – or difficult – it will be to deliver truly
joined-up learning:
• Is the learning agenda driven from the top of the organisation?
• Is there a common strategy and business case for learning, reaching
across functional divides?
• Is learning regarded as important to the way that the organisation
operates – and do people feel encouraged to learn, and to
contribute to the learning of the organisation?
• Are line managers held accountable for learning?
• Is there a track record of knowledge management and human
resources people working together?

“Capturing the knowledge that has
been gained from a project is one thing
– learning the lessons embedded in that
knowledge is quite another.”
Martin Fowkes, knowledge manager,
Taylor Woodrow

If every answer is ‘yes’, then joined-up learning is a real opportunity
waiting to be grasped. If only some questions can be answered with a ‘yes’, then there are still
opportunities. But if every answer is ‘no’, then the chances of success need careful evaluation
and the starting point needs to be a strategic conversation about what learning means for the
organisation.

Strategies for fostering collaboration
The Henley researchers studied in detail the learning processes and opportunities in ten worldclass businesses, including QinetiQ, the research and development organisation;
GlaxoSmithKline, the global pharmaceutical manufacturer; and Orange, the global mobile
telephone network operator.
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A number of distinct opportunities to foster closer collaboration between the human resources
and knowledge management functions were identified:
• Employee leaver and transfer processes can be leveraged by explicitly linking them to
knowledge capture initiatives.
• Communities of practice can be used as a vehicle to support mentoring programmes, as well
as providing experience and expertise to shape the design and delivery of formal training and
e-learning courses.
• Training programmes – typically managed by human resources – can be reinforced through
activities taking place within communities of practice, which are typically spearheaded by
knowledge managers.
• Induction processes can be used to drive new hires to engage in communities of practice, as
well as providing training in knowledge sharing behaviours and the use of collaborative tools.
• Explicit training and guidance in knowledge sharing and knowledge management principles
can be included in management development processes and training.
• Learning from ‘after action’ project/event reviews can be fed into induction and training design.
• Participants in conferences, standards committees and other external bodies can be asked to
provide internal briefings and seminars as part of the organisation’s continuous professional
development activities.

Joined-up learning in practice
But how practical a proposition is such joined-up learning? Very, according to evidence from
real-life organisations.

“It’s more important to do the right
thing, rather than worry about who did
it, or who takes the credit for doing it.”
Graham O’Connell, head of organisational learning
and standards, National School of Government

“There’s no tension with human resources at all,” reports Lucy Miller,
learning from experience manager at the Ministry of Defence. “We
look at learning – in the context of what can be learned from
particular projects – while the human resources function looks at
training. The two are very different.”
At Taylor Woodrow, knowledge manager Martin Fowkes finds that
human resources professionals engage very readily with the concept
of capturing learning from key points in the employee ‘lifecycle’: job
moves, promotions, project closures and employee departures. “It’s a
very powerful way of communicating,” he stresses.

Meanwhile, at the National School of Government, Graham O’Connell, head of organisational
learning and standards, reports that his department works very closely with the organisation’s
human resources function. “There’s a well-understood distinction between the delivery of
generic core skills, which is the responsibility of human resources, and the more strategic,
business-led learning, which we handle,” he says.
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