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Learning and strategy

What and Who?
This paper relates to talent development for scientists and engineers. It is designed for learning and
development (L&D) and HR professionals who support technical groups and individuals within
scientific, engineering or manufacturing organisations. It presents practical tips, tools and insights
which aim to...
 Improve alignment of learning and strategy  Assist creation of value-adding L&D
 Enable a strategic approach to L&D
 Support and help Learning Champions

Content Snapshot
It explores the key elements needed to create modern strategy and addresses some of the
challenges. It presents tips, tools and insights designed to help L&D and HR professionals in their
mission to create business-aligned L&D and invest in their technical talent. The white paper includes:
 What is strategy? Making it your ally
 Impact of strategy & strategic thinking

 Aligning learning with strategy
 Key tools for strategy development

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Our Frame Of Reference
Realising the Value of Learning and Development
In a dynamic changing environment peoples’ desire to grow and adapt is an asset to any
organisation as long as it is supported and nurtured. Especially true for scientists and engineers.
As depicted in Figure 1 below, value for all is created when:

 Learning and development (L&D) and
business objectives are aligned
 L&D professionals take a holistic
approach and help translate business and
individual needs into authentic learning
 Organisations recognise people as
lifelong learners whose continuous
development results in far-reaching
advantages: human and commercial

Figure 1
Learning and development can achieve this ‘value’ mix by...




Being supportive
Being strategic
Encouraging excellence
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Strategy and Learning. So What?!
The interpretation of strategy and the accompanying language can sometimes be confusing. Plus
strategy like many business components is often misused and misunderstood.
To help bring commonality to our strategic learning and development discussions the following
definitions are useful and accessible.

What is strategy?
Strategy: The process by which an organisation or individual identifies, chooses,
implements and reviews ways of delivering long-term value and success. Strategy is
about gaining advantage over competitors, best capitalising on emerging possibilities and
being aware of potential threats.
A strategy or strategic plan: A flexible long-term plan designed to achieve successful
future development and to maximise long-term value. As there is always an element of
uncertainty about the future, a strategy is more about a set of opinions or strategic
choices rather than a fixed plan.
Strategic thinking: the ability to look to the future and think creatively about the
potential development of an organisation or situation.
Personally: I love strategy and I am proud to admit it. Not the pseudo-strategy that is
regurgitated by many; where aimless plans are tweaked and then ignored for another
year. The strategy I love is a dynamic empowering process which takes an all-round view
of the business inside and out; creating value today, tomorrow and for years to come. A
philosophy shared by value-adding learning and development (L&D).

3 Truths and myths about strategy
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Importance of strategy to learning and development
When so much is changing and with many avenues to explore we need clarity in our thinking.
Learning and development which is aligned with and contributes to business strategy adds value for
all involved. Chasing every opportunity, looking at our feet instead of ahead, making big decisions on
the hoof; all conspire to drain time, money and resources. Taking a more strategic view helps inform
shorter term decisions, bringing C.A.L.M.; helping us progress instead of adding to the confusion.

Clarity
Advantage
Leadership
Momentum

identifies gaps, opportunities, risks and gives a clearer view of actions to take
develops a platform to build ongoing competitive advantage
demonstrates credibility, fosters trust and helps build learning cultures
provides a clear translatable purpose for everyone to strive towards

When people are looking to you to demonstrate value or face the next talent development
challenge, thinking strategically and using great strategy will help you stay CALM while others may
be losing their heads!
It also helps answer the key questions such as:






What are the strategic aims of talent development activities and programmes?
Why are we bothering?
How will people and the organisation benefit?
Does our talent development add value and have a positive impact?
Does it meet our strategic aims and how will we know?

Common Strategy Challenges

A responsive process: Being rigid in our thinking and staying with old ways of
working does not help build dynamic modern strategy. The ability to change perspective,
be flexible and have a proactive attitude results in creative strategy and encourages
strategic thinking. Real strategy is a means of building longer-term value.
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Strategy is the mechanism that helps us move from where we are today to where we would like to
be in the future. It is first and foremost a dynamic, ever-evolving process.
The strategy required to take an organisation to one stage of its development is unlikely to be the
same as that needed to keep it there. Or take it to the next level. Why? As Richard Rumelt
describes in Good Strategy. Bad Strategy
“insightful re-framing of competitive situations can create whole new patterns of
advantage and weakness; creating new strengths through subtle shifts in viewpoint”

Put simply, the world changes so strategy has to change too.
An accessible model to assist with this is The ACID Test shown in Figure 1.
Made up of four key areas,

Analyse – Choose – Implement – Develop
The ACID Test helps us to recognise and use strategy as
a dynamic process. Meaning it can evolve and is
flexible to changing demands.
Using it increases our chances of success because:
 Analyses brings better understanding and
information
 It helps us Choose the best options
 Ideas will gather momentum and support as what
we Implement is coming from a place of thought;
not knee-jerk reactions or out-of-date perspectives
 Organisations continue to evolve and progress as
they Develop strategy based on new insights

Figure 2

Aligned with people at the core: Whatever the sector, Learning Champions know
people are at the core of any organisation. They are vital to commercial success and
pivotal to developing and implementing dynamic strategy.
The ACID Test gives us a foundation to build aligned business and L&D strategies. As
we know people are the key to its success. It will be people that make it happen or
bring it to a halt. They are a rich source of knowledge and ideas which help create
commercial advantage. A brilliant strategy and aspirations to improve talent
development won’t be going anywhere without commitment from the team.

Creative and alive:

Seeing the world as a series of straight lines, assuming
everything is black or white and sticking to the same old ways of approaching strategy
and L&D won’t bring success. Having a healthy perspective and harnessing creativity give
strategy and business its soul.
Why? They help bring an honest, open and broader view to strategy, business and L&D. With so
many opportunities and possibilities to explore, we cannot afford to be constrained by old ways of
thinking or narrow-mindedness. A healthy, fresh perspective combined with creativity encourage us
to move away from straight-line thinking and blind process-following to being more holistic.
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Perspective: Our interpretation of situations is often influenced by the information we have
in front of us, and our perspective. Having a jaundiced or skewed view can lead to negative
interpretations of positive situations, just as inaccurate trends and assumptions can be drawn
from incomplete, poor quality data. A healthy perspective is therefore vital for realising future
aspirations and assessing current situations.
Creativity: This brings soul by ensuring we are open to ideas and suggestions, can see
beyond the obvious, and are able to face and solve challenges in a way that brings
competitive advantage and value.
To use strategy as a means of embracing dynamic change and a process for developing value it is
important to be...
 open-minded
 aware of emerging trends, threats and opportunities
 prepared to try something new

Strategy In Action
Taking a strategic approach to learning and development and aligning L&D and business strategies
creates value. But do where we start?
Here are some top tips and tools to help with those strategy adventures...

Are you committed?
Ask yourself, “Am I committed to changing and developing?” This may seem like a strange question
to ask; especially of those working in L&D. Actually it’s not. Having witnessed ‘launch-a-phobia’ and
‘initiative-itis’ first hand, commitment from a core team is essential. Creating or refining a strategy
takes effort, implementing it and seeing it through takes much, much more.

Getting started
Whatever your role in the L&D mix your opinion counts. Therefore, regardless of whether you’re the
Chief Learning Officer or not, if you think your L&D strategy needs a spring clean, if you think it
needs updating, if you know you need one or if your colleagues are not thinking strategically enough
then say so. Add it to the agenda. Let your voice be heard.
Create a separate meeting to kick-start the discussion. If you haven’t got a formal learning and
development structure then pick your A-team and get your heads together. Not everyone may
agree. Not everyone may know how or what to do. That is not an excuse to stagnate. As long as
you care and want to make a difference you are on the right track.

3 Top tools
The following three key tools aid in the development of dynamic, modern strategy; enabling
alignment of business and L&D aims.
Top Tools #1
Top Tools #2
Top Tools #3
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Top Tools #1
Getting In The Zone
Here’s a bit of Sod’s Law; when you’ve decided it’s time to get strategic not everybody’s ready for it.
You and your team may have prepared, you may have devised an agenda and you may even have
relocated to a stylish location away from every day surroundings. Yet despite all this preparing for
strategy not everyone will be in the right state of mind.
Thinking bigger, looking ahead and shifting perspective are not the preferred thinking styles of everyone
even if they do hold a strategic role. Remember not everyone is hard wired to think big. Some prefer
detail and find broad brush long term thinking a challenge. Is this you? Are any of your team like this?
Different perspectives and approaches add value to the process. L&D professionals know how to
accommodate for different thinking and working styles. Applying these skills will encourage patience
and respect while allowing challenging conversations and discussions.

1.

Encourage strategic thinking on a more regular basis. It’s not just for special occasions. Get
out and about to meet more people from industries other than yours, attend events and
talks or listen to audio books or podcasts. Whatever works for you? Living life in a bubble
doesn’t help with strategic thinking so make sure you get out of yours.

2.

Don’t be a grumpy git or as Austin Powers would say, ‘don’t forget your mojo, baby!’ Having
a positive outlook makes thinking strategically much easier. If you’re not a naturally positive
soul then train yourself. Seriously! When you feel a wave of negativity coming over you
think of something you’re really proud of or something very special in your life. Let the
happy waves roll over you. This approach works well for everyone. Even the naturally
positive have their negative moments too.

3.

Include some form of warm-up or icebreaker activity at your strategy sessions. There are
many already available to use off-the-shelf. You can even make up some of your own. Don’t
feel embarrassed. If you want to work even closer as a team having a bit of fun together is a
must have ingredient. Why not try this one .........as a team brainstorm as many alternative
uses for a pair of underpants that you can think of........fun, easy, accessible to everyone and
exactly what you need to loosen up.

4.

Set the ground rules. Developing strategy can be challenging. Everyone has something at
stake personally or professionally. Great teams are made up of people with diverse
experience and skills. As Learning Champions know, the best results will be generated in an
environment where people feel their opinions count and that they are ‘safe’, i.e.
disagreement and challenge is welcomed and will not be used in anger later.

5.

If you have regular board or management meetings which include strategy and operational
updates make sure strategic elements are addressed at the beginning when everyone’s fresh.
Leaving it until the end will mean it isn’t getting everyone’s full attention or best energy.
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Top Tools #2
Business Model Canvas
Testing the value and impact of ideas and choices is important in the process of strategy development.
Understanding the interplay between different elements involved is also pivotal to turning them from
thoughts to reality and for gaining buy-in. The Business Model Canvas was designed by Alex
Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur and has found extensive use in a range of business contexts. As a 1-page
canvas or ‘portrait’ of a business it allows us to explore ideas in terms of customer (internal or external)
value and visualise the enterprise as a whole. From testing scenarios to evolving ideas it is a useful tool.

Business Model Canvas reproduced from Business Model Generation by Y Pigneur and A Osterwalder

Using The Canvas
1. In the first instance test your ideas using the two segments, Value Proposition and Customer
Segments. Explore and understand why your proposal is valuable to others, who it is valuable to
and why it is valuable to them. Considering these elements together initially can save time, money
and effort as well as bring greater clarity.
2. Consider the other areas of the Canvas to expand and develop your strategy once you have a
better, clearer understanding from your work on Value Proposition and Customer Segments.
 Find more information and supporting materials online at...
http://businessmodelgeneration.com/canvas/bmc
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Top Tools #3
Stakeholder Analysis
Understanding, managing and engaging with stakeholders in a strategic, thoughtful way of increasing
our chances of achieving desired outcomes; personal and /or organisational. Their opinions can help in
the early stages; fostering their support along the way. This support can often bring access to additional
resources; improving quality and results. Stakeholders come in many guises and vary according to
situation and context so a good place to start is with a top-level definition.
“a stakeholder is any group or individual who can affect or be affected by the achievement of an
organisation’s (or individual’s) objectives”
[R.E. Freeman; Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach]

Making Stakeholder SOUP

Select:

Stage 1 focuses on identifying all potential stakeholders. The aim is not to analyse but create a
long, broad-ranging list.
Organise: Stage 2 involves organising stakeholders. Mapping and classifying the status of individuals
and groups helps us decide what, when, where, how and in whom we are going to invest our valuable
time and resources. Please see Figure 3 below for a useful power / interest matrix.
Understand: With key stakeholders identified and classified, Stage 3 entails developing an even greater
understanding. For example: What motivates them? How to communicate with them? Who
influences them? What do they care about?
Plan: Stage 4 centres around the creation of an engagement plan. The analyses carried out so far help
us decide how we interact with them including the methods and content we choose to communicate.
Figure 3: Stakeholder power / interest matrix
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Different Tomorrow?
As well as a commercial imperative,
taking a strategic approach to
learning and development is
especially
important
for
organisations whose success relies
upon the quality of their science
and engineering talent. Ill-thought
out, illogical L&D initiatives can jar
with
technical
professionals;
reducing trust or credibility.
Thinking strategically may not be
the natural way of working for some
L&D professionals but it is a core
skill to develop. One that is key in
the value-adding L&D mix.
Bringing together business, strategy
and learning creates opportunities
and builds competitive advantage.

Five Top Tips
 Take the lead. Strategically position L&D as an
organisation-wide imperative rather than a
subset of HR or a silo of ‘people’ activities.
 Champion a learning culture and enable L&D
to be an integral part of the organisation
operationally and strategically; at the heart
not on the sidelines.
 Constantly evolve L&D so it is NOT a static
same-old-same-old activity.
 Stay connected with learning trends and
business needs but... don’t keep racing to
collect the newest shiniest fads and fancies.
 Remember strategy and strategic thinking
bring CALM, credibility and value.

How strategic and business-aligned
is your learning and development?
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About Dr Elaine Hickmott
Dr Elaine Hickmott is founder of EH Enterprises, a learning and development consultancy specialising in working
with scientists and engineers.
Her mission is to support STEM talent around the world; enabling them to appreciate and develop their broadranging skills and expertise.
Elaine’s inspiration is rooted in the knowledge that scientists and engineers who develop holistically and beyond technical
boundaries bring global prosperity and social change.
Stepping back in time, her adventure began with a PhD in chemistry followed by experience as an industrial chemist and working in
commercial and business leadership roles. Elaine says, “a PhD in chemistry launched me. Manufacturing and business inspired me.
Curiosity and pro-activity did the rest”. She describes her career as going from boilersuit to boardroom and beyond.

If you have any questions or insights to share; talent development challenges
to discuss please contact Elaine via elaine@eh-enterprises.com
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