Are Your Learning
Activities Aligned With
the Business?

LORRIE LYKINS

Learning investments should drive the ability to achieve business goals.
That requires aligning activity closely with the organization’s strategic
business concerns.

emonstrating the link between learn-

ing and business results can be arduous,

expensive and more costly in terms of

resources than actually executing learn-

ing. But aligning learning efforts to core
business goals and strategies is critical to clearly define
learning’s contributions to organizational growth and
profitability.

A fall 2011 study conducted by ASTD and the
Institute for Corporate Productivity (idcp) titled,
“Developing Results: Aligning Learning’s Goals and
Outcomes with Business Performance Measures,”
examined the current state of alignment, as well as
the ways high-performing organizations evaluate
learning and link those measurements to overall
business performance measures.

The study found a strong correlation between
goal alignment and market performance as well as
between alignment and a learning function that is
effective at meeting its own and the organizations
goals.

Before  establishing  linkages  between
ing strategy and business results, organizations
must first ensure the learning function can effec-
tively meet its goals. Less than half (43 percent)
of survey respondents indicated that their orga-
nization’s learning function is highly effective in
achieving learning goals, and when asked about

learn-

achieving organizational goals, 38 percent reported
that their learning function is highly effective. Less
than a quarter of the study participants indicated
their organizations are very good at evaluating the
learning function in the first place, although high-
performing  organizations expressed more confi-
dence in their learning functions ability to meet
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learning and organizational goals (55 percent) and
the company’s ability to measure learning’s effec-
tiveness (60 percent) (Figure 1).

Where to Start

While most learning leaders — 61 percent in the
ASTD/i4cp study — believe it’s critical that their
organizations learning goals be aligned with busi-
ness goals, they express less confidence in how much
importance their colleagues assign to this alignment.
When asked how important alignment of business
and learning goals are to their organization’s business
leaders, 38 percent responded that it was highly im-
portant to business leaders, which seems to indicate
that alignment is not a high priority among business
leaders, or if it is, there is a perception among learning
professionals that this is not the case.

Organizations are more likely to achieve align-
ment if learning is considered a direct business asset
rather than an entity that functions independently
within an organization. Further, if organizations
hope to achieve positive business outcomes via
their learning programs, outcomes must be clearly
defined as integral components in the foundation
of the learning strategy. The learning strategy’s
primary goal must go beyond the effective delivery
of instructional courses, programs and modules, so
that learning truly becomes part of the business.

Even if an organization is fully committed to
developing a learning plan that is in harmony with
the business strategy, it still can be tricky to main-
tain that alignment and challenging to measure
whether or not the alignment exists and is effective.
There may be barriers blocking this activity.

The most commonly cited alignment barrier is



the learning organizations lack of full understand-
ing about the business. Other barriers cited by
survey respondents include difficulty in isolating the
impact of learning on results versus the influence of
other factors (51 percent), limitadons presented by
an LMS that does not have functionality to measure
this (44 percent), and the high cost of conducting
higher-level evaluation (37 percent). These are all
valid concerns, and it indicates that there may be
an opportunity in the LMS vendor space to provide
more effective evaluation modules. Organizations
find it costly, time-consuming and challenging to
tackle evaluations on their own, and are looking for
a technological soludon. But the barriers that learn-
ing can and should be mindful of addressing are
how to develop business acumen along with deep
knowledge and understanding of their compa-
nies, both of which are fundamental to business
success and learning function effectiveness. The
study found that 92 percent of survey respondents
believe their organization’s learning professionals
understand the business to at least a moderate
extent.

Who Owns Learning Strategy?

The ASTD/i4cp study found that in general, the head
of learning — the CLO, senior vice president or vice
president — is usually responsible for development
and execution of the learning strategy, followed by

the head of HR, managers and the CEO, respectively.

But for many organizations (25 percent), the head of
HR is accountable for developing the strategy, and to
a lesser extent, execution (17 percent). Most compa-
nies (40 percent) identified the head of learning as the
individual responsible for developing the strategy, but
it's notable that the head of learning wasn cited as

such in a higher percentage of these companies.

One possible explanation is that the survey also
asked which members of the organization were included
in the development process. At more than half of orga-
nizations, the head of learning is joined by the head of
HR, division leaders, business leaders and managers in

FIGURE 1: LEARNING ORGANIZATIONS’ EFFECTIVENESS

To what degree do you agree with the following statements?

Overall, my organization’s learning
function is effective in achieving
organizational learning goals

Overall, my organization’s learning
function is effective in achieving
organizational business goals

My organization is effective at
evaluating the effectiveness of the
learning function

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Percent answering “high degree” or “very high degree”
M High performers Low performers

Source: i4cp, 2011
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developing the strategy. To a lesser extent, CEOs, HR heads and
individual contributors are involved. This multifaceted involvement
is a good thing. Developing and executing learning strategy in a
team environment that includes HR and senior leadership from the
design phase of a learning program can help to ensure the training
delivered is aligned with the organizational vision and goals.

I4cp research has found that high-performing organiza-
tons are more likely to involve people from multiple levels
in the organization in the learning strategy development
process. And while alignment should be approached as a team
effort, it is incumbent upon learning leaders to first bring the
importance of alignment to the fore by developing a compel-
ling business case for learning that connects the learning func-
tion’s activities and partnerships with line of business peers to
positive impacts on the business.

High-performing organizations are more likely (56 percent)
to have a formal process in place in which leaders look at the
annual performance outcomes for the business and use those
to help shape the future learning strategy. By using future
goals, the organization has metrics in place to measure against
the following year. And by assessing previous outcomes, areas
for development can be clearly identified and targeted for
improvement. This creates a continuous cycle of improvement
that can help increase learning’s focus on improving business
results and ensure alignment.

While the notion of isolating learning’s impact on business
versus other factors' influence may seem like an overwhelming
task or yet another exercise in justifying learning’s existence,
this type of measurement can help to ensure that learning
is truly and demonstrably contributing to the business in an
effective way.

To properly gauge the alignment of the learning strategy
with business goals, many organizations typically use Kirk-
patricks Level 3 measurement around behavior and Level 4
around results. These are important because too often when
many companies attempt to calculate learning ROI, the focus
is justifying learning spending rather than determining wheth-
er or not learning is having an impact on the business. Further,
there needs to be more measurement beyond standard
participation rates and employee surveys, but determining
what to measure can be a significant challenge.

Tying Compensation to Results

An organization can stress the importance of learning and busi-
ness goal alighment by tying learning activity to compensation.
High-performing organizations realize that if they want the learning
function’s goals to line up with the business” goals, they should tie
the compensation of those involved to that alignment. This seems
to be a relatively common practice, with two-thirds of respondents
to the ASTD/i4cp survey reporting that their individual compen-
sation was tied to alignment at least to some extent, with high
performers (30 percent) more likely to employ the practice than
lower performers (15 percent). Tying compensation to alignment



Organizations are more likely to achieve alignment
if learning is considered a direct business asset
rather than an entity that functions independently

within an organization.

between learning and business goals indicates that some
organizations have determined measurements for the
alignment and are able to use those measurements in
compensation decisions.

Another strategy to ensure alignment is to
increase the learning budget targeted at meet-
ing a specific business goal. Some 60 percent of
high-performing  organizations had
ing budget increases during the last two years for

have learn-
this reason. By targeting specific learning budget
increases in this manner, an organization can be
sure that benchmarks are put into place to measure
progress toward a business goal. The budget also
can include resources for measurement itself, indicating
a clear acknowledgement on the part of the business
about learning’s role in achieving the right outcomes.
Creating a strong learning and business alignment
requires that learning leaders first develop and advance a

business case for learning that focuses on demonstrable
impact on business results. Organizations should lever-
age the strategic planning process to create alignment
and include senior leaders in the process to identify what
they need in terms of learning and development. Past
and future business outcomes should be used to drive
the learning strategy, and scorecards should be created
to measure against the goals developed in the strategy
phase. Finally, organizations need to demonstrate their
commitment to alignment by investing in the resources
required, earmarking funding for specific business goals
and holding people accountable for alignment with
incentive compensation.

Lorrie Lykins is managing ediitor and dlirector of research
services at the Institute for Corporate Productivity, a member-
driven research organization. She can be reached at ediior@
CLOmedia.com.

When you’re ready to further
develop your top talent

When you’re ready to invest =
in your organization’s future

You are ready for
American Public University

American Public University is ready to help your team succeed.
We’re a nationally recognized university with bachelor’s and
master’s degrees for business, retail, IT professionals, and
more — completely online. So your employees can take
classes on their own time. And people are taking notice. 99%
of employers surveyed would hire one of our graduates again.*

When you’re ready, visit StudyatAPU.com/CLO

*AP| SAluﬁni Employer Wary 2011 - December2011
We Want you to make an informed decisit the university
ch program, al
apu disclosure

n
-

)

Y

APU University

Ready when you are. ™

American
Public



