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Introduction
Training refers to the acquisition of a specific skill to be applied in the workplace and is commonly associated with core business processes that are contained, certain and repetitive. As such the roots are to be found in the Taylorist approach to organising work which determines that a business process can be reduced to clear component activities that can subsequently be optimally arranged and workers trained to undertake these activities. It is immediately evident that training is best suited to processes that are buffered from external forces such that the work may be repeated continuously without interruption or the need for alteration. Typically, training is also associated with specific work related qualifications exemplified by the notion of Apprenticeships. This in turn has tended in the past to be related to the notion of lifetime employment and the pursuit of a single career.
Unfortunately, the modern business environment no longer lends itself well to bounded, static situations as the multiple forces of change such as technological advances, globalisation, increased competition and so forth are constantly brought to bear on the organisation. Today business needs to be fleet of foot if it is to survive in a changing and complex environment. Whole industries can be radically re-defined or new ones invented within a decade. The migration of the back office to India, the rise of China as the manufacturing plant of the world and the invention of the PC and Mobile phone industries are cases in point. All this means that specific skills trained into staff become redundant rapidly as the business is forced to respond to its external environment. Trained ship builders in the UK became redundant when ship building migrated to the Far East in the 1960s and 1970s. Now back office skills in the UK and US are similarly becoming redundant in those countries as back office processing is moved to India. 
Looking at this phenomenon from another angle Arie de Geus in his book “The Living Company” points out research that determined that the average age of the Fortune 500 company is just 40 years. Another study he quotes reveals that the average age of all companies surveyed in Europe and Japan was just 12.5 years. A further study by the Corporate Strategy Board found that in the entire history of the Fortune 50 spanning some 40 years and 150 companies only 8 had recorded uninterrupted revenue growth. 
Change is evidently a fact of business life and today that change seems to take place more rapidly. The result is that work careers can be destroyed and made redundant within a lifetime. Training for a lifetime career or even a specific workplace skill decays in relevance and value to the worker over an ever shorter period of time.

This circumstance has given rise to the notions of lifelong learning and employability as the means for workers to survive and flourish in the modern business environment. Similarly, organisations have had to learn to survive themselves and in doing so become “learning organisations”.  A Learning Organisation is one that promotes actively a culture of continuous learning that benefits both the individual and the business. The Boeing Company, for example, subsidises anyone who wishes to study for a university degree, no matter whether the degree is directly relevant to that person’s work or not. In doing so it is demonstrating its commitment to learning and reaps the benefit from a work force that is skilled in the process of learning. 
Action Learning

Reg Revans was way ahead of his time when he recognised the need to learn continuously in the workplace in the 1940s. A re-streamed science professor who once worked at the Cavendish Laboratory alongside several Nobel prize winners, Revans devoted his life to helping organisations and the managers within them to learn how to adapt to changing circumstances. In his work in the coalmines of Wales and England he developed his idea of action learning. His thesis was that programmed learning (P) could be used to solve puzzles that had by definition known answers but was of little direct use in solving workday problems. These problems could only be solved by an action learning or questioning process that uncovered new learning (Q). Hence his formula that learning comprised in total the sum of programmed and action learning;



L= P + Q

Revans went further and acknowledged the role of change in the learning process and maintained that all learning had to take place faster than the rate of change for it to be effective. Hence the formula;




L > C
At the heart of Revans’ approach to learning was the concept that adults learn best by doing. In this respect he coined the mantra “There is no action without learning and no learning without action”. His approach to action learning followed a cycle of observation followed by hypothesis which is then experimented upon yielding results for review and ultimate reflection. This learning cycle can also be seen in the later work of David Kolb who proposed a cycle based on observation, conceptualisation, experimentation and experience. 
In essence Revans and later Kolb were proposing a methodology by which adult workers could learn how to learn and in doing so arm themselves effectively to cope with the rapidly changing environment that demanded lifelong learning.

Revans’ great success with action learning was not at the time widely assimilated outside the immediate organisations with which he worked. More recently, however, it has risen to prominence particularly in the US where it has been adopted by many blue chip companies as the cornerstone methodology for creating a learning environment directly integrated with the business. One of the first proponents of modern day action learning was General Electric who introduced it to their programmes at their Crotonville leadership centre. Those early beginnings were taken up by a small community of practice that included practitioners from IBM and Johnson & Johnson. That community has evolved into the current Global Forum for Business Driven Action Learning managed by Dr Yury Boshyk. This school has spread far and wide and today has practitioners as far afield as Japan and South Korea. Other action learning schools with their own take on action learning, such as reflective action learning, have similarly evolved both in the US and in Europe. A recent survey undertaken by Jim Bolt revealed that action learning has been re-discovered by corporate America within the last 5 years and is mentioned in his 2004 survey as the most frequently mentioned activity associated with executive development. 
So what is Business Driven Action Learning (BDAL)?Business driven action learning is a particular approach to executive or management development that seeks to integrate individual learning and internal business consulting to the practical benefit of both the individual and the company. It holds the view that theoretical knowledge gained on a traditional development programme is of little use until it has been absorbed fully through its application in a real live business project that requires a “now” solution. 
Perhaps the most well know exponent of business driven action learning is General Electric who pioneered and used it intensively at the company’s Crotonville leadership centre. Since then other major companies have adopted the practice such as Boeing, Asea Brown Boveri (ABB), Johnson & Johnson, Heineken and locally, Standard Bank to name but a few. All report not only powerful learning experiences but significant value added to the business by solutions provided by in-company expertise; often more value at less expense than would be the case in employing external consultants.

Dr Yury Boshyk describes the essence of business driven action learning as follows;

“Business driven action learning as practised in some of the best companies involves five key elements:

· The active involvement and support of senior executives;

· Work on real business issues and the exploration of new strategic opportunities;

· Action research and learning focussed on internal and external company experiences and thinking that can help resolve business issues;

· Leadership development through teamwork and coaching;

· And the implementation of recommendations and follow-up on business issues examined and the organizational and individual learning that took place, thus enhancing positive business results and ensuring that learning is greater than the rate of change.”
Experience in South Africa has shown that managers readily take to action learning with remarkable results. When large cohorts of action learning champions are formed within the organisation a culture of learning does indeed evolve and the consequence is an effective, practical learning organisation. In the Standard Bank action learning projects are embedded in all development programmes and have been for a decade. The result is that hundreds of managers are seasoned action learning practitioners and the business has no doubt benefited from the continuous flow of solutions to real business issues that have been addressed by them over this time period.
Deep Immersions

Another approach that can be used in tandem with action learning projects in creating a learning organisation is the use of “Deep Immersions”. These involve purposeful visits to foreign countries sometimes directly related to the action learning project and sometimes not. The power of the cultural experience should not be underestimated when the experience is well conceived, planned and executed. Specific company visits, executive dialogues, social events and structured de-briefings are all part and parcel of an effective immersion. The most striking learning takes place on visits to countries like China where the culture – the way we do things around here- is very different and so gives rise to a wave of voluntary questions which start with “Why do they do that?” and inevitably ends with “Why do we do it the way we do?” Consequently, a well structured immersion in China provides more insight into South Africa than it probably does into China! Standard Bank has used deep immersions for years and has built a cohort of globally smart managers as a result. The Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS) has also come to use deep immersions in their elite programmes such as the Global Executive Development Programme (EDP) and the company specific executive programmes. The EDP this year visited Singapore and Malaysia and was very well received by the delegates in the class.
But as good as BDAL and Deep Immersions are they already represent the old school of development! 
Network Learning

The new school of learning has started to embrace Networked learning. Today it is very much a case of “It is not What you know but Who you know” that gets you ahead. The networked organisation has arrived and with it the need for networked individuals. Competitive pressures and technological advances have served to re-shape the modern organisation. De-layering, re-engineering, cross-functional teams etc have all served to destroy the Control and Command organisational Pyramid. GE promotes the “Boundaryless” organisation in response as it seeks to surface and distribute best practices across the entire orgnisation as rapidly and effectively as possible thereby making the entire business more competitive. Change has become a desirable partner rather than a threat. Indeed improving connectivity throughout an organisation and destroying silos has become the vogue. In the lean and mean connected organisation informal networks become important in getting things done. These networks are the glue that holds together cross-functional teams and the like and are vital to implementing strategy and change. They are the means by which knowledge is created, accessed and distributed for business benefit. Networks have become the highways of the learning organisation.
What does this mean for the individual? Researcher Rob Cross undertook a study of performance across 4 companies in petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals, electronics and consulting to determine the characteristics of high performers in terms of Expertise, Technology usage and Networking. He found that whilst sufficient Expertise and use of Technology kept people out of the Bottom 20% of performers it was the nature of individual networks that differentiated high performers. Essentially, high performers have larger and more diversified networks than average or low performers. Corroborative research confirms that performers with more diversified networks are associated with;


* Early promotion



* Career mobility



* Managerial effectiveness
Clearly, the networking adds value to the individual. The primary reason lies with the fact that it provides this highway to learning. Networked individuals know who to “go to” for key information or learning. 
Lesser & Storck found that networking as done in Communities of Practice produced the following returns;



* decreased the learning curve of new employees



* increased customer responsiveness



* reduced rework/reinvention



* Increased innovation and new products/services
Enabling networks to form as well as encouraging and facilitating networked learning is becoming key to modern day competitiveness for both individual and company. The formation of communities of practice, the population or work teams and development programmes from diverse parts of the organisation are all actions that can be taken to facilitate networking. The creation of the corporate leadership centre is another. Boeing’s leadership centre is described as their “Champs Elysee” where you can meet all the “movers and shakers” in the company over the course of a year. GIBS, through Prof Gill Marcus, has created a system of networks that range from school level to board level. These networks are open to appropriate people who would like to join and meet regularly to interact and discuss specific issues. In similar vein the author runs the GIBS Executive Learning Network (ELN) with the view to bringing executives together to share experiences and create new learning that they can use in their organisations. (In both cases details can be found on the GIBS website.) The response to these networks has been strong and the need for individuals to know how to network has given rise to a one day workshop that the author runs at GIBS which introduces the need and concepts of networking followed by an analysis of an individual’s personal network and role plays on establishing personal relationships. 
The return from network-based learning can be considerable and is captured in the notion of Social Capital which can be defined as the sum of the resources embedded within a social network that is available to the individual or organisation. It follows that the more appropriately networked an organisation the more social capital it harbours that can be deployed for competitive advantage. In this context networking can be viewed as a specific business tool and the author has worked with companies to integrate personal networking into business strategy and particularly tactical action plans.
Business Simulations

The current New Big Big Thing is business simulations. Originally used in high technology environments like NASA, the advancement of computer and media technologies have made simulations more accessible by the business world. Gartner reports that simulations are about to become a mainstream corporate application and together with IDC in the US believes that the tipping point has been reached and predicts that the use of business simulations will explode over the next ten years. Brandon Hall projects that the market for simulations in the US will move from $6 billion in 2006 to $37 billion by 2011. Do they work? Boeing are major users of business simulations and Steve Mercer, the former executive running the Boeing Leadership Centre had this to say about an SMG simulation (SMG is owned by BTS a leading provider in the simulations market represented in South Africa by BTS Africa)

“The Boeing Executive Program and the potential of BoeingSim are playing a key role in transforming Boeing into a 21st Century leader. Those who contributed to the development and delivery of this unique and leading edge experience have truly made a difference.”
A business simulation re-creates a real business environment for the purposes of learning. In a simulation the user is usually asked to play a role and make decisions based on that role. The decisions that the user makes determine the outcome of the simulation. The contexts and decisions are based on research and analysis of real world companies and real world decision scenarios. Users may take the helm of a company undergoing a major change effort, determine strategy for a newly merged company, make financial decisions for a start-up company, build brand advantage and so forth. Also simulations may be designed generically to illustrate specific practices or they may be customised to closely resemble the prevailing circumstances in a client company. Finally, whilst simulations are more commonly experienced in a team environment with teams competing to be the best performer according to a pre-determined metric such as share price or EVA they can  also be designed for individual use in self study mode.
Business simulations are based on a “learn by doing” philosophy and support discovery-based learning in which the user learns for himself. In these respects simulations reflect the very best of adult learning principles and it is no wonder that they are capable of delivering higher quality learning ( deeper understanding), faster and more directly linked to the job than can traditional classroom learning. Quite simply there is no competition as a learning tool. If a company wishes to increase its speed to competence then simulations are the way to achieve this outcome. The following characteristics of simulations underpin its powerful impact;

· Learn by doing – users don’t just learn about a behaviour they do the behaviour. Consequently, they emerge from the workshop already competent.
· Discovery approach – the safe environment allows users to explore their understanding of a topic and discover learning for themselves. It is their learning, not that of someone who has told them about the topic. Consequently, it is more likely to “stick”.
· Context based insight – actions, decisions and results are grounded in real life contexts especially when the simulation is custom made for the client when there is a direct one-to-one correlation with the workplace.
· Goal-based – all simulations have clear desired outcomes or goals. Users learn how best to achieve these goals.
· Consistent feedback – users receive regular feedback both from the simulation itself and through specific feedback sessions in between simulation rounds. This confirms and consolidates learning quickly.
· Maximum user engagement – business schools, Harvard included, design lecture input and times deliberately to ensure that they do not lose the learner’s attention. This is a well known limiting feature of classroom learning. With simulations there is no such problem. Users are always fully engaged and excited about learning.
· Ties to business metrics – the metrics used in the simulation are related to that used in the business. In the case of the custom simulation they are the metrics used in the business. There is consequently direct relevance to the workplace.
Simulations enable speed to competence to be maximized both for the individual and the company. As a result the return on the investment in simulations is greater than that experienced with other learning technologies. BTS and its group company SMG commonly report returns well in excess of the investment. In one case an independent study calculated the return on an SMG simulation custom designed for a global telecommunications company to be 3 900 %.  Typical returns of at least 15 times the invested amount are not unusual in the experience of BTS.

Conclusion

Learning how to adapt the business to prevailing and possible future circumstances provides a company with a competitive advantage. The action learning modalities exemplified by Action Learning projects and Deep Immersion provided new ways in which individuals and companies could raise their learning “game”. But already they have become old technologies as Network-based learning and Simulation-based learning have accelerated access to learning and speed to competence. Together they represent the new technologies currently being embraced by leading companies in creating the modern learning organisation. 
Mike Lewis is Managing Director of PenLion (www.penlion.co.za), a leadership and strategy consultancy and is Executive Director of the BTS Open Learning Institute. He may be reached at mike@penlion.co.za.
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