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As an L&D Professional, what do you actually do? Many people would  answer this simple question with 
a response that, one way or another,  can be summed up as “I train people”. And the next question to 
those  who respond in this way, is why? The answer is that we train staff in order to improve 
performance; but that concept of performance is not always easy to grasp in its entirety. 

As L&D Professionals we create value-add by developing a performance benefit; and that benefit will always relate 
to one of two core value-adds; it will be designed to either improve performance or avoid risk. But we need to drill 
into this in more detail in order to get a comprehensive understanding of the nature of performance through 
learning.

Performance Improvement – our traditional perception is 

that, through appropriate learning interventions, we are able 

to improve the performance of an individual, or group of 

learners, in order to enable them to do their job better. The 

fundamental benefit that a learning intervention provides is 

that it reduces the lead time to competence (see section 9 

below); the corollary to that is to get clarity on the way in 

which that performance benefit is turned into a business 

benefit – and that is management’s responsibility. A 

performance benefit will yield one of three business 

benefits:

• Efficiency – the business goal of efficiency enables  the 

organisation to do “the same for less”; by improving the 

performance of an individual, group or even the whole 

enterprise, the organisation is able to save money through a 

variety of different approaches (e.g. through downsizing, 

recruitment freeze, job sharing etc.). 

• Expansion – the objective here is “to do more for the same”; 

if the organisation is growing this business objective enables 

expansion to take place without a comparable increase in  

costs and drives an increased margin to the bottom line.

• Transformation – the third business goal is to enable 

transformation, for example, a business initiative, corporate 

change programme, or new venture. Enabling the 

transformation objective means that learning interventions  

are targeted at making the transformation effective more 

rapidly.

Risk Management – but the fundamental business objec-

tive for many learning interventions is to reduce risk; and the 

conventional notion is that this does not relate directly to 

performance. But let’s look into it a little deeper. A typical 

scenario is that of a Financial Adviser writing to clients who 

have said  that they are risk averse, but have opted to invest 

in some riskier investments. The Financial Adviser needs to 

write a letter to ensure that his organisation is not at risk. A 

learning intervention relating to the drafting of that letter 

has two performance objectives:

• Avoidance – the letter needs to be drafted in such a way 

that it ensures that it is tight enough to eliminate all 

elements of risk; and

• Speed – to ensure that the letter is written and despatched 

as fast as possible.
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A concept that sums up the goal of performance through learning is the need to work smarter rather 
than harder. The “work smarter” mantra is a strong rallying cry for new ways of working – especially 
where organisations create the environment in which “the network is the new power structure” and 
where information flows to you through your network connections. A key goal of the working 
smarter approach is to integrate learning and work (see page 11). By positioning themselves in 
support of the “work smarter” mantra the L&D professional will be able to better position the service 
they offer to the organisation.

In an article that was published by Training Journal in early 2011, the Institute argued that a natural 
consequence of “work smarter” is that one of L&D’s main metrics is to be found in a key aspect of 
Talent Management (TM) – and that is workforce planning. The consequence of working smarter is to 
reduce the head count required to support growth – and that further emphasises that TM should be a 
critical part of L&D’s sphere of influence.

LEARN
WORK SMARTER 

NOT HARDER

work smarter 
not harder 
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The chart below highlights the way in which there are fundamental 
changes in both work and learning that L&D Professionals need to 
understand and apply.

We are increasingly seeing the old command & 
control approach of the hierarchical organisations of 
the 20th Century superseded by a more dynamic 
networked environment that is increasingly being 
referred to as a “wirearchy”.  This evolution started in 
the late 1990s with the elimination of middle 
management, and the erosion of the concept of 
“span of control”. Now, as our IT systems have been 
integrated with the web, and new interfaces, 
hyperlinks and databases have been created, a new 
cognitive and social environment has emerged.

Jon Husband describes wirearchy as
a dynamic two-way flow of power and authority based 
on information, knowledge, trust and credibility, 
enabled by interconnected people and technology.

For us, as L&D Professionals, we need to recognise 
that learning has changed too. It’s no longer a case 
of filling classrooms and delivering training, but 
much more a case of facilitating the transfer of 
knowledge and skills through the network. And it is 
the nature of this change that is highlighted within 
the succeeding sections of this white paper.

building capability 
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The L&D function is in the middle of a massive transition and the big problem with any transition is that you 
need to have a very clear vision of where you’re going – otherwise, any road will get you there! That’s when 
maturity models become extremely useful, and the model developed by Jane Hart in collaboration with Jay 
Cross covers many of the bases. In particular, it demonstrates the position of a number of key variables at each 
stage of L&D’s evolution (from stage 1 to stage 5).

In addition, the Institute’s L&D Maturity Model ( see appendix i.) addresses other aspects of the evolution.

Learning & Development
in the 21st Century

bottom-up control

top-down control

informal learning

formal learning
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