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Foreword
If you want to achieve a goal you need a plan. 
And to give that plan the best chance of success, 
you need a strategy. A good learning strategy will:

• Ensure your goals are aligned with the 
organisation’s vision

• Reveal the strengths of your provision and the 
areas that need more support

• Outline your next steps – what you need to 
stop, start and continue

• Encourage everyone to put learning at 
the forefront of their minds and support 
development initiatives

• Position you for learning and development 
success

This all requires some up-front thinking and 
planning. This little book will show you how to 
get started in four manageable stages.

Laura Overton 
Author, facilitator and award-winning analyst
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Four stages to 
success

There are lots of different approaches to 
creating any type of strategy but all have four 
basic elements:

1.  First identify your destination, goals and 
objectives

2.  Then identify the resources you’ll need

3.  You’ll also need an action plan or roadmap to 
help you get there

4.  Finally, a means to evaluate and celebrate 
progress and success

This little book takes you on a journey through 
these four stages to create an effective learning 
strategy. We’ve also included lots of hints, tips 
and quick wins to help you along the way. 
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Stage one:  
Your destination

Creating a learning strategy is more 
straightforward than you might think. What 
you’re investigating is the link between what 
your organisation, staff and volunteers want to 
achieve and where they are now – and ultimately 
how learning and development (L&D) can help 
everyone get there. This involves some detective 
work. In the following pages we’ll look at some 
practical things you can do to help you succeed in 
identifying and defining your mission. 

Quick wins: Start small

Start by designing a learning strategy for just 
staff or volunteers, or a particular department or 
location. This will help build your confidence and 
iron out any unforeseen challenges. 
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A good strategy 
brings mission 

statements to life, 
explaining how 

ambitions can be put 
into practice 

Kris Medlang,  
Shelter
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#1 Interview  
the CEO

Ask for a 30 minute chat to find out what’s 
important to the organisation right now, to ensure 
that L&D aligns with overall priorities. If this 
isn’t possible, who else has an overview of your 
organisation’s vision? Prepare by reading your 
organisation’s annual reports, website and media 
coverage. 

Questions to ask 
What are the organisation’s challenges and 
priorities both in the next 12 months and three to 
five years? What are the long-term goals? Briefly 
outline these in your learning strategy. This is 
your starting point. 

Tip: Stay on track
It’s hard to stay motivated if your only goal is 
three years away. Set short and long-term goals 
and a timetable for tracking progress.
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Get your  
metaphorical 

deerstalker hat on and 
start doing detective 

work around your 
organisation

Michelle Parry-Slater,  
Kairos Modern Learning
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#2 Do your research  
Before you suggest changing anything, first 
assess how L&D is performing.

• Does L&D meet expectations? Meet with 
department heads to ask for feedback

• What does your data tell you? Look at learner 
feedback along with stats for uncompleted 
courses, no-shows and drop-outs. HR data and 
reviews on Glassdoor may also be useful 

• What do learners really think? Gather 
insights through focus groups, or one-to-one 
conversations in smaller organisations 

• How do you compare? Find out what others 
are doing by benchmarking, researching and 
networking

This will give you a starting point, help you make 
data-informed decisions on what to do next, and 
will also give you more credibility and confidence. 

Find out more at clc.link/learning-strategy
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What’s missing 
between what you’re 
offering now and the 

skills that support 
your organisation’s 

goals?
Harri Candy,  
ELK Online
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#3 Clarify your 
purpose

David Hayden of the CIPD advises clarifying 
the role of L&D early on. How are you going 
to support the organisation’s vision? Are you 
intending to:

• Focus on people’s strengths or weaknesses

• Teach people new skills

• Develop people to be their best

• Align skills to organisational performance

• Encourage self-directed learning

A L&D strategy might look quite different 
depending on your intention. This can have a 
huge impact on how learning is then delivered. 

Exercise: Elevator pitch
Create a one-line mission statement to sum up 
the purpose of your learning strategy and help 
focus your activity.
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I wanted  
to know the  

‘warts-and-all’  
about how aligned  

learning was to  
goals and needs 

Joanna Hopkins,  
St Monica Trust
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Case study:  
St Monica Trust

Joanna Hopkins didn’t jump straight into creating 
a learning strategy when she joined St Monica 
Trust. She established a good reputation first. 
After 18 months she invested time – spread 
over several months – evaluating the challenges 
everyone faced. The Trust has five sites and runs 
24 hours a day, so Joanna’s research included 
multiple focus groups to include day and night 
staff as well as volunteers.

Joanna shadowed people in head office and the 
dementia units and spent a day as a porter. She 
conducted a training needs analysis, spoke to 
Trust residents and gathered existing information 
together. When she wrote her report she 
condensed everything into seven colourful pages, 
using simple language and images to describe 
how learning can bridge the gap between needs 
and goals.
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When learning  
isn’t aligned to  

organisational strategy  
it’s unlikely to land  

successfully 
Michelle Parry-Slater
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Stage one checklist
  Interview the CEO:  
This will help ensure your strategy  
supports the organisation’s needs

  Identify a pilot group:  
Choose a team or department which is  
small enough to give your full attention to  
but is also representative of the organisation  
to give meaningful feedback

  Run focus groups with your pilot:  
Find out first hand what works and 
what doesn’t

Quick wins: Deliver fast
People can be impatient to see results. 
What quick, simple fixes could help meet 
the skills gaps in your organisation, have an 
impact and buy you time to work on longer-
term initiatives?
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Stage two:  
Your toolbox

Having defined your objectives, it’s time to 
review the resources you’ll need to achieve them. 
What do you have already, what gaps do you 
need to fill and how are you going to do that?

Warning! Be clear about the scope of your 
strategy. What is L&D responsible for and what 
does the organisation need to make happen? 

Tip: Join the dots

Partner with heads of relevant departments 
to understand how your learning strategy will 
integrate with, and support, their activities 
and plans. 
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Keep refreshing  
your skills with  

free resources from 
organisations like the  

Charity Learning  
Consortium and  

CIPD 
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#1 L&D audit
What skills, tools and capacity do you have, 
and what will you need to deliver your learning 
strategy? Identify the strengths and weaknesses 
for you and your team in:

• Understanding learning theories: To optimise 
solutions to help people build their skills

• Creating digital learning: To deliver effective 
eLearning, videos, animations, webinars and 
podcasts, when appropriate

• Analysing data: To align evaluation with your 
organisation’s metrics, so you can attribute 
improvements to learning

• Digital skills and availability of technology: 
To run successful virtual classrooms, manage 
digital collaboration, improve efficiency and 
help learning stick

Tip: Co-opt a team

If you’re working solo in L&D, you can still create 
a team. Start by asking to ‘borrow’ staff or 
volunteers for a few hours a week.
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Lack of budget  
means being creative  

and innovative and  
an active collaborator

Sukh Pabial, 
Challenging Frontiers 
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#2 Budget…  
what budget?

A strategy on a shoestring could include:
• Curating relevant, free, digital resources

• Asking internal subject matter experts to 
deliver key content 

• Using apprenticeship levies to upskill staff. Find 
out more at clc.link/learning-strategy 

• Enlisting help from other departments to source 
and/or create learning solutions 

• Collaborating with peers. Members of the 
Charity Learning Consortium are great at 
sharing!

• Tapping into your volunteers’ hidden talents – 
some may have relevant skills and experience 
in creating and delivering a strategy   

Tip: Find a budget buddy

If finance isn’t your strong point, find a budgeting 
guru in your organisation and ask for their help.
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Ask people in  
your organisation who  

face EDI challenges  
for their input, to  

help you create an  
inclusive strategy

Harri Candy
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#3 Mobilise your 
managers

Managers are often an untapped font of 
knowledge. They know best the day-to-day 
reality and what their team is like. They can help 
you create job role profiles, spread the message 
about your strategy and engage staff with it. 
In short, they’re your secret to success. Involve 
them from the start. 

Meet managers face-to-face or use video and 
phone calls, email or channels such as Slack. 
Keep asking for their ideas and feedback, give 
them updates and share useful resources for 
their teams. 

Tip: Think sustainability

Managers’ support is essential to enable people 
to put knowledge into practice, so find practical 
ways to support them. Encourage them to assess 
capabilities, coach their teams and create their 
own learning resources. 
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When L&D  
thinks macro,  

amazing things  
can happen

Michelle Parry-Slater
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Stage two checklist
  Engage your managers:  
Let managers know what their  
role is, how important they are to  
creating and delivering a strategy  
and how you’ll be communicating  
with them

  Audit your L&D capacity and skills:  
What capacity and skills do you have, what 
do you need, what skills can you develop or 
who can you co-opt? This will help you plan a 
strategy you can actually deliver

  Create job role profiles:  
Understanding what people are supposed to 
be doing well means you’ll be better placed to 
support them. 

  Confirm your budget:  
You need to know if you have extra budget for 
additional resources or if you’re working with 
what you already have
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Stage three:  
Your roadmap

So you’ve clarified your goals and reviewed your 
resources. It’s time to make your strategy happen. 
First you need to plan what actions you’re going 
to take and, importantly, the key people and 
dates you need to complete them.

For example, if you’re running focus groups, 
when are they going to take place? Is the L&D 
team going to lead these or will area managers or 
other volunteers help out? 

Tip: Set a realistic timescale

Be realistic about what you can achieve and by 
when. You can create a strategy faster, but it’s 
probably more realistic to spread it over three to 
six months. Create a calendar that includes key 
actions, key dates and key people. 



32

When working 
collaboratively, have  
a defined framework  

that’s adaptable  
enough to not get  

in the way
Kris Medlang,  

Shelter
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#1 Clarify who is 
involved and how

With your actions drawn up, you need to know 
who is involved in completing them. Andrew 
Jacobs suggests using a RACI matrix for this. 
Decide who should be:

Responsible: These are the people doing the 
action. Usually team members.

Accountable: There is only one accountable 
person per action and they have the power and 
influence to make it happen. Usually managers. 

Consulted: These are people whose views you 
need to take into consideration but they don’t 
have any actions to complete. For example, 
asking your equity, diversity and inclusion lead if 
your plans align to their strategy. Usually project 
leads or heads of departments.

Informed: These people just need to know 
the highlights of what is happening. Usually 
stakeholders. 
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Sit in the canteen,  
listen and talk  

to people!
Michelle Parry-Slater
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#2 Exercise: 
Calculate your risks

Draw up a simple chart to assess the risks that 
could make or break your plan’s success. 

• Give each risk a score from one to five based on 
how likely it is to happen

• Then give it a score from one to five based on 
how big an impact it will have if it does occur

• Multiply these two to get your risk score 

The higher the score, the more critical the risk. 
Decide what you can do to prevent these from 
derailing your strategy.

Potential risks to consider:
• Does your culture help or hinder?

• How self-directed and motivated are your 
learners?

• Are L&D initiatives discussed, presented, 
marketed and shared?

• How willing are people to engage with you?
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Have realistic  
expectations.  

Thinking there’s an  
end point to delivering  

a strategy adds  
needless pressure

Kris Medlang
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Case study: Shelter
The catalyst for creating Shelter’s first ever 
people plan was a new Organisational Strategy, 
laying out the charity’s goals over three to 10 
years. The People Strategy now sets out a 
roadmap as to how to achieve those goals. 

Background research for the people plan included 
using: metrics and key performance indicators 
to identify capability gaps; focus groups with 
every part of the organisation; feedback from 
appraisals; and staff and pulse surveys. 

The result is a simple, one-page People Strategy 
based on several ‘pillars’, including one focused 
on learning and organisational development. 
It was launched to every team across the 
organisation in 2020 in a series of virtual 
roadshows. Well received, it’s helping to cement 
the L&D team’s move away from transactional 
training. 
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Tools like  
Asana can really  

help when working 
collaboratively
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Stage three checklist
  Create a timetable:  
Make your timetable more  
detailed for the next three to six  
months, less detailed the further  
in the future you look

  Assess your risk:  
Look critically at your people, culture and 
resources. What could derail your strategy? 
How are you going to reduce any risk or impact?

  Check your inclusivity:  
Ask for specific feedback on equity, diversity 
and inclusion from representative groups

Tip: Inclusive learning

You might have lots of different types of learners 
within your organisation but try to find what they 
have in common. For example, do most people 
enjoy learning from their peers? 
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Stage four:  
Your milestones

Before you start rolling out your strategy, you 
need to know what success will look like. This 
can be the hardest question to answer. Different 
initiatives across the organisation all contribute 
to organisational success and they may have 
different metrics – and sometimes none at all. 
How do you know what L&D has contributed? 

Try and understand what productivity means 
for different departments and how L&D can 
improve them. For example, you might look for 
improvements in:

• The numbers of service users

• Outcomes for service users

• Access to services

• Team communication

• Efficiency from team members
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Measurement  
shouldn’t be an  

afterthought – it’s the  
only way to know  

you’re working on the  
right thing from  

the start
Laura Overton
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#1 Stop!  
Re-evaluate

If you don’t know your starting point, how will 
you know that you’re making a difference? Before 
you roll out your plan, check the current state of 
your objectives. 

You may need to speak to a range of people to get 
the information you need. Eg If the organisational 
goal you’re aligning to is to decrease service 
delivery time, ask for data on current delivery 
times, influencing factors and user feedback.

Keep measuring your objectives at regular 
intervals and/or after any major interventions 
(and not just L&D ones). Include key dates for 
evaluation in your timetable. 

Tip: Work with stakeholders

Collaborate with stakeholders when identifying 
what to measure. They know best what 
improvements they’re looking for and how to 
identify them.
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Don’t just rock  
up with a clipboard –  

tell people what  
you’re doing or  
they can panic

Harri Candy 
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#2 Be transparent 
There is nothing more suspicious – and worrying 
– than a secret strategy, so tell people what 
you’re doing and why. This will encourage them 
to be more open to any changes that follow. 

You could add a monthly update to the 
organisation’s newsletter, provide the CEO with 
some soundbites to add to briefings, or create 
some video interviews about the progress 
you’re making.

Tip: Tell a story

Use real world examples and scenarios to 
explain how the new strategy is going to benefit 
everyone. Keep this short: they don’t need all the 
detail, just a paragraph is enough. Remember to 
focus on why it matters to them (rather than you). 
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I use the language  
of bridges – learning  
can help bridge the  
gap between where  
we are and where  

we want to be
Joanna Hopkins
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#3 What’s next?
Your learning strategy is just a starting point and 
creating one can yield unexpected benefits. At St 
Monica Trust, the results and impact have been 
far-reaching and have included: 

• Creating a coaching strategy and coaching pool

• Reeducating people about the benefits of 
apprenticeships

• Ring-fencing four training days a year for all staff

• Getting operational managers together 
monthly, to share best practice

• Some organisational development: rethinking 
roles, training and skills

• New training programmes

• Identifying equal opportunities challenges

• A monthly strategy update with stakeholders

Keep going, keep revising, keep communicating 
and remember to celebrate everyone’s hard 
work and the changes that ultimately your 
strategy will make. 
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Keep reviewing:  
If there’s no change  
after implementing a  

new strategy, take stock  
and find out why

Harri Candy
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Stage four checklist
  Evaluate:  
Define your measures for success.  
Ensure these align with the  
organisational goals you explored 
in stage one

  Double-check your starting point:  
Check your starting data and measure it at 
regular intervals or after any major change. 
A simple graph can show you the incremental 
improvements you’re making over time

  Keep communicating:  
Set up a regular communication channel so 
you can tell everyone about what you’re doing 
and how well it’s going. Remember to publicly 
thank and celebrate the people who have been 
working hard to help you
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Strategy doesn’t  
always need to be  
written down to be 

understood – a picture  
paints a thousand  

words 
Michelle Parry-Slater
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Quick tips for success 
Getting started

  Think about your brand – you don’t have to call it 
a learning strategy

  Have an elevator pitch that explains what you’re 
doing

  Market yourself as a problem-solver 

  Include stakeholders early on to get buy-in

  Gather all relevant data, like absence and turnover 
stats and reviews on Indeed and Glassdoor

  Jot down your findings at every step – review later

  Use an app on your smartphone to record key 
interviews



52

Quick tips for success 
Writing your  

strategy
  Be honest – use the actual words people say, 
don’t censor

  Review and refine when you have 80% of the 
information you need 

  If you’re making a case for more resources, focus 
on how they’ll help meet the organisation’s vision

  Keep any presentation or report short – challenge 
yourself to create a strategy on one page

  Use simple language and avoid jargon

  Make it visually interesting with quotes, images, 
diagrams, bullet points and checklists, or use 
slides rather than a written report

  Set short and long-term SMART goals – specific, 
measurable, achievable, realistic and timebound

  Get a friend or colleague to sense check

  Proudly share your strategy with everyone
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Quick tips for success 
Reviewing your 

strategy
  Keep reviewing your strategy to reflect 
changing needs 

  Stay agile, don’t wait for perfection, improve as 
you go

  Keep listening to feedback, from learners, 
managers and stakeholders

  Maintain momentum with regular updates to 
the organisation 

  Find learning ambassadors and champions to 
support your strategy

  Check that key people – decision-makers and 
allies – are still in their roles 

  Be aware of new people in strategic positions  
and quickly bring them on board

  Rip up your strategy if it no longer fits
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About the Charity 
Learning Consortium 
We are a one-stop shop dedicated to providing 
affordable and effective learning solutions for 
charitable organisations. Membership includes a 
suite of eLearning, charity-specific video content, 
a learning management system and access to a 
vibrant community for members to connect and 
share best practice. You also get a whole host of 
other goodies as part of an annual subscription.

More than 200 charitable organisations benefit 
from collaborating with us. Bringing them 
together enables the Consortium to offer cost-
effective, quality eLearning to more than a 
million people across the UK. Our collaborative 
approach paves the way for learning and 
development success, with ongoing support, 
fantastic networking opportunities, relevant 
workshops, and an inspirational Charity 
Learning Conference & Awards. 

charitylearning.org
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Collaboration rocks!
This book is the result of a collaboration between 
Harri Candy, Susie Finch, Laura Overton and 
Sukh Pabial, with contributions from many others.

Harri Candy is an online learning specialist who 
has worked with numerous charities including 
Victim Support elk-online.co.uk

Susie Finch is an editor specialising in learning 
and development linkedin.com/susiefinch

Laura Overton is an author, facilitator and award-
winning analyst linkedin.com/lauraoverton

Sukh Pabial is a learning strategist who has 
worked for One Housing challengingfrontiers.com



A strategy is your  
North Star, guiding  

you to success
Martin Baker 

Charity Learning Consortium


