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Background
❏ The CS Leadership and Talent  Board has set an ambition for the Civil Service to mature as a 

learning organisation, in recognition of:

- the relationship between business performance and effective learning
- The need to retain institutional memory
- the need to adapt our approach to learning, to meet the capability challenges associated 

with rapidly changing and and uncertain environments.

❏ In support of this, we are developing our collective understanding of how to foster a culture of 
learning across the Civil Service, and explore ‘what works’.
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The vision
A civil service that continuously develops and learns from experiences - 
our successes and our failures - at an individual, collective, and 
organisational level
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Key points to note:
● The vision and framework is derived from what we have learned from experience in the Civil Service, academic literature 

and learning theory
● It draws from, and is consistent with:

○ The vision for a Brilliant Civil Service and the 2016 Workforce Plan.
○ Views expressed by Leadership and Learning Board in July 2018 (particularly the need to focus on organisational 

effectiveness as well as individual capability, and learning as much more than ‘formal’ interventions).
○ Permanent Secretaries’ vision the future of the Civil Service 
○ Learning Transformation and the Blueprint for Learning in the Civil Service 
○ PACAC recommendations and early indications from the current enquiry.
○ Ambitions set out by the Civil Service Leaders of Learning Working Group - a group of senior leaders passionate 

about learning and the energy to want to create a social movement in service of learning in the Civil Service.
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Our approach: guiding principles   
1. We recognise that six fundamental conditions must exist in a mature learning organisation (see annex A).

1. We value growth
2. We know our strengths and weaknesses 
3. We support each other to develop 
4. We know what ‘good’ looks like
5. We know how to develop 
6. We have the opportunity to develop

2. We recognise that it is primarily a leadership issue. Senior leaders have a disproportionate impact on 
organisational culture, and senior leaders need to be the driving force.

3. We recognise that behaviour change will have the greatest impact.  Success will be achieved by adapting 
our behaviour (as individuals, teams, and as an organisation), and we can apply techniques and insight from the 
Behavioural Sciences (‘Nudge’).

4. We recognise the link between learning, and core Civil Service values, such as inclusion, diversity, and 
wellbeing. Evidence shows that a culture of learning will only exist in organisations with an inclusive, diverse, safe, 
open and positive climate.
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The framework for creating the right conditions 

A commitment to 
improvement and 

growth
We share 

knowledge, 
experience and 

expertise 
throughout the 
organisation

A culture of 
continuous 
feedback, 

reflection and 
monitoring

We know 
what we 

need to be 
good at

 

We know 
how to 
learn, 

develop 
and grow

Engaging in  
high-impact 

learning 
experiences 

These are the conditions that 
need to be in place to deliver the 
vision. 
It provides a tangible  framework 
for focussing our activity and 
monitoring progress towards our 
ambition.

Creating these conditions 
requires a whole system 
approach, and goes beyond the 
work of the ‘centre’.  
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We recognise the 
benefits of continuous 
improvement 

We believe we are able 
to improve and have 
the agility to change,

We value expertise; 
innovation, and 
knowledge

We systematically 
review lessons 
learned. 

We monitor & review 
outcomes, and 
evidence of impact.

We reflect on our own 
performance, and our 
success and  failures.

We receive continuous, 
timely, and effective 
feedback.

We give honest and 
open feedback, 

We share 
knowledge and 
information.

We share  lessons 
learned

We help  to develop 
others.

We know the 
standards that should 
be met. 

We know  the 
outcomes we and 
others should deliver, 

We know  the 
capabilities required 
to deliver the 
outcomes, and meet 
the standards. 

We understand that 
learning primarily comes 
from experiences, and 
from those around us.

We understand how to 
transfer formal learning 
into the workplace

We understand that 
developing skills and 
changing behaviour 
requires practice and 
repetition

We have time and 
space to learn  

We have access to high 
quality  formal learning

We have the opportunity 
to have experiences 

We have the opportunity 
to practice & transfer 
learning

We have access to 
people we can learn 
from

We know  
what 

‘good’ 
looks like

We know 
how to 

develop

We have the 
opportunity to 

develop 
 

 We support 
each other to 

develop 

We know our 
strengths and 
weaknesses 

We value 
growth

 

Creating the right conditions   
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Learning 2020 – Illustrative roadmap for developing a learning culture in partnership
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