
global integration 
 of learning evolves

Globalization is  
on the rise. And as  
businesses expand  
beyond their home  
regions—through 
mergers, acquisitions, 
offshoring, and other 
growth initiatives— 
they increasingly  
confront the issue of 
whether and how to 
integrate their learning 
functions worldwide. 
	 To understand the attitudes of 
learning leaders about globally inte-
grated learning, ASTD and Raytheon 

Professional Services conducted a 
survey of more than 80 international 
businesses. The results suggest that 
while globally integrated learning is 
considered important—and at its best 
can serve as a significant catalyst for 
sharing company knowledge, best 
practices, and ideas across regions—
the vast majority of businesses are 
not integrating their entire learning 
function. Instead, they are focused on 
targeted, high-value initiatives, such 
as implementing a learning manage-
ment system (LMS) that is accessible 
worldwide or launching a particular 
curriculum—for example executive 
education—across multiple regions.   
	 The survey was based on a model of 
the learning function made up of seven 

key elements (see model on page 38). 
Using this model, we examined how 
businesses perceive use of:  
• �a globally consistent, annual learning 

planning process 
• �a global learning management 

system
• �one or more globally consistent 

curricula
• �globally consistent content design 

and development processes
• �globally consistent learning metrics 

that are reported centrally
• �a globally consistent approach to 

brand the learning function and mar-
ket its offerings

• �a core set of service providers to 
whom learning activities are out-
sourced globally.
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Survey finds progress is piecemeal  
but common steps are emerging.
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	 Industries represented in the survey 
included financial services, manufac-
turing, communications, and health-
care. The participants’ companies had 
either integrated elements of their 
learning function or expressed a strong 
commitment to achieve greater inte-
gration. The majority of the partici-
pants surveyed work for companies 
with more than 2,000 employees, and 
one-third work for companies employ-
ing more than 10,000. More than half 
of the participants reported their com-
panies’ annual revenue as more than 
$1 billion.  

Importance, benefits, and progress
More than 50 percent of the leaders 
said globally integrating learning is 
very important and 42 percent said it 
is moderately important. However, it 
is clear from the survey that learning 
integration is in its infancy: Nineteen 

percent reported making excellent 
progress, while the large majority 	
reported only limited progress 	
(42 percent) or moderate progress 	
(35 percent). In addition, all of the 
comments about progress—which in-
clude establishing a common language 
for leadership competencies, getting 
the entire organization on the same 
learning management system, and 
deploying a new employee orientation 
worldwide—addressed the integration 
of distinct learning activities, rather 
than the entire learning function.    
	 We also asked participants about 
the key benefits of learning integra-
tion. Among their responses:
• �Company knowledge and idea shar-

ing across regions would improve.
• �Company practices would be 

standardized.
• �The learning function would operate 

more efficiently, resulting in cost sav-
ings through elimination of overlap-
ping resources across regions. 

	 The leaders recognized, however, 
that integration efforts can generate 
additional costs because resources and 
time are needed to secure buy-in as 
well as to coordinate, communicate, 
monitor, and maintain integration 
efforts across many regions. In other 
words, these businesses generally lean 
toward regional or local approaches, 
and leadership and investments are 
required to drive global consistency.
	 Referring to the seven-element 
learning model, leaders highlighted 
globally consistent curricula as the 
most critical success factor in learning 
integration, followed by globally con-
sistent content development processes 

and a global LMS. They reported their 
greatest progress in implementing 
global curricula and developmental 
processes and their least progress in 
launching and reporting global learn-
ing metrics. Respondents were split 
evenly about their progress toward 
implementation of a global LMS.  

Challenges
The survey also revealed numerous 
obstacles that could limit learning 
integration. 
	 Several participants noted that a 
single learning system is more difficult 
to implement. Specifically, they said 
that problems emerged when trying to 
strike a balance between the potential 
benefits of a unified learning system 
and the particular cultural needs of 
individual regions. For example, the 	
localization of courseware requires 
much more than the translation of 
words. It refers to the locally relevant 
and appropriate use of idioms, images, 	
colors, titles, business regulations, 	
and audience interaction with the 	
instructor and other learners. 
	 In our post-survey dialogue with 
leaders at conferences, some expressed 
frustration at receiving courseware 
from global headquarters that, while 
considered mandatory for all employ-
ees, had limited applicability to their 
local group of learners.  
	 Other reported challenges included 
regional differences in technology 
platforms and infrastructure, and the 
cultural adoption of technology to 
facilitate learning. Some leaders high-
lighted inconsistent learning priori-
ties across regions—a sense that each 
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business location and performance 
challenge is unique—as well as the 
shifting business priorities as a result 
of frequent mergers and acquisitions. 
	 Still, other leaders mentioned the 
perception that globalization—or the 
need to coordinate activity with a cen-
tral office—can impede a region’s abil-
ity to respond quickly to local devel-
opments. And in some cases, learning 
leaders struggled to gain insight into 
the learning activities and personnel 
residing outside of their regions.    
	 Another crucial challenge among 
learning professionals is that there is 
no common definition of “global inte-
gration.” In fact, learning leaders in the 
same organization often impute differ-
ent meanings to the term.  

Integration continuum
Most businesses integrate globally 
as an evolution rather than a revolu-
tion. With insights from the survey, we 
developed a continuum that illustrates 
how integration can develop over time 
(see sidebar on page 39). 
	 At one end of the continuum, where 

no integration exists, learning occurs 
in a global business with regional and 
local learning leaders having limited 
or no awareness of the activities or 
even the identities of their learning 
colleagues elsewhere in the busi-
ness. As the company becomes more 
integrated, awareness is raised and 
information is shared about the learn-
ing activities throughout the business. 
Further integration occurs as the orga-
nization continues to adopt the same 
learning tools, processes, and curricula 
throughout the business. 
	 More significant steps toward 
greater integration involve developing 
a unified, global brand for the learn-
ing function and marketing it within 
the business. Full integration means 
that the business uses a centralized 
approach to planning, goal setting, 
budgeting, and prioritizing the learn-
ing function. That, in essence, guides 
not only what gets done, but also what 
does not get done at the global level. 
Mature learning functions clearly 
articulate the boundaries between the 
requirements to be globally consistent 

and the mandates of regional and local 
learning leaders.   

Advice for businesses
It is important to recognize that global 
integration is a highly complex activity 
fraught with cultural, political, finan-
cial, and technological considerations. 
Consequently, the recommendations 
that follow are founded on the princi-
ple that integration is best approached 
incrementally—element by element—
rather than in one fell swoop.  
Analyze the current state of the 
learning function. Businesses should 
assess their learning function to iden-
tify which elements of the function 
are local, regional, or global. Officials 
should consider why certain elements 
are more integrated than others. A 
global learning personnel census, 
which highlights the staff’s capabilities 
and linguistic skills, should be includ-
ed in the assessment.  
Decide which elements of the learn-
ing function should be integrated. 
Organizations should develop a busi-
ness case for integration that takes into 
account several factors: 
• �the impact of integration on business 

performance or quality of the learn-
ing experience

• �the costs associated with integration
• �the ease of implementation, such as 

the potential disruption to a region’s 
learning activities and the need and 
likelihood of executive buy-in.  

Understand the segments of the 
global audience. Akin to analyzing 	
the current state of the learning func-
tion, we recommend that learning 
leaders analyze the global organization 
that they serve. Although the details of 
the analysis will depend on resources, 
they should consider assessing the 
following topics for each business 
location:  
• �number of employees 
• �employee literacy rate
• �employee performance and learning 

needs 
• �staff’s linguistic and technological 

skills
• �functions performed at the location
• �location’s technological 

infrastructure
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• �workers, if any, who are responsible 
for carrying out the learning function 
at the location.

Approach each global initiative as 
a major change event. The odds of 
defeating organizational resistance 
increase when the initiative is appreci-
ated and treated as a complex change 
event. Therefore, an executive sponsor 
should visibly champion the initiative 
and overcome pockets of resistance. 
	 A program manager should be as-
signed to set objectives and develop 
program plans and milestones, and a 
governance structure should pro-
vide guidance and receive reports on 
progress and roadblocks. Failure mode 
analysis—identifying the potential 
roadblocks to success and develop-
ing mitigating activities to address 
them—is also an effective tool.  
Recognize the need to partner with 
fellow functions. Learning activities 
do not occur in a vacuum—especially 
on a global scale. So the more engaged 
that pertinent functions such as cor-
porate communications and informa-
tion technology are, the more likely the 
initiative will succeed.  
Use organizational network analysis. 
Organizational network analysis can 
help leaders better understand how 
work informally occurs within their 

organizations. These analyses high-
light the best connected employees 
who can be tapped to lead or support 
integration efforts because they under-
stand how to find resources to ensure 
successful implementation, and they 
have the reputation to influence an 
initiative’s successful outcome.  
Tap expertise of external providers 
with global experience. Some provid-
ers, such as consultants, are adept at 
developing plans for global integra-
tion, while others are skilled at helping 
businesses implement the plan, or 
both. To evaluate providers, businesses 
should contact their references and 
understand their involvement in previ-
ous integration initiatives with clients.  
Reach out to global stakeholders. 
Learning leaders residing at a busi-
ness’s global headquarters can benefit 
from engaging regional and local lead-
ers in their global initiatives. Global 
stakeholders should be included early 
and throughout the process, rather 
than only at the review time.  
Establish a global learning gover-
nance board. A learning governance 
board that engages senior executives 
can bring several significant benefits 
to the learning function. Their political 
and social capital can serve as a strong 
stamp of approval on agreed-to global 

initiatives for learning.    
Explore the organizational model. 
Some organizational models are more 
conducive to global integration. Obvi-
ously, a fully decentralized learning 
function, with disconnected parts 
scattered throughout a business and 
with no central global learning leader, 
is least likely to produce learning in-
tegration. Organizational models that 
more effectively foster global integra-
tion consist of:
• �a global learning “consultant” who 

has a limited budget and employee 
base, but who serves as a “shuttle 
diplomat” to raise awareness of 
learning activities and bring about 
collaboration and sharing

• �a fully centralized learning model 
to which all learning employees and 
budgets report

• �a hybrid model for the function that 
maintains some resources within line 
organizations while using central re-
sources to drive integration. T+D
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