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[bookmark: _Toc178330468]1. INTRODUCTION

[bookmark: _Hlk176523980]The author of this report is Kim Boukeras, a single mother aged 44 with 6 children aged 8 to 25. Kim works at the Tommy Hilfiger fashion  retail outlet at the McArthur Glen centre at the Pines, Bridgend, off M4 Motorway Junction 36. This is not only a retail park, but also a major tourist attraction, with customers arriving from a large radius. It is one of the busiest shopping malls of its type in the UK, and the largest in Wales. It does not only contain shops, but also cafeterias, restaurants and a large Odeon cinema. Most of the restaurants are undergoing an upgrade, with a deliberate policy of appealing to higher-end market level.
Tommy Hilfiger (TH) is a global brand, belonging to PVH, a company quoted on the New York Stock Exchange which owns a number of well-known brands, including Calvin Klein. Its founder, Mr. Hilfinger, is Dutch, but the company is now American owned. Mr Hilfinger still has a role in the company, but no longer has significant control, other than to maintain the image and reputation of the TH brand name, which has been built up over many years.
The Bridgend outlet is the only TH store in Wales. Kim has worked there for 8 years as a sales associate. She is not paid as a trainer but in practice she finds it makes her own job a lot easier for if she takes younger or newer staff under her wing to train them in the areas that they need. She has done this so often with a lot of new staff that they tend to think of her as a manager and as a trainer. If she did not do this training nobody else would. Apart from basic health and safety modules online there is no company training programme as such, not even on the internet, any training is practical. 
[bookmark: _Hlk166785154]
[bookmark: _Toc178330469]2. THE PROBLEM

Tom is a trainee supervisor / visual merchandiser at the Tommy Hilfiger outlet at McArthur Glen, The Pines, Bridgend. Tom is a trainee, but who is his designated trainer? Tom can expect a visit every now and then from Laura from regional office in Swindon, and she would spend a short time with Tom while also dealing with many other matters in the store. 
In practice it is Kim who will assess Tom’s needs on a daily basis. Kim is not employed as a trainer, nor is she paid as a trainer, but as the longest-standing employee at the store, younger staff tend to look to her for help and advice. There is a lot more that Kim could do for Tom if she were given the time and resources, and more that the business could do to help Kim to help Tom with his training.

[bookmark: _Toc178330470]2.1 Critically assess the potential benefits to the organisation and the individual of personally developing individuals in the workplace.

This report will examine the idea of a “learning organisation” and critically assess the ways that this idea can be used in order to help with the personal development of a team member like Tom. We will look in general terms at the potential benefits of personally developing individuals in the workplace, and then see how these principles can be applied to the individual case of Tom.
The idea of the “learning organisation” was widely discussed and debated in the 1990s. At the end of the Twentieth Century people were looking forward to a new millennium, with new challenges, greater international contacts and “globalisation”, more rapid communications and many other changes in society. For example, the memory and calculating power of computers was doubling every few years, and individual computers were beginning to communicate with each other over the world-wide web. It was argued that in order to compete in this fast-changing world, companies had to become learning organisations.
Businesses can have a “personality”. A company limited by shares is a different legal personality to its owners, the shareholders. The assets of the company are separate from the assets of the shareholders, and like a person the company can make decisions, pay taxes, and obey or break the law as if it were a person. It can also be prosecuted and fined. 
So it is logical to think that a business can also “learn” like a person. But we must never forget that a company is made up of people. It is people who make decisions for the company, and these decisions need to be well informed.  If decisions turn out to be good or bad decisions, then the company needs to learn from its successes and mistakes. A company that thinks it never makes mistakes, and so never needs to learn, is heading for disaster. 
The privatised water and sewerage companies and the British Post Office are prime examples of the failure of organisations to learn. Sharkey (21 Aug. 2024) argues that the water companies have failed to stick to their goals and have apologised for things going wrong, then carried on polluting rivers and coast in exactly the same way as before, while asking their customers to pay again for improvements they thought they had already paid for.
The Post Office scandal also shows what happens when organisations think they know everything already and so fail to learn from experience. Postmasters and postmistresses are some of the most trusted and respected workers in Britain, but their CEOs and senior managers made them out to be crooks and robbers and carried on with this over many years, ignoring and covering up evidence that their computer system was at fault (Flinders, 24 Sept. 2024; Sweney, 25 Sept. 2024)
What is a learning organisation? According to Crainer (1995) the term “learning organisation” is a term “first used by Chris Argyris” to mean “a firm that learns as it goes along, adjusting its way of doing business very responsively” (Argyris and Schon, 1978). Crainer goes on to say that the organisation “retains knowledge independently of its employees”.  The present writer agrees with the first part of this definition, but later in this report will comment critically on the idea that knowledge is “independent” of its employees.
During the 1990s, a number of business specialists promoted the idea of a learning organisation as a way of preparing businesses for the challenges of a new century.
According to Senge (1990, p.3) a learning organisation is one organisation that discovers how to tap the commitment and capacity of its people to learn at every level in the company. Senge (1990, p.14) also says that the “basic meaning” of a learning organisation is an organisation that is continually improving its capacity to create its future. The writer of this report finds this definition more consistent with her own experience, as it mentions “every level” of the company. It seems more inclusive than Crainer’s statement about knowledge being “independent” of employees. Some employees will obviously have more knowledge than others, but if we really believe in teamwork then it can be a problem if certain people believe that knowledge should be kept to themselves and not shared.
Senge argued that the end of the Twentieth Century marked the end of the age of the controlling company where a single name, like Shell, or a single person. Like Henry Ford, dominated everyone. Senge said the most successful companies in the future would not be the ones where there is just one person or small group at the top with the knowledge and everyone else following the orders of the “grand strategist”. Instead as the world becomes more interconnected, people at every level in an organisation must become learners and use their knowledge.
Senge identifies five “disciplines” which the people will need to use.
[bookmark: _Hlk177678425]These are summarised in this diagram (Zeeman, 12 June 2024).
[image: Senge five disciplines of learning organization model - Toolshero]

Hodgson (1995) has summarised these disciplines.  According to Hodgson systems thinking is to do with looking for patterns and helps managers spot problems that keep repeating themselves. Personal mastery involves being creative and proactive instead of reacting all the time. Mental models give the organisation values and principles about how to behave. Shared vision starts with personal vision and becomes shared when team members adopt goals and take ownership of them for themselves. Team learning occurs through dialogue and discussion. Dialogue explores wide possibilities, and discussion narrows down the field for the best choices so that decisions can be made.
[bookmark: _Hlk178288807]Writing at the end of the Twentieth Century, and looking ahead into the Twenty-First Century, Senge is very focussed on organisations surviving in the long term. In the opinion of the present author Senge is right to do this because in a quickly changing world organisations have to learn rapidly and adapt to new situations. In the retail sector, for instance, in 1990 the internet had not yet had any impact. The examples given by Senge are all large organisations and all are American ones, some of which are not familiar to people in Britain. A possible criticism of Senge is that while he writes about “all levels” in practice he focusses on the need for Chief Executives to learn, and this is also true of Garratt (1994) and Schwandt and Marquardt (2000). For this reason, the present author prefers the approach of Casey (1993) who also focusses on learning by CEOs and other senior figures, but also talks in more detail than Senge and others about teamwork and the importance of recognising that learning is essential at all levels. 
At higher levels, learning will affect important strategic decisions, such as pricing, and other parts of the marketing mix, at lower levels, staff who are closer to the consumer need to learn to deal with customers. 
Many companies discussed by Senge and others, the computer company IBM for example, were very big and important at the end of the Twentieth Century, and although they were given as examples of learning organisations by some of these authors they have not all survived into the Twenty-First Century, or they have lost huge amounts of market share to newer, upcoming companies. 
As an example of a retail company that was doing well in the 1990s but is now struggling, the present author would quote the Ted Baker chain as an example of a business that is “here today and gone tomorrow”. The Ted Baker branch at The Pines, Bridgend, was next door to the Tommy Hilfiger outlet, but has now closed. This is probably not a great surprise to the staff concerned, as they were struggling to sell clothes some of which were priced at £300 to £400 per item. If the senior staff were open to learning they might have realised that these pricing points were well overpriced at a retail outlet. The staff knew this but without “Team Learning” the information was not passed along to senior management.
In the case of Tom, at the TH Bridgend outlet, we have an example of learning not effectively being passed down the organisation to a public-facing person who is in contact with the customer on a daily basis.

[bookmark: _Toc178330471]2.2 Critically evaluate development vehicles available to an organisation appropriate to the development needs of an organisation.

What Casey (1993) says about “Team Learning” is relevant to Tom’s case. Casey talks about “Task Processes” and “Emotion Processes” as both being important in encouraging people to work fully in what Casey calls “Team Mode” as opposed to being only in what Casey calls “Cooperative Mode”. 
Teams need to use task processes such as formal meetings, inviting ideas, setting objectives, establishing priorities and reviewing progress.  They also need to use emotion processes such as expressing feelings openly, working through conflict, spending time on group development, and building trust. In Tom’s particular case, mutual support and learning is an appropriate vehicle to meet his personal development needs and strengthen the organisation. The informal support he is getting needs to be formalised and developed into a proper training programme.. 
The following diagram is relevant to the case as it refers to the life cycle of a clothing store, which is like the one the author currently works in. As the firm grows it adds more and more specialist departments, but there is no mention here of Human Resources. If the company wishes to be a learning organisation, then this might be a mistake. 








Evolution of a clothing store
[image: ]
Source: UWTSD lecture notes (Paul Tinkler)

As firms go through their life cycle an advantage of growing larger is that they benefit from economies of scale (Griffiths and Wall, 2008). This means that there are things that large firms can do to reduce average costs that small firms cannot do. For example, they can buy in bulk and use mass media to market their products. Also, they can specialise, so instead of having managers with a wide range of responsibilities, they can do a narrower range of things and become more skilled and expert in what they do. For example, a company can have a Human Resources Department, where specialised managers spend all their time recruiting, selecting, managing the payroll, and training and developing staff.
The author is aware that TH does have a HR section, and employees often make direct contact with HR on day-to-day matters such as pay and hours worked.  However, the problem is that line managers do not always work effectively as a link between HR and front-line staff when it comes to training and personal development. Front line staff in the store find that their line manager does not use the support of the HR department effectively. 
It is difficult to say whether all stores are run in the same way, or whether this is an individual case at Bridgend.  Calvin Klein, like TH, is a company in the PVH group and the Bridgend manager has a reputation for being proactive and having empathy. However, the TH manager does not have the same emotional intelligence, so the four functions of HR are not operating as they should in this particular store. 
The four “generic” functions of HR are selection, appraisal, reward and development (Towers, 1992; Fombrun, 1984).  
For a learning organisation to learn effectively, the second and fourth of these functions are crucial. Appraisal should be closely linked to development. Appraisal is a very important activity and should be done regularly and systematically. A properly run appraisal should discover Tom’s needs and lead to a development plan.
[bookmark: _Toc178330472]2.3 Manage the individual’s expectations in relation to personal development.
A good starting point for dealing with problems like Tom’s is the use of mind maps (Buzan, 2009)

[image: A diagram of a business strategy
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Kim has drawn two mind maps. The first (above) shows the extent of the problem, and the second shows how the problem can be addressed and what knowledge and skills Kim and Tom together would need to develop in order to provide Tom and others with a better learning and training experience which matches the strategy of the business.
On the left-hand side of the above mind map, we have what Kim needs to teach Tom how to become a visual merchandiser, and also to be a supervisor. There are lots of things that Tom needs to learn about how the merchandise is presented for customers. Presentation is an extra “P” on our marketing mix, to add to the usual list such as Place and Price, At TH there is a significant direct link between good presentation and good sales. He needs to know the meanings and importance of these technical terms such as “drops” and “moves”. We need not discuss the meanings here, but they are all vitally important to the store’s marketing, sales and reputation. Another part of the mind map looks at Tom himself and the way he presents himself. He is expecting a uniform so that he presents with a corporate image and identity, but this has not been delivered yet and his fashion sense is lacking. Wearing the same jumper every day apparently without the benefit of a quick spell in a washing machine is not a good look in a fashion store. A great deal of tact and diplomacy is required. Kim is often told she is a quick person, and that someone who might regard themselves as “quick” might look slow next to her. However, Tom is so slow that even a slow person would notice. Kim can only do her best with the hand she is dealt.
To manage Tom’s expectations there should be a process to follow. We would begin by collecting information about Tom’s record of work so far and ask Tom to do a self-assessment.
We would then evaluate Tom’s needs having analysed the collected data and comparing what he already knows with the requirements of the organisation.
We would provide helpful and constructive feedback for the individual, in this case Tom, and very importantly make a development plan for training and improvement. We would then follow up on Tom’s progress and re-assess at agreed times.
Cascio (2016) says that managers should give honest opinions and “tell it like it is”, and that employees should have the right to see what managers are saying and whether or not they agree with the appraisal. A record should be kept, and appraisals documented. 
From Tom’s point of view, a good appraisal process will improve motivation and engagement. Recognition of good performance is very important for personal motivation in the job and clear expectations for more improvement. 
Cullen (2001) says how important appraisals are for teamwork, and how they should be seen by employees as something to help with their development. He says that praise for good performance and behaviour is just as important as critiquing a team member’s performance. A useful tip is to critique behaviour, not the team member personally. This keeps discussion on a professional level.
Tom will appreciate honest criticism, he will not want a meaningless pat on the back, he will want to know where he stands and how he can improve. It is important to be supportive if personal problems are affecting Tom’s work. 
The appraisal should explain how Tom’s performance is meeting goals and how it contributes to the team and to the company’s corporate objectives. In this way it helps build morale and loyalty.
The appraisal process also contributes to better decisions being made about promotion, wage rates and looking ahead to see who the managers of the future (succession planning) might be.
To link organisational learning with HR management, we also need to recognise that motivating and developing employees supports the goals and strategies of the organisation. If this fails, the company fails.
[bookmark: _Hlk178287168]In Tom’s case, at this stage in his career, the appraisal is vitally important for his training needs and opportunities for personal growth. So, this leads on to his personal development plan.
[bookmark: _Toc178330473]2.4 Generate a detailed plan to meet the development needs of the individual in the workplace 
[image: A white paper with red writing
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This second mind map shows what needs to be done to bring Tom’s skills up to what is required for the job he wants to do. It also tries to match Tom to the organisation’s wider objectives. In 12 months’ time, after he has had all the right training and support, Tom should be able to achieve all of these things and develop himself.  To succeed Tom does need to realise that training and development is not something that people will do to him or for him. They will do it with him, and he needs to take ownership and personal responsibility. He needs the self-awareness to make his training outcomes realistic aims and goals,
[bookmark: _Hlk178288796]Lussier and Hendon (2017) recommend using a “needs assessment” to find out what kinds of training are required in an organisation. As far as we know, Tom has never filled in any sort of assessment form. In helping Tom, Kim’s task is to identify his skills gap. Kim also would benefit from a gap analysis, partly to highlight what she needs to do in order establish herself in human resource management, and also to identify how the organisation could help both Tom and herself.  Rao (2016) regards self-assessment as a useful way of setting goals and improving personal development. 
[bookmark: _Toc178330474]2.5 Personal Development Plan

A development plan for Tom 
 
	What does Tom want to do? 
	How can he do it? 
	What resources will he need? 
	How will he measure success? 
	Target date for review 

	Tom would like to be a competent and confident visual merchandiser and supervisor

Tom also needs to be able to improve his skills at the same time as carrying out his normal role, keeping the shop running
	 Formal training programmes, appraisals meetings and feedback.


Informal advice from work colleagues 

	Costs, time, personal effort, time off work for training.


Take a personal interest in matters to do with fashion and retail
	Self-assessment, regular appraisals, feedback


Discussions with work colleagues. Ask for help when needed
	6-12 months 





Kim’s Gap Analysis 
 
	Current state 
(FROM) 
	GAPS 
	Desired future state 
(TO) 

	Nearly through the second year  (Level 5) of a degree in Leadership and Management. 

Practical knowledge of skills required for work in retail; life skills; parental skills. 
	Time, money and resource management in order to achieve her goals. 
	Honours degree in Leadership and Management. 
Understanding of Leadership and Management models and applying them to life and the workplace.
Promotion to a post where she can work with people like Tom to develop their careers. 


 





[bookmark: _Toc178330475]3. CONCLUSION

Looking at the literature and applying theory to actual cases and individuals like Tom, it becomes clear that organisations in the twenty-first century need to learn and keep on learning. They must never think this job is done, or they will fail. Also, they learn more effectively when information is shared, and everyone is included in the learning, not just at the elite levels, but at every level in the organisation.
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[bookmark: _Toc178330478][bookmark: _Hlk178268412]APPENDIX 1: LACK OF LEARNING IN POST OFFICE MANAGEMENT; WHILE LEARNING AT FUJITSU IS APPARENT
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The Guardian, 25.9.24, page 8.

It is astonishing that even after all the bad publicity, the Post Office management are still making the same mistakes, even while the official inquiry into the Post Office is still running. From this article we can see that the Fujitsu organisation has learned, but the Post Office has not.

[bookmark: _Toc178330479]APPENDIX 2: EXEMPLARY LEARNING AND ACTION AMONG POST OFFICE STAFF IS RECOGNISED
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The Guardian, 26.9.24, page 1.
While many senior managers of the Post Office are facing prosecution and even possible jail sentences, and the CEO, Ms Paula Venells, has been stripped of her honours, the representative of the front-line staff, Mr. Alan Bates, has been honoured with a knighthood. If anyone has saved the brand name of the Post Office, it is the front-line postmasters and postmistresses, who are still trusted by the public. This is living proof that organisational learning must take place at all levels.
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The Post Office
sought Horizon
data for recent
criminal case

Mark Sweney

The Post Office attempted to use
Horizon IT data to supporta criminal
case against a post office operator
this year, despite hundreds of oper-
ators being wrongfully prosecuted
for theft, fraud and false accounting
due to bugs in the system.

A chain of email correspondence
between the Post Office and Fujitsu,
the Horizon developer, relating to a
police investigation into a potential
criminal case involvinga “large sum
of money” against a sub-post office
operator was shown at the public
inquiry:into the scandal yesterday.

Anemail was sentby John Bartlett,
thehead ofinvestigations at the Post
Office, to Fujitsu describing the Post
Office as the “potential victim” and
asking for the company to provide a
witness statement to the police orthe
case would not be able to progress.

The issue was rapidly escalated
to Paul Patterson, the co-chief exec-
utive of Fujitsu Europe, who wrote
directly to Post Office chief exec-
utive, Nick Read. “I am writing to
you directly in order to raise serious
concerns thathave come tomy atten-
tion which indicate the Post Office

continues to pursue enforcement
against postmasters and expects
Fujitsu to support such actions,” he
said in an email in May.

“We are concerned by the behav-
iour of the Post Office investigation
team on this matter. That team
maintains the approach of the Post
Office as a ‘victim’ and requires
Fujitsu to provide a witness state-
ment as to the reliability of Horizon
data stating that without such state-
ment the case will not progress.

Headded: “For the investigations
team to act in this mannerseems
to disregard the serious criticism
raised in multiple judicial findings
and indeed exhibits alack of respect
to the ongoing inquiry?”

Read responded by saying there
had been a “fundamental misun-
derstanding” at Fujitsu about the
“Post Office’s current day cultureand
activities”. The Post Office was not
continuing its pursuit of post office
operators in private prosecutions -
“including providing supporting data
from the Horizon system” for cases
- and that it was to help a potential
police investigation.

Pattersonreplied that he thought
the request was “entirely inap-
propriate”, adding that the Post Office
was “well aware therehave been and
there continue tobe bugs, errorsand
defects in the Horizon system”.

Headded: “It seems clear that the
Post Office continues to have signif-
icant culturalissues. [It] seesitselfas
a ‘victim’ with the enforcement and
prosecution of postmasters consid-
ered as a business as usual activity.
Fujitsu finds the language and the
suggested behaviour unacceptable
from Post Office investigators”
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