
DFID – a learning organisation
“Excellent learning is essential for UK aid to achieve 

maximum impact and value for money.” 

“DFID has the potential to be excellent at organisational 
learning if its best practices become common.”

ICAI: How DFID Learns (2014)



What ‘Good’ Looks Like
Background: DFID’s Organisational Learning Benchmarking Framework

This activity is part of DfID’s work on improving our Organisational Learning and Knowledge 
Management. A key trigger was a report from ICAI in 2014 on How DFID Learns. It identified that 
organisational learning has a direct impact on results and that they have the potential to be 
excellent at organisational learning. 
The model in the following pages describes nine factors that contribute to good organisational 
learning and five levels of maturity/capability.  It was developed in a workshop with all of the 
DFID senior civil servants in April 2015 and refined during July 2015 in a workshop with 
programme delivery, policy, learning and knowledge management professionals from across 
DFID, other Government Departments and other aid donors through an international 
benchmarking group established by DFID. It has been tested and further refined in a series of 
masterclasses and consultations during Autumn 2015.

• Print slides 4-16. 
• Review each of the nine factors and rate your team/department in terms of the RAG (1-5) 

rating scale. Each section has a set of characteristics that are typical of green and red levels of 
maturity – designed to help you position your department/organisation on the maturity 
scale. Mark the scoring scale on each page and add notes (if you wish) about the strengths 
and weaknesses of the department as you see them.

• Finally, send a completed version of the scoresheet on slide 16 to chris@collison.com



What Good Looks Like: (generic version for external benchmarking) 
This table summarises the 9 success factors; the pages that follow describe green and red levels 
of maturity. Think about each in turn and decide whether your department should be rated on a 

1-5 scale for each of the 9 factors.

Culture and Leadership Skills and Capabilities Tools and Systems

Learning as a strategic 
investment: 
Be clear this is a corporate priority and will 
help the organization maximise its impact 

Invest time and resources to support 
organisational learning and track 
improvements

Engagement & commitment:
This is everyone’s responsibility
Positive recognition for those doing it well

Build staff capability: to use evidence and 
know how, to apply collaborative learning 
practices and help others to do this

Surge support 

Evidence based decision 
making:
Be clear on evidence used to inform 
decisions (knowledge and know-how)

Watch out for optimism bias, and be clear 
when we don’t have enough evidence

Identify and target priority gaps
Stakeholder involvement: Involve 
a wide range of partners in our learning 
efforts – learn from them, share what we 
learn, joint approaches 

Avoid group think: diversity, external 
challenge.

Making it safe to learn:
Protect time & space for learning 

Encourage people to talk about what’s not 
working as well as what is. Learn from 
mistakes, don’t just move on

Learning is embedded in 
the delivery process:
Systematic not sporadic
Requires collective effort 
New ways of working  

Leadership role modelling:

Open debates

Ask the questions: What have you learnt? 
Have you shared this? What don’t you 
know?  How can we help? 

Learning in connected 
networks:
Connections not collections: communities 
of practice (internal and external)

Build demand not just supply
Iterative approaches

Systems for capturing and 
sharing lessons:
Primary focus on people/networks

Fit for purpose technology (support
collaborative working, smart searching, 
portfolio data, institutional memory)



Rate your Department/Country
Maturity Level

Level 5 – Outstanding/Next 
practice, Optimizing

A role model for others, innovating in 
learning practices, learning across the 
system

Level 4 – Excellent practice, 
Managed

Applies a diverse range of learning 
practices and contributes to sharing and 
applying lessons across the organization

Level 3 – Good practice, 
Defined

Applying consistent learning practices 
within your own area

Level 2 – Basic practice, 
Repeatable

Some systematic practices but  not 
widespread in the unit

Level 1 – Starting practice,
Initial

Learning is ad hoc, reactive, inconsistent



This page describes the 5 levels of maturity in more detail.  Read this page and then consider which level best 
describes your department’s level of maturity in relation to each of the nine factors that follow.

Maturity Level What you would expect to see

Level 5 –
Outstanding/Next 
practice, Optimizing

It is a characteristic of learning at this level that the focus is on continually improving the 
capability of the unit to learn and improve performance through both incremental and 
innovative changes/improvements. The unit is widely recognised both by others within the 
organisation and/or by external peers for the knowledge and experience they demonstrate in 
relation to organisational learning. The unit is a role model to others and contributes to the 
improvement of the learning system across the organization and the international 
development co-operation system.

Level 4 – Excellent 
practice, Managed

It is characteristic of learning at this level that, using feedback on impact, management can 
effectively control and adjust learning processes to meet the needs of their business/projects. 
The unit also contributes to knowledge sharing and learning across the organization and has 
key learning practices it can share. It has the knowledge and experience to design and carry out 
customised learning activities confidently and consistently. The unit is aware of alternative 
options and approaches and can provide guidance, instruction and advice to others.

Level 3 – Good 
practice, Defined

It is characteristic of learning at this level that there are sets of defined and consistent learning 
practices established and subject to some degree of improvement over time. The unit has the 
knowledge, skills and experience essential to carry out standard learning activities in its own 
sphere of responsibility unsupervised confidently and consistently.  The unit is likely to need to 
seek advice before carrying out innovative, complex or non-standard activities. 

Level 2 – Basic 
practice, Repeatable

It is characteristic of learning at this level that some practices and processes are embedded and 
repeated,. Discipline in relation to learning and evidence use is unlikely to be rigorous, but 
where it exists (e.g. compliance with rules/policy) it may help to ensure that existing processes 
are maintained during times of stress. The unit has a basic knowledge, with a simple 
understanding of learning terminology and concepts. It has some experience of practical 
application and would be able to carry out standard activities with support.

Level 1 – Starting 
practice, Initial

It is characteristic of this level that learning is (typically) ad hoc, undocumented and in a state 
of dynamic change, tending to be driven in an uncontrolled and reactive manner by individual 
preferences and interests or by events (e.g. a crisis or failure). This provides a chaotic, 
inconsistent or unstable environment for learning.



Learning is a strategic investment

High maturity on this factor looks like this:
• Learning is seen as a business priority and 

will help the organization maximise impact 
• We invest time and resources to support 

organisational learning
• Incentives and recognition are aligned to 

seeking and applying lessons from elsewhere 
as well as for sharing our own lessons, 
experience and expertise

• There is clear accountability and 
responsibility for learning and sharing within 
and beyond the team; responsibility for 
learning from programmes and projects is 
embedded in individual objectives

• We track improvements and have compelling 
evidence (data, stories & case studies) 
showing how learning has led to change and 
improved results

Low maturity on this factor looks like this:
• Time for learning is seen as a cost or 

overhead with - minimal impact on results.
• There is little or no time set aside for 

learning lessons, sharing experience or 
listening to partners. It’s a “nice to have”.

• We don’t seem learn from our experiences; 
we reinvent things and repeat mistakes.

• Learning occurs ad hoc and is not 
systematically embedded in business 
processes.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.



Involving a wide range of stakeholders in 
our learning processes

High maturity on this factor looks like this:
• We involve a wide range of partners, 

suppliers and beneficiaries in our learning 
efforts – before, during and after – and feed 
this into adapting our projects, programmes 
and services

• We avoid  group think: we value  and 
“design in” diverse perspectives and 
challenge

• Front line and locally employed staff are an 
important source of intelligence and 
feedback about performance and 
improvement opportunities. It’s easy for 
them to share their knowledge and 
experience and contribute to learning.

• We involve partners and stakeholders in 
staff handovers to ensure we do not suffer 
transition failures.

• We seldom allow ourselves to be 
challenged or consult with our suppliers 
(including multilateral agencies and 
NGOs)or customers/beneficiaries when 
reviewing progress or developing new areas 
of work.

• New areas of work/programmes are often 
developed without input from 
beneficiaries/ customers.

• Front line, junior and locally employed staff 
find it hard to share their knowledge and 
contribute to learning and improvement.

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1



Modelling a culture of learning at senior 
level

High maturity on this factor looks like this:
• Senior leaders are open about what they 

don’t know, and are willing to ask for help.
• They promote open debates and ask good 

questions about what we have learned and 
shared  and what we don’t know

• Leaders recognise and reward learning 
behaviours and take part in organisational 
learning activities themselves

• Leaders reinforce and promote diverse and 
inclusive networks & learning from others, 
inside and outside the organization 

• Leaders  celebrate learning from 
experiments, difficult cases, turnarounds and 
failure 

• Senior Leaders use social media to inspire 
and promote rapid, informal learning and 
sharing

• Leaders act as mentors and coaches to share 
their experiences.

• Leaders talk about learning being 
important, but don’t always walk the talk.

• Urgent issues almost always take 
precedence over learning activities.

• Team learning is generally kept for formal 
events – e.g. away-days once a year.

• Leaders often react defensively to feedback 
and challenge.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.



Building engagement  and commitment to 
learning among staff and stakeholders

High maturity on this factor looks like this:
• This is everyone’s responsibility and there is 

positive recognition for those doing it well
• We build staff capability: to use evidence and 

know how, to apply collaborative learning 
practices and help others to do this

• It’s natural for us to ask for help and seek 
advice and lessons from others including from 
outside the organization.

• Lessons learned by one team are re-used by 
other teams – we “steal with pride”. 

• Our learning and knowledge is generously and 
systematically shared across the organization 
and partners.

• People are active members, and leaders, of 
Communities of Practice and other 
professional networks.

• Individuals are committed to becoming 
“reflective practitioners” in their own personal 
and professional development and they have 
Personal Development Plans.

• We ourselves do not always become aware
of what we have learned.

• We miss lots of opportunities to learn and 
apply lessons.

• A competitive culture and “not-invented-
here” attitude stifles curiosity and learning 
from others.

• Most people are not actively engaged in 
personal and professional development.

• There is variable commitment among our 
partners and stakeholders to learning and 
sharing knowledge and lessons.

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1



Making it safe to learn

High maturity on this factor looks like this:
• We protect time & space for learning 
• People are encouraged to talk about what’s 

not working as well as what is not. We learn 
from mistakes, don’t just move on

• Innovation and testing enjoy high status in 
our value system.

• We communicate a balanced picture of our 
successes and failures to external 
audiences. 

• We actively seek to explain the reasons for, 
and learning from, failure.

• Accountability and performance 
management systems clearly and fairly
distinguish well managed and badly-
managed failure/risk.

• Colleagues and senior managers listen and 
respond openly to feedback and challenge.

• We are aware of, and able to challenge each 
other about, our biases, including “over-
optimism”

• Trying new things and risk-taking is discouraged.
• Discussion, sharing and learning from failure is 

suppressed. Mistakes are reported or shared too 
late to affect change in other relevant activities.

• We only communicate success to our external 
audiences.

• Our accountability and performance 
management systems don’t recognise and 
address innovation or failure.

• It feels risky to challenge colleagues and senior 
managers.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.



Learning collaboratively in connected 
networks

• We focus on connections not collections: 
communities of practice are central (internal 
and external)

• Networking is core business practice not just 
a personal choice.

• We organise and manage learning networks 
strategically around our business needs and 
provide them with the resources and 
leadership to thrive.

• We create/build demand not just supply for 
lessons

• Personal and organisational networks include 
connections beyond the Aid sector in order 
to listen to the “unusual suspects” for new 
ideas and insight.

• Individuals consciously build and share their 
networks with each other and collaborate to 
strengthen and use their connections.

• We use our IT systems and social media to 
build learning networks

• Our external partners and stakeholders are 
also fully committed to investing in 
collaborative learning.

• Networking is a personal choice rather than a 
core business practice.

• Individual networks are built ad hoc and 
reactively.

• People not proactive in making connections 
beyond personal contacts.

• We don’t see networks and communities as a 
key change management or learning tool

• IT systems rarely facilitate the creation of 
connections (including external ones).

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1



Using evidence based decision making
High maturity on this factor looks like this:
• We are clear on the evidence and data 

used to inform decisions (knowledge and 
know-how)

• The evidence base for our work 
programme is strong

• We identify and target priority evidence 
and data gaps

• Evidence is applied systematically, 
consistently and mindfully to impact 
performance.

• We are intelligent clients for evidence.
• We know how to find the research and 

evaluation results we need
• Decision-making processes are 

intelligently and flexibly applied, have 
built-in review points, and contribute to a 
cycle of improvement. 

• Leaders signal and prompt the importance 
of evidence which is used proportionately 
and applied intelligently.

• We don’t allow our biases and over-
optimism to over-ride the evidence 

• Decision-making tends to be tactical and 
compliance driven.  It is not a deliberative 
evidence based or data driven effort.

• Most of our evidence comes only from 
reporting, accountability and compliance
processes.

• Evidence gathering is rushed because we don’t 
plan ahead.

• Evidence tends to be narrow/low quality.
• Evidence-based decision-making lacks flexibility, 

and is rarely subjected to update and review 
processes.

• We are not aware of the biases we bring to bear 
in analysis and decision making. 

Rating

5

4

3

2

1

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.



Embedding learning in the delivery 
process

High maturity on this factor looks like this:
• Learning “before, during & after” are integral to our 

business processes; Systematic not sporadic
• Learning is planned at the beginning and specified, 

resourced and in-step with the programme cycle 
• Learning & adaptation is a continuous, conscious 

process built into delivery plans for programmes.
• Project leaders and Sponsors ensure learning is a key 

part of their responsibilities
• Learning is captured, shared & curated to inform 

implementation & design of other programmes.
• Every investment Business Case/ToR has time & 

budget for programme learning.
• Annual Reviews, Programme Completion Reviews, 

evaluations and audits are seen as learning 
opportunities not just reporting/compliance tasks.

• Our funding (to NGOS, suppliers etc.) requires 
partners demonstrate commitment to learn and 
share. 

• Handovers and transitions for new staff (especially 
key roles such as SROs) are well managed, enabling 
knowledge, networks & experience to be shared well 

• Projects are generally reviewed just to comply 
with accountability and reporting requirements 
- a process.

• Some lessons recorded but little evidence of 
dissemination or re-use.

• Evaluations are viewed as separate from 
learning.

• Monitoring information is used mostly for 
reporting and rarely for learning.

• Lesson learning initiatives are one-off activities.
• Handover processes are not systematic and we 

often fail to share key knowledge, contacts and 
experience held by departing staff.

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1



Skilfully using our systems for capturing 
and sharing evidence, data and lessons

• People can find the information they want – the 
internal “Google test” has been passed!

• We have fit for purpose technology (to support 
collaborative working, smart searching, portfolio 
data, institutional memory) 

• We are highly competent at applying the 
organisational learning and knowledge 
management systems and practices that exist 
inside the organization.

• We understand the questions , data and 
information needs of customers, suppliers and 
partners who want to share lessons and learn. 

• Staff routinely use online tools and social media 
to ask questions and find others able to respond 
and ready to share knowledge and expertise. 

• Handovers and transitions for new staff 
(especially key roles such as Sponsors) are well 
managed, enabling knowledge, networks & 
experience to be shared well 

• Staff induction is thorough and ensures new 
starts understand how they contribute to the 
organization, department and in their job role.

• We lack skills and experience in applying the 
available KM and organisational learning 
systems and practices.

• We by-pass the knowledge, research and 
evidence systems that are available and 
prefer personal contacts to help us.

• Our captured knowledge is not coherently 
managed or distilled

• Expertise is still difficult to locate. 
• We know that documented lessons and good 

practices are available to all staff digitally, but 
we don’t use them very systematically.

Rating

5

4

3

2

1

Why have you rated your Department as you have?
Use this space to note any particular strengths and 
weaknesses your department displays on this  factor.



Individual score sheet (example)

Culture and Leadership Skills and Capabilities Tools and Systems

Rating Learning as a 
Strategic 
Investment

Stakeholder 
Involvement

Leadership 
role-
modelling

Engagement 
and 
Commitment

Making it 
safe to learn

Learning in 
Connected 
networks

Evidence-
based 
Decision 
Making

Learning is 
embedded in 
the delivery 
process

Systems for 
capturing and 
sharing 
lessons

Green (5)

Amber/green 
(4)

target target

Amber (3) x x x x x target x

Red/amber 
(2) x x

Red (1) x

When you have RAG rated each of the 9 factors in the “What Good Looks Like” model transfer your ratings to 
the chart below. 
Identify up to three areas and set yourself a target score for 2 years from now – record these.
Please email your scores (just the following slide) to Nick Demeter at 
njdemeter@gmail.com and Courtney Calvin at ccalvin@usaid.gov by Monday, June 27.
.Example:

mailto:njdemeter@gmail.com
mailto:ccalvin@usaid.gov


Individual score sheet

Culture and Leadership Skills and Capabilities Tools and Systems

Rating Learning as a 
Strategic 
Investment

Stakeholder 
Involvement

Leadership 
role-
modelling

Engagement 
and 
Commitment

Making it 
safe to learn

Learning in 
Connected 
networks

Evidence-
based 
Decision 
Making

Learning is 
embedded in 
the delivery 
process

Systems for 
capturing and 
sharing 
lessons

Green (5)

Amber/green 
(4)

Amber (3)

Red/amber 
(2)

Red (1)

When you have RAG rated each of the 9 factors in the “What Good Looks Like” model transfer your ratings to 
the chart below. 
Identify up to three areas and set yourself a target score for 2 years from now – record these.
Please email your scores (just this slide) to Nick Demeter at njdemeter@gmail.com 
and Courtney Calvin at ccalvin@usaid.gov by Monday, June 27.

mailto:njdemeter@gmail.com
mailto:ccalvin@usaid.gov
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