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Accelerated, self-driven, digital, collaborative learning at scale – fact or fiction in SA? 
Can we reinvent the leadership development experience in a world changing at warp speed?  

By Debbie Craig 

 

This was the big question we faced just over a year ago with a large retailer client of ours. We were at the tail end 

of a large-scale talent project to review all managers (over 3500 of them) for potential successors and key talent 

and to understand leadership development needs. A realisation with the data that emerged was that the leadership 

development needs were so much vaster and more urgent than the existing leadership academy could address in 

its current form. Only a small percentage of leaders were privileged enough to be invited to participate in 

comprehensive programs over a 2-year period, offering up to 30 days of their time in classroom sessions. The 

programs were popular and prestigious and a significant investment.  

 

The challenge: how to significantly increase the scope, scale and speed of leadership development to rapidly 

prepare leaders at all levels for the retail world shifting at warp speed under their feet.  

 

It was no longer effective to design a program that was still strategically and contextually relevant after 2 years, for 

a select few potential successors and take so many days away from the real work. Leadership today requires 

everyone in the organisation to become self-driven, digital, collaborative, curious learners that are learning every 

day from their colleagues, clients, consultants and leadership experts both locally and internationally. This sounds 

fantastic and necessary, however requires a massive change effort to engage leaders and learning professionals 

who have been operating in a particular way and with only traditional learning exposure and mindsets. Learning 

managers need to transition to collating learning resources, setting up strategic learning projects, partnering 

actively with providers, involving managers, letting go control, trusting people as adults and then influencing, 

encouraging and tracking the data. Leaders need to see their own learning and creating an active learning and 

sharing culture for others as a daily part of their leadership role. Organisations and IT leaders need to provide the 

digital platforms to enable self-driven, collaborative learning, with an optimal blend of on-line and face time – to 

facilitate accelerated learning at scale.       

 

Our journey 

After a period of investigation, exploration and design, our joint core team called Leadovate (a play on leadership 

and innovation) came up with 5 streams of work 

including strategy, capability, digital platform, learning 

design AND change & project management (see visual) 

which was planned as a one year journey with key 

milestones.    
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Each of these strategic themes had their own sub-team who focussed 

on the key deliverables as outlined in a project charter and agreed by 

our Steering Committee consisting of the Group HR Executive, 

Divisional HR Heads and key leaders invited to key meetings for input.   

 

 

1. Strategic work included a learning and leadership mandate, framework, principles, learning culture philosophy, 

a strategy document, a measurement approach and an operating model to enable the new strategy. It also 

included work on leadership DNA or brand to focus development on the most important leadership behaviours 

and skills required to lead this particular organisation at this time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Capability work included an L&D competency profile at different levels, a learning needs analysis process, 

awareness of learning priorities through a Licence to Learn process with assessments, and continuous capacity 

building through ongoing exposure, role-modelling and coaching with project lead and Leadovate team members 

 

3. Digital Platform work included a review and evaluation 

of over 15 local and international providers, demo 

sessions, business cases, collaboration with the 

strategic IT forum and HR forum re greater HR systems 

integration, pilots to test different platforms and finally a 

strategic investment decision was taken.  

 

 

4. Learning design work included figuring out how to design for larger scale and scope, and cater for three different 

audiences and needs. We needed strategic and accelerated talent development journeys for potential 

successors against the leadership DNA. We needed 

competency development pathways for all leaders 

to build current and future leadership competencies 

as per their IDPs against 18 leadership capabilities 

without being constrained by space and budget. We 

also needed just-in-time skills for those needing 

immediate assistance with leadership or job-related 

requirements i.e. how to have a performance or 

difficult conversation or how to set up pivot tables on 

excel. We co-designed a 3-tier approach with these 

key audiences and needs in mind (see visual). 
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Significant engagement with leaders, talent managers and learning providers was undertaken to ensure an 

integrated learning experience throughout the learning journeys for potential successors at each level (first 

line, middle and senior) and across specialist operations functions and more general retail and support 

functions. The intent was to find the optimum blend of customisation, digital content, facilitated sessions, 

collaborative teamwork on strategic projects, exposure to other parts of the business, individual and group 

coaching and impact measurement. It was also to source the right-fit providers that could customise their 

approach to fit the learning principles, competencies and retail expertise required. Competency building 

learning pathways were built and piloted in which the learning experience was shifted from 3-4 days classroom 

training to a 6-week blended learning path with digital content, virtual classrooms, pre- and post-assessment, 

discussion, reflection and application. This included decisions around out-sourcing vs developing and 

digitisation unique company specific content and examples. Three digital content providers for just-in-time 

learning are currently being piloted to test adoption, relevance and learning experience.        

 

5. Change and project management work included a master project and change management plan which was 

tracked and reported back to the Steercom monthly. Key change management activities included a 

communication plan for key stakeholder groups, change readiness interviews, presentations and surveys, 

change skills building for the Leadovate team, an engagement process for the pilot groups, pilot impact surveys 

and an engagement process for potential successors selected for journeys. A Prospectus and detailed 

Playbooks for all the elements of the learning journeys and communication required were developed to enable 

a full-handover to the teams and providers taking the design forward. Additional activities successfully piloted 

and tweaked were a License to Learn and License to Lead a Learner process to build change readiness, 

mindsets and skills for a different way of learning and a Virtual Coaching Hackathon to engage leaders into 

being supportive coaches for their learners. The reimagined leadership academy – rebranded as the Talent 

Develoment Zone was launched as part of a leadership academy graduation ceremony.   

 

Our risks and challenges 

The project was not without significant challenges and risks which needed to be carefully and persistently 

navigated. The usual suspects of innovative change projects were faced including availability and influence of senior 

project sponsors and business leaders, capability, time and speed of change of project resources, digital platform 

decision dependencies and delays, integration with and delays in receiving talent data and the leadership DNA to 

guide design and many meeting delays or postponements for key meetings due to other business priorities. As 

always there was also a fair amount of “noise” around the project from people and groups with different 

expectations, needs and preferences which required much stakeholder engagement and influencing.   

 

We now await further validation, feedback and continuous improvement of the intended design to deliver on the 

Talent Develoment Zone mandate:  

 

To accelerate learning and future readiness of identified leaders through customized, agile, digital and blended 

learning options and journeys so that individuals, teams and businesses can succeed in a rapidly changing world 

that requires innovation, transformation, digitization and sustainability. 

 

A huge shout out to all the Leadovate team members, Steercom members, leadership academy sponsors, leaders, 

pilot groups and supporters that enabled the Talent Development Zone to be launched recently and who will take 

the journey forward and share new insights and learnings as the journey evolves. 
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Contact 

For more information on our innovative talent, learning and leadership approaches and partnering contact me at 

debbie@catalystconsulting.co.za or view our website www.catalystconsulting.co.za 

 

About the Author: 

Debbie Craig – a passionate adventurer, global traveller and mountain climber, curious dolphin 

swimmer and ocean lover, philosophical dreamer, hopeless romantic, dysfunctional over-

achiever, compulsive seeker & sharer, courageous difference maker, patriotic South African, 

author, facilitator, yoga nut, wine snob, dog lover, guardian mom, step mom, wife and friend 

 

Some interesting tit bits: travelled to more than 60 countries, hiked to Machu Pichu, Kilimanjaro 

and Everest Base Camp, over 60 swims with dolphins, over 5 trips to India to explore her inner 

world, facilitated over 50 personal transformational workshops, facilitated business workshops 

with people from over 30 countries in 5 continents, written 3 books, guardian mom to 3 kids, step mom to 2 kids 

 

Also: adventured through life’s darker parts including divorce, unhealthy relationships, sequestration, retrenchment, 

loss of loved ones, betrayal, broken bones and inner struggles to over-come self-doubt and be our best selves 

 

The usual stuff 

Debbie has over 20 years’ experience in the field of strategy, leadership development, change management, talent management, 

high performance teams and organisational development. She has worked and consulted at leading local and global organisations 

in the private and public sector throughout Southern Africa and internationally in the UK, Australia, South East Asia, South 

America, Mexico, China, Canada, Europe and the USA. Debbie is a skilled strategist, design architect, team builder, a powerful 

facilitator, change agent and executive coach. Her passion is transformation and empowerment which she facilitates through 

individual coaching and empowerment workshops, team-development workshops, corporate training and consulting assignments 

and organisation wide strategic change interventions. Debbie is the founder and Managing Director of Catalyst Consulting which 

she has grown into a successful consulting company (now 21 years old). She is also the founder of World Alive, a personal 

empowerment and transformation company. She is a registered Master HR Professional through the SA Board for People 

Practices (SABPP). 

 

Debbie has published 3 books “I am Talent”, “I am Alive” and “Accelerated Learning”, written numerous articles, appeared on 

radio talk shows, presented at conferences and does public talks. Debbie is a warm and down to earth facilitator, leader and life 

coach. She has many real examples in her own life and in many of her delegates on creating a fulfilling life of abundance. She is 

an engaging presenter with practical advice and information that is easy to apply. 

Some unusual stuff 

Debbie is a regular hiker and has hiked to Machu Pichu, Kilimanjaro and Everest Base Camp. She swims regularly with dolphins 

in the wild and resonates with their playful, sensual, energy, their intelligence, their focus on protection and survival and their 

complex yet fluid social patterns. She looks after 3 guardian children and 2 step kids. Debbie is passionate and deeply committed 

to her own personal development journey, reads extensively and has participated in numerous in-depth transformation 

experiences including many trips to India where she has studied mindfulness and living a life of fulfilment, abundance and flow 

including mediation, dance, yoga, tai chi, art and experiential workshops. Debbie has designed and facilitated over 50 Personal 

Transformation workshops. She is passionate about South Africa and making a difference to People’s lives. 
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