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Abstract—Digital transformation is one of the major chal-
lenges in all industries. It embraces the realignment of tech-
nology and new business models to more effectively engage 
digital customers at every touchpoint in the costumer expe-
rience lifecycle. Therefore, successful digital transformation 
begins with an understanding of digital consumer behavior, 
preferences and choices. It then leads to major consumer-
centric changes within the organisation that address these 
needs. Such a consumer-centric and self-directed client 
structure has significant consequences for banks. Banks will 
need to continue existing services, while developing strate-
gies to manage the shift in mix.  

For that reason, banking organisations are challenged to 
consider exploration new business fields and not only focus 
on exploitation anymore. Finally they need to ensure a suc-
cessful balance between both. This means they have to es-
tablish a general development orientation and afford im-
plementing innovations at the same time they focus on effi-
ciency by utilizing and optimizing the existing. Pressure for 
doing this is definitely there and causes in current dynamic 
changes in the finance market, new competitors in the 
branch and little differentiation among offered banking 
services. Hence, they need to enhance their continuous 
learning ability, which is an essential precondition for cop-
ing with innovations. 

This paper follows the research question “how can the 
learning function foster the enhancement of the banking 
organisation’s learning and innovation ability in times of 
digital transformation?” This is closely linked to the kind of 
services a learning function needs to enhance or integrate 
for supporting and designing a learning organization. With 
the idea underlying enterprise 2.0, social media platforms 
offer valuable opportunities for doing this. From an educa-
tional management perspective, we focus on the design 
levels of individuals, teams, and organisation in banks. 

Derived from our theoretical framework we suggest a con-
ceptual model for managing organisational learning for 
continuous innovation based on four action areas. We exam-
ine the appropriateness of this framework in the practice 
field through eleven case studies in banking organisations. 
This approach allows a further development of these areas 
and to develop an understanding of what are current and 
future starting points for action in banking organisations. 
Finally, we identify new roles and services of the learning 
function for supporting the organisations. 

Index Terms—digital transformation, enterprise 2.0, contin-
uous innovation, corporate learning, learning function. 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Digital transformation challenges almost every industry 

nowadays. Retail banking is especially hard affected by 
the implications. Banks have to adjust their business mod-
els driven by the rapid adoption of technology that puts 
increasing power in the hands of every (digital) consumer 
resulting in higher demands. [1]. For instance, new fi-
nance communities (e.g. Wesabe, Prosper, Boober etc.) 
and banking models are emerging while information con-
cerning the financial institutes is easily accessible. Thus, 
typical banking services, e.g. to grant credits, fund man-
agement or stock dealing, are already offered outside the 
finance organisations. Furthermore, customers are willing 
to change their financial service provider more quickly 
[2].  

However, banks may not rest on past successes – they 
feel pressure to deal with this increasing and changing 
competition on the market. Taking a look into the future, 
banks need to develop new or extended business areas as 
well as management innovations. Constantly searching for 
new business models is essential [3], which go far beyond 
traditional banking services. For the organisation’s capa-
bility to be innovative and to focus on a development-
orientation in general, continuous learning is the most 
important precondition [4]. “Speed competition in regard 
to build up new core competencies, new skills, which lead 
to sustainable advantage in competition …, mean compe-
tition in the area of the ability to learn and change at last” 
[1]. Ultimately, the organisation’s continuous learning is 
the essential precondition for its capability to be innova-
tive [5]. 

The enormous relevance of the organisations’ develop-
ment capability also requires fostering the employees’ 
self-organisation for learning as well as for working terms 
which claims for an implementation of new organisational 
forms, leadership modes and management systems [6], 
[7]. This points out a high importance of interlinking the 
employees’ learning to the organisation’s development. 
Both can be enabled through the institutionalisation of 
learning- and development-oriented structures and cul-
tures. Besides, some authors have already emphasized that 
managers take an extremely important role by addressing 
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those requirements – they need to act as learning facilita-
tor [8], [9]. 

Moreover, the outlined situation holds the challenge for 
banking organisations to deal with ambidexterity [10], 
[11], [12]: a concentration on efficiency is fundamental by 
using the existing and optimizing synergy effects (exploi-
tation). At the same time, this demands for pursuing a 
continuous improvement through a learning orientation 
and capability for change, a proactive acting and an ability 
to deal with trends and developments. This demands very 
early recognition, evaluation, and preparation, which 
means being able to exploit the new and to develop differ-
ent types of innovations at last. 

Especially banking organisations possess unique organ-
isational frame conditions implying structural and/ or 
cultural barriers for acting in the sense of a learning organ-
isation; managers and employees are rarely used to act in 
an uncertain environment. Therefore, the organisation’s 
capability of learning and development needs to be con-
sidered as starting point to enhance the ability for innova-
tion.  

Until now, no systematic approach in the banking con-
text exists. Only a few publications and investigations 
focus on selective aspects in the banking context, e.g. [2], 
[13], [14], [15]. Against this, some theoretical approaches 
and considerations in regards to connected scientific dis-
cussions like ambidexterity, e.g. [10], [11], [12], [16], 
organisational learning, e.g. [17], [18], [19], or knowledge 
management [20], [21], [22], [23], [24], [25], [26], in 
organisations are available. Those are involved in our 
theoretical foundations. 

This paper aims to contribute address this gap, so that 
valuable implications on theory and practice can be deliv-
ered through delivering empirical evidence from the bank-
ing sector. Hence, we follow the research question “how 
can the learning function foster the enhancement of the 
banking organisation’s learning and innovation ability in 
times of digital transformation?” Moreover, we want to 
identify how the learning function (we understand this as 
containing all activities to enable and organize learning 
inside an organisation – thus, the learning function could 
be an internal or external one) can support banking organ-
isations in enhancing their learning and development ca-
pability in the sense of a learning organisation.  

First of all, we outline the theoretical foundations of 
this research project in a holistic approach with a focus on 
four levels in the organisation. Relevant discussion 
threads like organizational learning, organizational ambi-
dexterity, knowledge management and enterprise 2.0 are 
contained. In a second step, we introduce a conceptual 
framework for managing organisational learning with the 
objective to enhance the ability for learning and develop-
ment of the organisation. This framework is based on four 
action areas and the close connection between personnel 
and organizational development. This concept derived 
from the theoretical foundations described previously.  

We validated and adapted this framework through qual-
itative case study research and thus gained empirical evi-
dence from banking organisations. Our methodical ap-
proach is described in chapter 3. Afterwards, central re-
sults are outlined in chapter 4. 

In chapter 5 we conclude and discuss essential findings 
and illustrate starting points for future research. 

 

II. THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

A. Organisational Capability for Learning and 
Innovation – a Holistic Approach 

A few authors understand the corporate’s capability for 
learning connected to its capability for coping with ambi-
dexterity. For instance, reference [12] define ambidexteri-
ty as “a deliberate approach to variation–selection–
retention that uses existing firm assets and capabilities and 
reconfigures them to address new opportunities. When 
done explicitly, this involves deliberate investments and 
promotes organisational learning that results in a repeata-
ble process [27], [28]. This is a dynamic capability that 
has been characterized as the firm’s ability ‘to learn how 
to learn’ and can be used to promote exploration and ex-
ploitation”. In the following, we mainly concentrate on 
exploration, because banks are newly required to meet the 
challenge to implement exploration from scratch – in an 
addition to exploitation (nonetheless, we emphasize that 
both modes need to be established in the organisation 
equally).  

The organisation’s ability to learn is an essential pre-
condition for the ability to innovate, because it fosters the 
capacity to develop and adapt to environmental changes. 
Learning and innovations are interlinked as follows: “An 
organisation is not only able to learn, irrespective of pur-
pose, but also ultimately learns if innovations or an inno-
vative solution to problems is created as a result” [9]. Also 
reference [29] see the close relationship between learning 
and innovations in the challenge “that new, situative and 
creative solutions for a particular set of problems have to 
be found or created. The ability to innovate depends to a 
large extent on the ability to think up and implement new 
ideas and to reflect on previous experiences and, not least, 
to be able to draw well-founded conclusions; factors 
which favour organisational learning are also central in the 
capacity to innovate”. This already points out that the 
individual members of an organisation need extensive 
competencies for their ability to learn and innovate. Ob-
taining such competence is aligned to both processes of 
individual’s competence development and innovation 
processes in the organisation.  

Based on these considerations, innovation ability im-
plies requirements in the following two dimensions [7]: 
• individuals are required to learn continuously and 

reflexive in their daily working processes, 
• the organisation needs to enable and implement in-

novations through designing frame conditions. 
 

Providing learning- and innovation-oriented frame con-
ditions involve designing an adequate strategy, structures 
and cultures which possess the assumption that “without 
experimentation and being able to learn from mistakes, i.e. 
putting a distinctive error and critical culture into practice, 
to reflect upon experience, question basic norms and sup-
posed certainties and to think creatively, innovations can 
hardly be produced. This applies in the same way to both 
the organisational and individual levels” [29]. Table 1 
shows four levels of organisational learning by taking up 
these considerations: the levels of individual learning, 
team learning and organisational learning are fundamental 
for the organisation’s ability to innovative and for “the 
innovative resolution of problems” [9]. In this sense, the 
interlocking between personnel and organisational devel-
opment is fundamental: innovation capacity is “in-
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separable ... from competent persons and flexible compa-
nies. Personnel, organisational and competence develop-
ment thus stand side by side with equal worth in an inte-
grated innovation management system.” [5]. 

As the table already shows, knowledge is another very 
relevant topic area in the context of corporate learning. 
From an educational management perspective, an “organi-
sational knowledge base” is a basic term [26]. This base 
describes the whole knowledge inside the organisation 
merged, which is available and made accessible at the 
organizational level. So it depends on “which knowledge 
of all individuals is available and which knowledge is 
accessible to the individuals” [38]. Hence, individual as 
well as collective knowledge influences the base. For the 
facilitation of a learning organisation, the following pro-
cesses for knowledge management need to be considered: 
generation, distribution, conservation and utilization of 
information and knowledge [39]. 

In the understanding of enterprise 2.0 (E2.0), web 2.0 
tools contain new opportunities to cope with these 
knowledge management processes in collaborative ways. 
Thus, such tools can be implemented to support flows of 
knowledge and information in a way that facilitates learn-
ing. Enterprise 2.0 implies also consequences or even 
preconditions in new organisation logic: restrictions for 
predefined working processes, roles or responsibilities 
were not imposed - they allow arising by itself. This 
means that employees are required to “create and refine 
content – even without or little conditions. Users produce 
content themselves (‘user generated content’). Producing 
and sharing of knowledge with others is voluntary, exten-
sively spontaneous and decentralized, interactive and 
collaborative.” [3]. For instance, reference [21] sees E2.0 
as „the dawn of emergent collaboration”, where responsi-
bility for content and its quality is distributed “to all mem-
bers and the flow of knowledge carries various directions” 
[26]. Web 2.0 tools can follow the objective to “support 
collaboration, improve access to knowledge and expertise, 
enhance productivity and professional capability of teams, 
improve networking with customers, partners and the 
expanded environment, enhance the agility and innovation 
capability” [3]. Finally, informal and self-organised learn-
ing can meet the requirements for workplace-integrated 
learning.  

B. Managing Organisational Learning -  
A Conceptual Framwork  

Based on the briefly outlined theoretical foundations, 
we developed a conceptual framework [3] for managing 
organisational learning aiming to enhance the ability for 
continuous learning and innovation in organisations (cf. 
Figure 1). In this framework, the levels of individual, team 
and organisational learning are integrated. Additionally, 
the requirement to closely connect personnel respectively 
human resource development (HRD) and organisational 
development (OD) were met. 

This framework describes four main action areas inside 
the organisation to enhance the ability for learning and 
development: 

Personnel development as executive management 
task: since the competence-oriented reversal of personnel 
development, the focus is on employee’s self-organisation 
and their competence development. This requires new 
development  concepts,  which  also  consider  developing  

TABLE I.   
FOUR LEVELS OF ORGANISATIONAL LEARNING (PAPER EURAM 14?) 

Global Level • Connect the organization to its environment 
• Motivate actors to share the same vision 

Organization-
al Level 

• Ensure to take learning impulses into account 
• Ensure to generate, use and share knowledge 

Team Level • Afford collaboration and “learning to learn” 
Individual 

Level 
• encourage the actors for trial, asking questions 

and discussions 
• afford continuous learning (create learning 

infrastructures and appropriate working condi-
tions) 

• foster employees’ instrinsic motivation 

 
Figure 1.  Conceptual framework –  

four action areas for a learning banking organisation [3] 

competencies in informal learning processes and thus 
workplace-integrated learning. 

This leads to a decentralization of personnel develop-
ment tasks into working processes; managers need to 
engage in an extended role as learning facilitator and ped-
agogical-didactical tasks in the workplace. A precondition 
is an “appropriate understanding of leadership is funda-
mental as well as their willingness to take up this new and 
extended role” [3]. Furthermore, managers are fundamen-
tally responsible for providing frame conditions for learn-
ing and knowledge generating and sharing.  

Development work with individuals/teams: the pre-
vious field already indicated that new learning and net-
working forms are increasingly important. Essential is to 
connect informal and formal learning, e.g. through devel-
oping real and effective learning environments at the 
workplace. Also, new working forms could be designed to 
foster knowledge sharing and enable learning processes 
(e.g. project teams for generation of new ideas across 
hierarchies). In general, the employees’ collaboration is 
essential. These learning and working environments de-
mand for new competencies of the employees to be able to 
act successfully in these new and changing environments. 
“When designing such new learning forms, didactical and 
management-oriented organisation of learning needs to be 
adjusted.” [3]. 

Besides an internal dimension, these delineations also 
have an external dimension: on the one hand this is about 
internal knowledge acquiring and sharing, on the other 
hand employees should involve and access to knowledge 
outside the organisation to continuously expand the organ-
izational knowledge basis (e.g. in communication with 
customers). 
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Transformation of the organisation: fundamental 
frame conditions for learning at all levels are given 
through the organisational strategy, structures and espe-
cially cultures. These conditions respectively precondi-
tions for learning need to be designed in deliberation. 
Finally, banks have to transform into this direction to be 
able to deal with knowledge and innovations. 

Learning/innovation-oriented management systems: 
the evaluation of the status of a learning-oriented organi-
sation gets possible through learning- and development-
oriented instruments; these need to be newly designed and 
implemented. Therewith, this should consider the previous 
action fields as well as interlinkage of employees’ devel-
opment (HRD) and organisational development (OD). 
Regularly evaluations enable early interventions to correct 
the strategical direction in time.  

Additionally, individual and collaborative opportunities 
for acting inside the bank are based on strategy, structures 
and cultures – all of them provide important frame condi-
tions for the development capability: 

Structures: the capability to adapt and change should 
be enabled e.g. through individual working arrangements 
and enabling learning [30]. This involves hierarchies, 
centralisation of decisions or development and career 
pathways. 

Cultures: normative orientation inside the organisation 
is given through implicit rule, behaviour and value sys-
tems. Those are cultural frame conditions, which can 
either support or restrain learning [29]. 

Strategy: the vision of a learning organisation must be 
anchored in the strategy as this can be seen as develop-
ment concept. This involves adding the continuous inno-
vation-oriented mode to existing optimization orientation.  

III. METHOD 
The qualitative case study method was chosen to ac-

quire empirical evidence for answering the research ques-
tion “how can the learning function foster the enhance-
ment of the banking organisation’s learning and innova-
tion ability in a digital world?”. This methodical approach 
allows an in-depth examination of the current status in 
banking organisations in regards to their corporate learn-
ing approach as well as future initial points for action in a 
further development perspective [31], [32], [33]. The 
research and data collection process was divided into two 
sections: 

In a first step, we involved three banking organisations 
in Germany which possess specific approaches to address 
current challenges in their environment. Here, in-depth 
interviews were conducted with various persons in differ-
ent positions in the time frame from February to March 
2014 (board chairmen, managing directors, department 
heads for company development). Partially-structured 
guiding questions were the basis for these interviews [34], 
[35]. These were developed based on results of an exten-
sive literature analysis. Even though the guiding questions 
enabled data collection in relative openness and flexibility 
and setting individual and various particular focuses, op-
portunities to compare the data among the three cases 
were ensured through selective standardized inquiries. 
During the process, there was a focus set on the following 
three topic areas: 
• current challenges posed to banks and understanding 

of a “bank organisation capable of development”,  

• feedback and discussion of the previously developed 
conceptual framework and the outlined four action 
areas, 

• possible roles and services of an (external or internal) 
learning function aiming to support the banks in en-
hancing  their learning and development ability. 

 

The three cases were chosen through theoretical sam-
pling criteria: the banking organisation should possess 
innovative approaches to promote a development-oriented 
organisation. This enabled the identification of success 
factors for development-capable banks. Table II delineates 
an overview of the cases considered. 

TABLE II.   
CASES OVERVIEW 

 Focus topic of the bank Locations Employees 
in total 

Case 1 
Managing continuous changes 
through employees’ involvement 
and quality-oriented processes 

35 420 

Case 2 Digital transformation of the bank-
ing organisation 28 307 

Case 3 Value-oriented leadership to 
achieve high performers 11 150-160 

 
The particular thematic focuses for the individual bank-

ing organisations was to be varied in order to integrate a 
broad range of approaches. Also, banks of different sizes 
were involved in order to examine the varying framework 
conditions in each case.  The evaluation of these first three 
case studies took place via single-case-analyses. 

In a second step, further “smaller” case studies were 
conducted through interviews in eight other banking or-
ganisations in Germany. Data was collected in the period 
from May to July 2014. This followed the objective to 
check the previously gained results across the board and 
adapt them if necessary. In contrast to the first data collec-
tion step, “typical” banks were involved here; that means 
established innovative approaches were not an indispen-
sable selection criterion. Instead, banks were selected by 
random. The partially standardized questionnaires used in 
the previous in-depth case studies were heavily abridged, 
retaining central aspects involved and used as the basis for 
the interviews. Besides, the selective standardized inquir-
ies retained, so that these data could have been consolidat-
ed with the data of the three previous cases and lead to a 
“broad” picture. The last step was a cross-case analysis 
[32], which allowed comparing the results of every single 
case and identifying and developing general findings. 

IV. RESULTS 

A. Action Areas for Enhancing Corporate Learning 
All interview partners respectively bank representatives 

were asked to assess the four action areas in the following 
regards:  
• Which field is the most important for improving the 

development capacity of the bank?  
• How do you evaluate the effect of each area in your 

bank? (6-point Likert scale: low (1) – high (6))  
• How do you assess the feasibility, i.e. design poten-

tial (6-point Likert scale: easy (6) – difficult (1)).  
• The close connection and interrelation among all 

fields was highly emphasized by the results.  
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TABLE III.   
RESULTS: ASSESSED EFFECT AND FEASIBILITY OF ACTION AREAS 

 Effect Feasibility 
PD as executive management task 5.39 3.80 
Development work with individuals/ 
teams 4.60 4.35 

Transformation of the organisation 4.61 4.09 
Development of learning/innovation-
oriented management systems 4.59 3.90 

 
The action area “personnel development as executive 

management task” was evaluated the highest effect with 
simultaneously the least feasibility. In regards to feasibil-
ity, all action areas are assessed in the positive respective-
ly feasible zone (values above 3.5). Moreover, the action 
field “development of learning/innovation-oriented man-
agement systems” is rated as the second most difficult 
field in terms of implementation. 

With these results, excellent starting points for the 
learning function can be pinpointed: Although all fields 
are considered as relevant, clearly on top is “PD as an 
executive management task”. Nevertheless, this area can 
also be used as a lever for other fields, because all fields 
are closely interrelated and constitute an impact network. 
The fact that this area is assessed in the forefront also 
indicates an “oft-cited prior change in executive manage-
ment of bank practice” [36]. Some central results are 
summarized in the following. 

PD as executive management task: In all banks the 
understanding of personnel development as leadership 
task is already strongly anchored and seen as essential for 
successfully implementing values and norms in the organ-
isation (“living out values”). Thus, executive management 
seems to be ready to assume this extended role. However, 
especially in terms of recognition of potentials and sup-
port individual employees, the existing competencies are 
currently considered to be insufficient (e.g. case 3). This 
identifies an initial point for developing executive man-
agement appropriately. Besides, it is a fact that manager’s 
potential for supporting the development of employees 
does not always exist (e.g. case 2). This is caused in the 
promotion of managers based on others than leadership 
competencies. 

A further starting point for the learning function is the 
initiation and facilitation of knowledge transfer and expe-
riences sharing among managers with regards to leader-
ship questions – structured processes are required in all 
cases. For instance, the creation of knowledge networks 
has been suggested (“everyone has similar problems”) as 
well as collegial consultation. Additionally, the managers 
need protected “spaces for reflection” for their develop-
ment and without the hazard to lose face. This could be 
provided by the learning function. Also mentioned were 
systematic coaching processes or on-the-job training as 
valuable elements in the executive development. The 
learning function could also take a consultative role with 
the objective of “bringing the entire bank forward at the 
organisational level would thus also be conceivable” [36]. 

Development work with individuals/teams: In gen-
eral, structures in the organisation should permit “work 
forms with innovative character”, while the “classic func-
tions” should remain in place. This highlights the need of 
to establish project structures in parallel. Again, the learn-
ing function could offer support here. 

Even though banks have already tested and used new 
learning forms (e.g. pass system as well as on-the-job 
coaching and training) in some cases, most of the estab-
lished learning forms are declared to be too rigid and 
learning content and purposes are set in top-down manner 
(e.g. case 1). Therefore, more self-organised development 
work with individuals and groups is an action field in 
future. In this context, collaboration between and discus-
sion among employees is considered very important. 
“Employees need to learn to work together in processes, 
which is emphasised in the sense of team learning. An 
interest-driven group composition is important in particu-
lar for subjects linked to change (e.g. knowledge, devel-
opment and project groups). The goal is to have 
knowledge shared and used by as many employees in the 
entire bank as possible.” [36]. This could be supported 
through an appropriate technical exchange and collabora-
tion platform. Developing, providing and moderating such 
a platform and communities (web 2.0 solutions) is recog-
nised as tasks for the learning function. 

Besides, webinars on relevant subjects are a favoured 
learning format. Banks would use them more often if they 
were made more easily accessible by being offered by the 
(external) learning function. 

In situations, when new career and development paths 
are demanded by the market due to developments (e.g. 
new types of consultant are needed in case 1), the learning 
function should react rapidly in creating these paths and 
thus support the banks. Similarly, the offer of project 
careers as well as executive careers was proposed. Partial-
ly, working on individual projects has already been made 
possible, but this could be expanded further. 

Transformation of the organisation: For an active de-
sign of this action field, the readiness and will of board 
members are essential preconditions. They act as central 
(power) brokers when it comes to having new subjects 
addressed by the bank. If the learning function takes the 
role to initiate organisational transformation by focusing 
on new subjects, it should sensitise the board members 
step-by-step. Additionally, further managers need to act as 
“visionaries” to promote such subjects – “driving forces” 
are needed; the bank needs to have the “right employees”, 
especially when the transformation requires cultural 
changes. Board members necessarily need external sup-
port to get ideas for structured processes and support in 
implementing them. At the same time, it must be ensured 
that managers (can) actually implement what is learned – 
the transfer should be accompanied in a transfer-oriented 
learning design. 

Activities in this field need to be seen as “ever-present 
tasks that have to be continually initiated anew” [36]. This 
means for the learning function that these subjects have to 
be constantly re-injected into existing offers (that are 
already considered to be quite relevant and are thus well 
attended). Furthermore, the interview partners highlighted 
that they need “to be able to work on subjects/content 
itself”, which should be supported by the learning function 
in a results-oriented moderator role and to provide meth-
ods and formats. Furthermore, a bank can be supported in 
opening established structures through “informal struc-
tures outside of the structures” in which new rules can be 
applied. 

Another relevant topic in this field is knowledge man-
agement: it is seen important to acquire new external 
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knowledge from outside the organisation and also to share 
knowledge inside the bank, which is connected to estab-
lishing incentive systems for doing this. Also, in all cases 
there is no idea how to share/ distribute knowledge in a 
structured way; the learning function could supply these 
ideas and appropriate instruments.  

Affording voluntary and interest-driven collaboration in 
(informal) groups, especially on development topics is 
also significant here (e.g. case 2). This includes bringing 
persons together so that they can jointly develop solutions 
– on an employee as well as on a manager’s level across 
various banks. Solutions could then be specified for the 
individual banks in a next step. 

Technical or social media platforms are perceived as 
important for the future, because they can foster the im-
plementation of previously outlined considerations.  At 
the same time, this is seen difficult to implement. In a first 
step such a platform could be used internally, and later 
also externally. Engaging in the general discussion in 
banks whether to use such platforms or not, or integrating 
such current topics in existing learning offers already 
shows a starting point for the learning function and could  
result in overcoming the “don’t know it” barrier. The 
identification, possible applications and their implementa-
tion, the development and provision of social media plat-
forms (use within a bank and across banks) is a further 
starting point for the learning function. Here, the profes-
sional operation (including moderation) is a precondition 
for use (case 3). External expertise would also be valuable 
for.  

Generally, the communication is an essentially relevant 
topic for its transformation in both dimensions: internal 
(“the more transparent and open communication is, the 
quicker and more effective the transformation.”) and ex-
ternal in terms of the exchange with other banks and the 
client-bank relationship. The last mentioned integrates 
clients/members in communication paths and collabora-
tion processes (e.g. through feedback). The relationship 
with clients and thus advisory services continue to be a 
focus of banks – distinguishing features are to be created 
here. 

Development of learning/ innovation-oriented man-
agement systems: All interview partners see a wide range 
of instruments available. Thus, it would not be valuable to 
add more instruments to them. Especially the Balanced 
Scorecard (BSC) was mentioned as a useful instrument to 
measure the impact of changes in the organisation. Indeed, 
the impact of the existing instruments was partially ques-
tioned. This is reasoned in the fact that appropriate 
measures to not lead into consequences in practice. Hence, 
a linkage between management systems and the topic of 
the organisational’s transformation should be ensured. 
This also means to reconsider and clearly define what 
should be measured at all. Besides, a demand for measur-
ing the effects of investments in education on the organi-
sation was figured out. This would involve a focus on the 
transmission of knowledge and the quality of this 
knowledge. 

All in all, evaluation instruments should focus on the 
level of the banking organisation and not only on aspects 
of the individual levels. 

Finally, the learning function should also support and 
facilitate the exchange between persons/groups/banks who 
want to act in a similar (innovative) way, and thus are 

interest-driven. This implies the maintenance of networks 
among banks, which are currently assessed differently in 
the banks. A starting point could possibly be activities for 
supporting benchmarking or best practice sharing. In addi-
tion, a branch opening would enable to learn from other 
companies. 

B. Service Portfolio of the Learning Function  
in Times of Digital Transformation 

With these results it can be pointed out that there are al-
ready many developments going on in the banking organi-
sations towards the implementation of web 2.0 tools to 
facilitate learning and promote sharing of knowledge, 
experiences and ideas. According to that, learning is mov-
ing away from formal into informal learning contexts: 
away from traditional classroom learning towards self-
organised workplace learning in collaboration. This means 
for the learning function that facilitation, organisation and 
management of learning needs to be supported in new 
roles and services.  

A previously developed continuum model which visual-
izes four types of logic for the organisation of learning 
processes [37] from standardized trainings (in formal 
contexts) towards self-initiated communities (in informal 
contexts) (c.f. Figure 2), gives an appropriate framework 
to illustrate the new services of the learning function. The 
types of logic for organizing learning imply specific 
“learning services” as well as “development services” if 
the organisational development is an objective and thus 
needs to be linked to the learning of individuals. Here, the 
idea of designing framework conditions at organisational 
level is also considered. Furthermore, on the one hand the 
learning function needs to collaborate more closely with 
“partners”, especially managers and employees to enable 
such new learning formats; on the other hand all partners 
(including the learning function) take new responsibilities 
in each type of logic as well as for quality management. In 
summary, the learning services contain: 

Training Services: the learning function takes respon-
sibility for design and implementation of trainings as well 
as for quality management; the trainings take place in a 
formalized context like classroom learning. The relevance 
of this type is decreasing. 

Transfer Support Services: the learning function is 
still responsible for design, implementation and quality of 
educational programmes and initiates learning activities. 
Here, managers are already involved in learning process-
es. They take a transfer supporter role at the workplace, 
e.g. through aligning goals with employees, coaching or 
mentoring. Ideally, they work in close collaboration with 
the learning function.  

Performance Support Service: now, the manager 
takes the leading role as moderator in learning activities 
and employees’ self-organisation becomes significant. 
Both take responsibility for the quality of learning. Learn-
ing processes were initiated in working processes, where-
at, for instance, employees can immediately get access to 
performance supporting learning material like videocasts, 
wikis, or find experts. The learning function supports the 
managers if required.  

Services for Collaboration in Working Processes & 
Networks (internal/external): employees take the leading 
role and responsibility for their learning activities; self-
organisation is  fundamental.  Managers  need   to  design  
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Figure 2.  Service Portfolio of the Learning Function [36] 

(organisational) frame conditions (e.g. to provide time, 
opportunities, support). The learning function supports 
both, managers and employees. Here, tools or social me-
dia platforms for collaboration or networking are allocat-
ed. 

Development Services for the Learning Organisa-
tion: the objective here is to support the organizational 
transformation to move away from purely formal trainings 
to enable the more informal learning types and self-
organisation, e.g. communication services or services for 
“agenda-setting”. This possesses an internal and external 
dimension. Internally, this means developing employees’ 
competencies they need for acting in new learning and 
working environments. Also, managers need to be sup-
ported in their extended role as personnel developer. 

V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
To answer the research question “how can the learning 

function foster the enhancement of the banking organisa-
tion’s learning and innovation ability in times of digital 
transformation?”, we validated and modified the concep-
tual framework through case studies (11 in total), which 
was developed through an extensive literature analysis. 
The case studies confirmed the high innovation pressure 
they have to face. Also, the results gave a precisely under-
standing of the status of banking organisations in regard of 
what they already do to enhance their ability for learning 
and innovation; this enabled to identify current and future 
starting points for the (internal or external) learning func-
tion’s support. Strength and validity of this work is given 

through combining the investigation of three in-depth case 
studies and eight “smaller” case studies for testing and 
modifying the results in a broad view. 

We identified learning services and also new respec-
tively changed roles and tasks of managers, employees 
and the learning function. This brings new challenges to 
all involved persons in taking these roles and responsibili-
ties. Finally, the banking organisation needs to be fostered 
in its transformation towards a self-organised learning 
organisation. This is clearly linked to providing appropri-
ate frame conditions like cultures and structures. These 
considerations demand for a movement away from a tradi-
tional seminar business; the service portfolio model thus 
implies a methodical perspective which considers the 
program portfolio of the learning function. 

Successful digital transformation means that banks will 
need to continue existing services, while developing strat-
egies to manage the shift in mix (e.g. support more self-
directed clients). Therefore, it is a similar challenge for the 
learning function to carefully provide a balanced mix 
supporting the shift to more self-organisation.  

For a general coping with innovations, i.e. evaluation of 
trends and management innovations, the establishment of 
an external or cross-bank knowledge/ ideas/ experience 
exchange system would permit rapid reaction and review 
to emerging subjects. Besides and in an internal perspec-
tive, the employees’ involvement in development and 
change processes is considered to be highly important  
and is partially implemented through various approaches 
in all cases. This involvement leads to a better use of ex-
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isting knowledge and individual experiences in the organi-
sation. Figure 3 shows the different levels for the transfer 
of knowledge, which should be considered here:  

 
Figure 3.  Internal and external levels for knowledge transfer [37] 

The case studies also emphasized a new approach for 
further developing products and internal development 
processes: it is no longer seen sufficient to undergo long 
development processes with a flawless product or service 
in result. We found increasing acceptance of a permanent 
test mode respectively “beta versions” in the banks which 
lead to products/services that are not entirely mature and 
need to be further developed together with clients in order 
to gather experience, test them and not waste any time in 
the process. This is connected with considering failure as 
learning opportunity and accepting both, success and 
failure.  

Above all, employees have to be appropriately devel-
oped and a general readiness to change needs to be estab-
lished; change should represent a usual work mode. This 
requires the employees’ ability to change. Managers must 
therefore be developed accordingly so that they can sup-
port these change processes. Finally, it can be stated that 
competencies need to be developed for enhancing the 
organizational ability for learning primarily in two dimen-
sions – they offer starting points for the learning function: 
• Competence development of managers: functional 

qualification, value-oriented leadership, focus on 
long-term success, talent development and recogni-
tion, etc. 

• Competence development of the organisation: ex-
tension of business areas, strengthen self-
organisation, promote a culture of participation with 
employees and customers, support coping with 
changes, etc. 

 

These considerations can be understood as competence 
model for a learning bank with managers taking an im-
portant role. Thus, these dimensions describe a normative 
perspective – for the organisation as well as for the learn-
ing function. 

All in all, we were successful in identifying many valu-
able initial points the learning function to support banks in 
their transformation towards a self-organised learning 
organisation to enhance the ability for innovations. Future 
research should then focus on developing a program port-
folio including appropriate specific services. This is con-
nected to specific methodical terms as well as to the ques-
tion how the identified starting points in each action area 
can be successfully implemented and facilitated through 
the learning function in their services. According to the 
results, the action field “personnel development as an 
executive management task” should be addressed in a first 
step. Here, the advantages of its important lever effects on 
the other actions areas have to be deliberated. 
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