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1. INTRODUCTION AND RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

Our knowledge-based economy is characterized by accelerated knowledge development and it 

continues to change the knowledge refreshment practices as well as the learning motivators within 

organizations. Multiple trends demonstrate how important and timely it is to study the corporate 

education of employees and those who make decisions about their development.    

1. Aside from the considerable increase of investments in human capital development, the 

globalization and the transformation of the labor market has also increased the risk of loss 

of these investments.  

2. Agility has played a larger role than ever before and, together with innovation, became the 

main engine of development in a competitive market. 

3. Identifying and addressing knowledge gaps, as well as sharing and applying knowledge, 

are the key elements of achieving the desired business outcomes. 

4. Learning innovations and generational shifts enable constant learning readiness and self-

guided learning. 

 

The formal, traditional methods are no longer sufficient to remain competitive in the knowledge 

economy, and corporate learning environments play a vital role in this transformation process. As 

knowledge management has become a basic leadership concept, the continuous need for 

developing employees requires corporate learning systems created and guided by someone who is 

taking on an even greater critical role than even Jack Welch envisioned. 

  

The senior leaders are the Chief Officer, Head, SVP, VP, Director or Expert of Learning, Learning 

and Development, Training and Development, etc., all referred to as “Chief Learning Officer 

(CLO)” throughout this research while acknowledging the diversity of job titles and 

responsibilities.There is a need for candidates with sector-specific competence, business acumen 

and a fundamental understanding of human capital development in order to fulfill the individual 

and organizational learning needs in the turbulent knowledge-based economy. 

 

In the course of my research, I investigated the corporate learning’s success factors, how to 

measure success at different levels, and examined the CLO roles and activities in practice. These 

factors had been measured by analyzing the correlations between the updated CLO roles and Dave 

Ulrich’s four roles for HR model as well as observations, depending on the size of the CLO’s 

learning population. 

Furthermore, my continuous research on the corporate learning stakeholder model and its 

extensions provided the base to identify those groups who currently influence the CLOs the most 

when they make decisions about the development of learning practices.  I also examined the 

competencies which are the most critical when fulfilling the expectations of these stakeholder 

groups, creating the most business impact and value.  

The aim of this thesis is also to fill a gap, as we have several practices in the corporate learning 

field in Hungary. However, the global scope of this research, the different environments, 

circumstances and mindsets can provide useful insights and reasonable directions to follow, both 

on an individual and organizational level. 
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2. RESEARCH APPROACH AND INVESTIGATION METHODS 
 

To design my own unique approach, I began with an overview concerning the different 

perspectives, which prevail in the literature. My secondary research had been conducted based on 

review of the literature and several scientific articles and publications, primarily in English. 

However, as I narrowed-down my research focus, the scientific literature on the topic was 

considerably lacking.  

In the course of the primary research, ten CLOs provided their feedback throughout a test-

surveying phase, and seven expert opinions had been integrated in my main research survey (See 

Appendix 2). Although the investigation methods are not new, they had been used in a new 

application environment, and their selection had been guided by test-survey results and expert 

feedbacks to ensure the fit for the research purpose. 

Seeking a global analysis, I managed to gather survey respondents from 28 different countries. 

The selection of those sectors and organizations with more developed corporate learning practices 

had been initiated by the Corporate Universities & Corporate Le@rning Summit Series which I 

was fortunate to produce and manage for four consecutive years. The target audience of this event 

series was especially responsive and interested in the development of the field and the CLO’s 

position. In the course of conducting the surveys, I emphasized that only the learning function’s 

senior leader can be the respondent, and I set the limit of a minimum of 100 employees in the 

learning population and a minimum of 5 years of corporate learning experience for at least 80% of 

the respondent CLOs. The survey sample had been analyzed in more detail in chapter 5.1., and the 

full list of respondents can be found in the appendix (See Appendix 1). 

The survey included seven sets of questions, with special emphasis on those areas related to my 

main research questions. The creation of the survey had been guided by the methodology described 

in Paul A. Scipione’s book, titled Practical Marketing Research (Scipione, 1992). The survey and 

subsequent interview phase had been also extended with further questions that were not closely 

related to the main hypotheses (introduced in chapter 1.5) and, due to length constraints, could not 

be examined in this dissertation. 

In the collecting responses phase of the research, I provided an online, self-guided survey platform 

and used the five-level Likert scale items to scale the responses (Likert, 1932). In addition to testing 

the accuracy of questions and response options, I also wanted to test the validity of the survey to 

ensure that the content meets the purpose of the research. Thus, I conducted test survey processes, 

made further adjustments according to the feedbacks, and asked for the professional opinion of 

corporate learning experts. The responses had been coded and analyzed in the Statistical Package 

for Social Sciences (SPSS v. 19) software. I used descriptive statisctics to simplify and present the 

quantitative descriptions of the data in a manageable form. While evaluating the results, I 

investigated frequency counts for different variables. As the number of data points that could be 

evaluated varied, I considered not the full sample size but rather the number of eligible responses 

as 100%. To evaluate if there was a statistical evidence for linear relationship, I measured the 
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strength and directions of relationships between variables and the chosen level of statistical 

significance was 5% ( p = .05). 

The data from the survey’s most detailed third set of questions had been examined by factor 

analysis in order to explain correlations and achieve a meaningful interpretation of the observed 

variables through factors. I also conducted a reliability check as follows: to assess the internal 

consistency of the items included for each factor I calculated the Cronbach alpha of the variables 

associated (Malhotra, 2001). The coefficient .972 exceeded Cronbach’s alpha = .70, and proved 

the internal consistency reliability.  

After conducting and analyzing 103 surveys, I asked US-based CLOs with outstanding profiles for 

an in-person interview and 22 of them agreed to participate. The interviews were guided by the 

main scope of this research and organized according to a fixed script of questions (See Appendix 

4). The script ensured coverage and comparability across the multiple interviews with different 

respondents. The scores of the updated CLO roles from the interviews (See Appendix 5) had been 

analyzed and the numerical data had been completed by further explanations and reflections on 

the score’s meaning. In the next phase of the research, these interview responses (See Appendix 6)  

provided the base to examine the more critical factors of the newly identified CLO roles. As part 

of testing the hypothesis 2 of the research, five interview case studies had been further investigated 

and illustrated in the form of spider charts. 

 

Table 1: Research phases, methods and participants 

Research 

Phases 

Research  

Methods 

Number of 

Participants  

Geographic  

Scope 

1 Test survey 10 Global 

2 Expert feedback 7 Global 

3 Survey 103 Global 

4 Interviews 22 USA 

 

To test my original hypotheses, I used deductive reasoning by collecting experimental observations 

that put those hypotheses to the test. Later during this research, I applied inductive reasoning as 

well, as my specific observations and measurements began to show a general pattern that could be 

explored and used to deduct further conclusions.  

To illustrate my research questions and the flow of the research process, I created my research 

model putting the CLO in the center. This model served as a guide through the steps of the research 

process and the relationships between them.  
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Figure 1: The research model 
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3. NEW SCIENTIFIC FINDINGS 
 

The theses of the dissertation refer to the measurements of corporate learning’s success, the 

most critical stakeholders of corporate learning, as well as the modern CLO’s roles and 

competency profiles. The theses had been defined based on relevant literature review, testing the 

hypotheses and the conclusions of my primary research. 

   

Thesis 1:  

Besides the elements of Kirkpatrick-Phillips evaluation model, new success factors 

need to be included in corporate learning’s evaluation. (S1, S3, S4, S8)1 

The selected test sample of 103 CLOs provided responses about the Kirkpatrick-Phillips corporate 

learning evaluation model’s five levels (Kirkpatrick, 1998; Phillips, 1997) and the newly identified 

critical success factors in the first set of survey questions (See Appendix 2). Based on the mean 

and standard deviation of each success attribute, I created a new ranking of corporate learning’s 

success factors with additional items in-between the original model’s elements. 

 

 

Figure 2: New ranking of corporate learning’s success factors  

 

 The Kirkpatrick Level 3 “Behavior Change” achieved the highest score (Mean: 4,72; 

Standard deviation: .524), followed by the Level 4 “Results” (Mean: 4,60; Standard 

deviation: .578) 

                                                             
1 The numbers refer to corresponding papers which can be found at the end of the thesis booklet 
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 The third in the ranking was the “Strategic Alignment” (Mean: 4,52; Standard deviation: 

.546) as a newly defined element, still before the Kirkpatrick Level 2 “Learning” attribute 

(Mean: 4,48; Standard deviation: .525) 

 A high percentage of respondents demonstrated the importance of other newly identified 

success factors such as the “Connecting Workgroups”, the “Brand Strength” and the 

“Bench Strength” (Means: 4,08 - 4,07 - 4,02; Standard deviations: .750 - .840 - .773 

respectively) 

The uniqueness of these three elements initiated deeper investigations in the interview 

phase of the research, and the CLOs provided more detailed explanations regarding the 

importance of these success measures (See Appendix 6).  

 The Kirkpatrick Level 1 “Reaction” item (Mean: 3,93; Standard deviation: .740) followed 

only after that in the ranking of success factors. 

 In the course of the personal interviews, CLOs revealed that besides the standard elements 

of the model, they rely more on engagement rates, adoption rates and the quality of 

communication about the corporate learning program as well as the management’s buy-in 

and involvement.  

 The traditional methodologies and academic models (Kirkpatrick, Brinkerhoff, Bersin) are 

widely used; however, they had not been implemented fully in almost any company. There 

are an increasing number of organizations which apply alternative methods to measure 

their learning program’s success and create value. Practical examples of these alternatives 

had been described in more detail in chapter 5.2.1.    

After investigating the success factors, I shifted to the CLO roles and I tested the hypotheses 2a 

and 2b. In merging the two and with further minor amendments, I created the thesis 2 of the 

research.   

 

 

Thesis 2:  

The updated CLO roles are based on Ulrich’s four roles for HR model (with the exception 

of the Glocal role), and can be observed independent from the size of the learning 

population. (S3, S4, S9) 

 

In my primary research, I was focusing on the relevancy of certain CLO activities in practice. The 

sources for the list of activities had been provided by the Penn Graduate School of Education’s 

Chief Learning Officer Program Course Blocks (PennCLO, 2014) and The ASTD Competency 

Study: Training and Development Redefined (Arneson et al, 2013). This latest contribution to the 

ASTD Competency Model legacy offered a broad inventory of topics that CLOs need to recognize 

to be successful in the rapidly changing business environment, as well as key specific actions these 

professionals must take to succeed. 
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Before the third set of questions (See Appendix 2) had been finalized, the list of the CLO activities 

had been examined by ten international CLOs who participated in a test-surveying phase, and 

seven expert opinions ensured the validity of the statements. A meaningful interpretation of the 

observed variables was able to be provided by factor analysis of the 103 CLO responses. In case 

of my sample size exceeding 100, the factor loading of 0.55 had been considered significant and 

guaranteed the correlation of each variable and the factor, the newly identified updated CLO role.  

Table 2: Redefined CLO roles based on the factor analysis 

CLO Activities CLO Roles 

Choosing and blending learning tools from the 

technology tool box 
CONTENT 

Monitoring innovative learning technologies 

Curriculum design in work-based learning 

Conceptualizing organizational development 

initiatives 
VISIONARY LEADERSHIP 

Leading people at work 

Leading and managing the learning function CLO POSITIONING  

Aligning and integrating learning and performance 

with organizational goals  

Raising and maintaining the CLO’s profile in the 

organization 

Promoting importance of work-based learning  LAUNCH 

Promoting knowledge distribution 

Evaluating work-based performance and learning 

Targeting learning programs to learning populations MATCHING 

Reviewing all learning modules  

Establishing and maintaining higher education 

partnerships  

Communicating regularly with C-suite on their 

expectations  

LOBBYING 

Cooperating with C-Level Leaders 

Anticipating the skills and the knowledge needed in 5 

years   

Ensuring intercultural communication in the 

workplace 

GLOCAL  

Implications of diversity for work-based learning 

 

Additionally, I examined to what extent the updated CLO roles correlate to Dave Ulrich’s four 

roles for HR model. The reason why this model and specifically these four basic roles had been 

selected from the seven rounds of research (Ulrich et al, 2015) was due to the fact that these four 

HR roles remained consistent over time and appeared in all later models. Therefore, the validity 

of these stable roles had been investigated in correlation with the CLO roles of this research. Based 

on the results, at least one factor has a significant relationship on each HR role, however, the 

Glocal factor did not show a significant relationship with any of the basic HR roles. 
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 The updated CLO role model illustrated the newly identified roles and the strength of their 

relationship with Ulrich’s traditional four roles for HR model. According to the 

correlations, the “Strategic Partner” HR role had a significant relationship with the CLO 

Positioning and Lobbying roles (.253 and .359, respectively) and the “Employee 

Champion” HR role showed positive correlation with the Launch and the Matching (.342 

and .300). There was a strong relationship between the “Change Agent” HR role and the 

Visionary Leadership role (.314). Nevertheless, the “Administrator” HR role showed 

correlation only with the Content CLO role (.256). 

 I discovered that the new CLO roles from the factor analysis (with the factor loading of 

0.55) represented a significant relationship with at least one role from Ulrich’s four roles 

for HR model. However, in case of the Glocal CLO role, there was no significant 

relationship.   

 I also studied to what extent CLOs change their role assumptions when I asked them in 

2015 about the perceived shift in playing these HR roles in their function throughout the 

next 3 years. The results from the paired sample t-test (with the level of significance of 

0.95) illustrated the increasing prevalence of the “Strategic Partner” and “Change Agent” 

roles, as well as the decrease of the “Administrator”. 

 Building on the results of the factor analysis, my personal interviews aimed to refresh the 

meaning of the updated CLO roles. According to Jeanne Meister’s 10 HR trends for 2017 

(Meister, 2017), I identified the most relevant statements to the CLO roles and added a 

five-level Likert scale to evaluate the responses. Aside from that, further explanations 

extended the meaning of the given ratings. 

 Based on these results, I categorized the ranking of actualized CLO roles and selected three 

major groups of learning population sizes. In the organizations where the CLO had an 

impact on the learning of more than 10,000 people, the Matching, Visionary Leadership 

and Lobbying represented the most desirable CLO roles (4.33, 4.08 and 4.04 respectively). 

The second size category was around 1,000 or a couple of thousands of learners where 

Matching, Lobbying and Content achieved the highest scores (4.33, 4.24, 4.00).  

The third size with the most remarkable contrast, the organizations with less than 500 

learner target audience expected CLOs to be Glocal, to Match and to be a Visionary Leader 

(4.75, 4.50, 4.38).   

 

As the findings of the factor analysis and correlation analysis demonstrated, the updated CLO roles 

are only party based on Dave Ulrich’s four roles for HR model. More importantly, these newly 

identified CLO roles exist independent from the size of the CLO’s learning population. 
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Thesis 3:  

There is a need to extend the model of corporate learning stakeholders. (S1, S9) 

 

 

As part of the third thesis, I looked at the model of corporate learning stakeholders aiming to 

investigate its evolution in more detail. In my interviews (See Appendix 4 and 6), I asked 22 CLOs 

to name the top three stakeholder groups who influence them the most when making decisions 

about the development of the learning program.  

According to Mastenbroek, individuals in organizations are organized in three basic types of power 

networks (Mastenbroek, 1991). From my thesis’ point of view, the most important aspects can be 

investigated around these basic kinds of power relationships between parties like the CLO and the 

executive board members or the HR executives, as well as the CLO and the business leaders or the 

learning program participants. 

 To begin, the basic model of corporate learning stakeholders (Elkeles & Phillips, 2007) 

had been studied. Based on the findings of an earlier investigation about the extension of 

the model (S1), I arrived at the conclusion that the model of corporate learning stakeholders 

should be extended and consequently, further repositioning of the stakeholder groups are 

needed.  

 In the model of chapter 5.2.3., the inner circle is called the critical circle of most important 

stakeholder groups who the CLO thinks the CLO function should serve. The 22 personal 

interviews provided not just a better understanding about these groups but also their 

ranking, based on how many times and how they had been mentioned in responses.  

I found that the members of the executive board had undoubtedly the highest influence. 

They are the sponsors of the learning programs and in an ideal case, they define what 

success looks like for them. The members of this stakeholder group were selected among 

the top 3 stakeholders 26 times.  

The participants of the learning program, the employees, represented 20 times the next 

most important stakeholder group, followed by the business leaders, the supervisors of the 

employees who can directly observe how learning is applied on the job. The latter had been 

mentioned 15 times among the most important stakeholders. 

 The second circle of stakeholders, the context circle had been created for the HR executives 

who had been emphasized together with the members of the internal learning team and 

learning focus groups (had been mentioned 8 - 7 - 3 times, respectively). 

 In the external circle, it was remarkable that the trendsetters had been pointed out 13 times, 

having higher influence on CLOs than the own learning team or representatives of the HR 

function (while the learning function is quite often part of and reports to the HR function).  

The external experts and external committees had been mentioned considerably less, only 

at 3 occasions. 
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The stakeholder model’s old and new members, their positions as well as the intensity of their 

relationship with the CLO, are summarized in Figure 3, and the chapter 5.2.4 provides explanations 

of the stakeholder groups in more detail. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Model of corporate learning’s stakeholders around the CLO  
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Thesis 4:  

Special CLO competencies can be identified that are needed to cooperate effectively with 

corporate learning stakeholders, satisfy their needs and enhance organizational 

performance. (S2, S5, S6, S7, S8) 

  

Building on the thesis 3, I investigated how the CLO can meet the expectations of these stakeholder 

groups and asked the CLOs about their special competencies that make them successful in meeting 

the expectations of the stakeholders.  

Earlier research findings of CLO-specific competencies (S2, S6, S7, S8) and a qualitative research 

study (S5) presenting a rule-based model of CLO profiling proved to be useful for further analysis 

of this area. Additionally, the survey results and the analysis of 22 interview responses (See 

Appendix 6) provided the base to examine in chapter 5.2.4. those competencies which proved to 

be the most critical in the power relationship and the collaboration with the stakeholder groups.  

 

 The most frequent mentioned set of competencies could be described with the ability of 

building the business case for learning and providing clarity in terms of how the learning 

strategy was going to make a difference on different metrics that the organization really 

cares about. To be able to do this, it’s indispensable to know the business and whether the 

organization has effective metrics for its business outcomes. Competencies in this territory 

proved to be among the most important ones.  

 It was strongly tied to the second competency group about the sector and the market 

position of the own organization. Clear understanding about the business context is, the 

constraints and the strategic priorities, as well as the regulations, the financial and legal 

background was just as important as being a strategic partner, as in many industries the 

majority of trainings was compliance fulfillment.  

 These had been followed by the ability to identify resources that are necessary to 

implement the learning strategy, understanding and co-creating, co-developing the strategy  

 Empathy, mindfulness, active listening, being focused, hearing and not jumping onto 

implementation represented the next important set of competencies.  

 Furthermore, as CLOs described situations where they often hadn’t had any positional 

power, the next critical set of competencies were credible communication and influencing 

people, as well as being able to develop and maintain relationships and collaborate. 

 Aside from that, one third of the CLOs mentioned the ability to be agile, flexible and 

pragmatic, being able to change directions and being able to reiterate the plan within the 

constraint of time, money and resources. 

 

The practice-oriented personal interviews triggered further investigations in the field of CLO 

competency profiles. Apart from these competency sets which had been mentioned the most 

frequently (see in chapter 5.2.4.), deeper relationships of CLO competencies had been analyzed 

and integrated in the new CLO competency profile categories. 
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Table 3: Evolution of CLO competencies and the new CLO competency profile  

 

This table highlights the CLO competencies based on research results since 2004. While 

comparing those with the new findings about the most critical competencies of CLOs in meeting 

the expectations of the stakeholder, I found besides the stable commonalities, remarkable redefined 

meanings and new elements that can broaden and build the modern CLO’s competency profile. 
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4. PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF THE NEW FINDINGS 
 

Considering that knowledge has replaced labor as the most important source of added value 

in today’s highly competitive global marketplace, there is a need for quality knowledge 

management within organizations. Often times this learning function struggles to find its 

competent corporate officer whose activities create and maintain a learning strategy in line with 

the key stakeholders’ needs. 

My close observations on the transformation of corporate learning since 2012 and findings of 

previous research led me to explore the new measurements of success with today’s CLOs’ 

activities and updated roles, their relationship with the four basic roles for HR as well as their 

dependence on the size of the learner target audience. Furthermore, this research provided an 

overview of stakeholders whose expectations are critical drivers of the CLO decisions, and it 

investigated the set of special CLO competencies specifically related to the cooperation with the 

key stakeholders.  

After reviewing the relevant literature, I prepared my quantitative and qualitative analysis. 103 

CLOs from international organizations completed the main research survey and 22 CLOs 

participated in the more in-depth interview phase. This brought the research to a more fundamental 

understanding about CLOs perspectives on the real success factors of corporate learning programs, 

their own roles, attitudes and competencies. This research provides a broader picture about the 

updated CLO roles and competency profiles of today’s modern CLOs. The findings can be used 

in selection and development of CLOs, especially in those organizations where those responsible 

for training often do not have a defined leadership presence, there is no clarity around who they 

are, what they are supposed to do, and they do not have a voice at the C-level table. This research 

aims to provide a practical guidance in creating a successful learning strategy where the CLO has 

the highest added value. As the research has shown, whether the CLO role and competency profile 

will be a good fit in the given organization is not determined by the size of the organization and 

the CLO’s learning population. Rather, it depends on the key stakeholders’ expectations, power 

relationships and where the organization stands in its learning evolution. Thus, the perspective of 

the chief executives and the management is to know and choose consciously the matching CLO 

profile, as well as to set the strategic directions and measurements of the learning function 

accordingly.    

The focus of this research is unique in terms of the scope of competencies, as it had been narrowed 

down to practical aspects of cooperating and meeting expectations of the corporate learning 

ecosystem’s stakeholders. This type of examination is not typical in a relationship with the CLOs, 

and it aims to contribute to a new philosophical yet practical approach for practitioner learning 

leaders. These findings can also help organizations create corporate learning strategies where 

internal learning systems (promoted from the top down) represent critical importance, and their 

top leadership role is taken by the CLO who is navigating with the highest authority on the 

corporate learning journey.  
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5. FURTHER RESEARCH 
 

Throughout creating and analyzing the CLO profile survey and writing this dissertation, I had 

to integrate a couple of limitations in order to stay close to the main scope of corporate learning 

success factors, CLO roles and competencies. The research generated numerous further ideas that 

could serve as further research directions. Based on the present research, this topic could be further 

studied in the fields mentioned below (not in the order of importance):  

 Sector-specific studies: it might be worthwhile to investigate the corporate learning strategies 

of those industries that have specific status from the perspective of employee education (i.e. the 

healthcare industry where the content is driven by subject matter experts, there are continuous 

regulatory requirement updates and the majority of learning can be a compliance activity)  

 In-depth analysis of the Hungarian corporate learning practice and comparative studies: 

the research could be extended to organizations in Hungary with diversity of the sample in terms 

of size, ownership structure and learner population. It would reveal the possible reasons of the 

main differences and, on the other hand, the good practices of the more developed organizations 

could serve as examples to consider and follow  

 Analysis of learner populations: further investigate the only key stakeholder group of the 

critical circle who does not belong to the senior-level or above: the employees. It is 

recommended that a voice be given to the learning program’s participants, their demographics 

analyzed, content consumption habits and learning patterns be examined in more detail, and 

ensure the targeting of the learning program. 

 Senior leadership succession planning studies: an important field of further studies might be 

the impact of CLOs and their learning systems on succession planning, especially in the field 

of leadership development as well as providing the “bench strength” of senior leaders.   

 Employee engagement analysis: further studies could be extended to incorporate learning’s 

positive effects on employee engagement. The tangible benefits could be analyzed based on the 

decrease of employee turnover, higher level of performance and increased interest in the 

strategic goals of the organization (Gyökér & Finna, 2007). 

 Extended studies in the field of organizational learning: the present research focused on the 

roles and competency profiles expected from the CLOs themselves. As part of a broader, more 

organization-centered analysis, the development of organizational competencies could be the 

main scope, including how the CLO activities are embedded and can achieve tangible results in 

relationship with a different organizational variables.  
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