
Turning OD electronic in Somerset County Council 

Background 

Balancing the multitude of ‘OD related’ tasks and delivering them across a diverse 

organisation is a complex and difficult task. 

OD in Somerset County Council is relied upon for addressing a number of corporate 

issues and change driven ills and out of increased necessity,  the OD team began to 

develop a strategic methodology for OD delivery focussing on five core areas of 

Organisational Development: 

• Expectation – agreeing with the organisation what was expected of it, what 

competencies were needed and outlining these in new generic job 

descriptions 

• Opportunity – allowing the organisation the freedom to deliver well managed 

services 

• Feedback – finding routes for regular and constructive feedback about what 

went well and what didn’t; appraisal and performance monitoring 

• Guidance – providing routes to improvement; personal, team and 

organisational. Creating a real learning organisation. 

• Recognition – rewarding those in the organisation for excellence and 

significant performance.  

This encapsulated where OD wanted to go in the future – a culture of positive and 

proactive intervention, innovation and improvement. But finding FIVE routes to 

engaging staff was a tall order and OD sought to find a single focus where staff could 

engage with the OD principles above - 24/7.  

 

Finding our People Portal 

Finding the route for staff to engage with the organisation and vice versa, that would 

develop gradually over time, and become the ‘go to place’ for information, guidance, 

feedback and learning was not as difficult as first imagined.  

 

The initial area the council sought to address was corporate learning and 

development. The council had a diminishing L&D budget and the majority was being 

spent on statutory training for Social Care Services. The central corporate training 

team ran courses and trained less than 200 people each year from a menu of less 

than a dozen learning topics. With smaller budgets and a wider audience to reach 

the answer for Somerset was to invest its efforts into e-learning and it launched its e-

learning site to the organisation in March 2014. Twelve months later and over 2000 

training courses have been completed. With over 200 bespoke courses to choose 



from every member of staff has access via the internet to The Learning Centre, OD’s 

new portal for staff engagement. The current rate of course completion is in excess 

of 450 per month meaning that in March 2016, the courses completed by staff could 

exceed 5000. But this does not replace the training conducted around the council it 

is in addition to all the training that was conducted before.  

With over 2,350 logins each month, the portal was the ideal place to host other 

elements linked to our strategy and so with the GUIDANCE part developing nicely, 

focus turned to the other foci.  

 

Growing the functionality 

Each employee has their own personal page within The Learning Centre, meaning 

there exists an excellent opportunity for them to use the portal for a number of 

reasons. With the work going on in OD addressing the issue of having over 4000 

different job descriptions the ideal reference point to keep and make new, generic 

JDs  accessible at all times to staff was within their own space in The Learning 

Centre. Each employee, as their new JD comes on-line, can access it and the 

associated Job Assignments, whenever they want. With the generic JD, it is the 

assignments that may change regularly and so employees can check on their 

assignments at any time via the portal.  

 

Soon to follow was developing the portal to act as a route to e-Appraisal. Because 

each employee has their own page, and because the learning design of the portal 

allows managers to be linked to employees, developing the functionality of the site to 

include e-appraisal was a natural next move. Employees can complete their self-

appraisal and submit it, which then prompts their line manager to review and 

comment before a final agreed version is saved and submitted to the grandparent 

manager for approval. The new e-appraisal monitors development, performance, 

highlights talent and skill to be added to a stored skill and talent pool when the line 

manager endorses that skill. Objectives and Action Plans can be recorded for the 

employee and the manager to monitor and any new assignments or changes to the 

original JD assignments can be made. Any learning needs can be sourced and set 

up at the point of appraisal ensuring the employee has access to any course 

available.  

This development of the portal supports the delivery of the EXPECTATION, 

OPPORTUNITY and FEEDBACK foci of the strategy.  

 

 



Proving its worth 

Since identifying an OD strategy with five core foci, finding a way for the organisation 

to engage with the staff and for staff to engage back, was a priority. Developing The 

Learning Centre to be more than just an e-learning platform has been a journey 

involving innovative thinking, creativity and a lot of hard work. It is a project without 

end in effect, as its continual growth and change will be a feature of OD into the 

future. No development budget was allowed for the project, only the annual 

subscription fee, so much of the design, ideas and creation has been home grown 

and had captured the imagination of the council.  

Within weeks of its launch and almost daily these days, managers and staff around 

the council approach OD with ideas for new content and new learning needs for the 

future. OD projects seek to link to the portal at every opportunity and new 

communications and initiatives use the portal as a means to ‘reach out and touch’. 

With over 2000 staff using the portal each month, and this figure is rising, it is the 

ideal tool for making OD in the 21st century a reality in Somerset County Council. 

Whether at work using their laptop, at home using their tablet, or on the bus using 

their phone, Somerset staff can engage with the organisation and vice versa using 

our best OD tool.  

 


