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1 INTRODUCTION 
This paper describes the creation of the Lloyds Commercial Bank Continuous Improvement Academy 

(from this point on referred to as the 'CI Academy'). The CI Academy moved from inception to accredi-

tation by LCS in under 90 days. Since its start the CI Academy has trained 222 people in Lean Basics 

(LCS 1b accredited course) and 118 people in Green Belt Lean Six-Sigma (LCS 1c accredited course). 

We have also run short, ‘master-class’ sessions for over 250 people. 

The purpose of this paper is to act as a case-study for others who wish to create a training academy for 

Continuous Improvement focused on Lean and Six-Sigma. 

2 CONTEXT 
The development of the CI Academy was one component of a larger transformation project within 

Lloyds Commercial Bank Change function. This transformation saw the rapid growth and development 

of an existing Continuous Improvement (CI) team that had operated for a period of around 18 months. 

The transformation took place under the leadership of a senior executive who was additionally an ex-

perienced Master Black Belt and who had rolled out CI initiatives in other major banks. This transfor-

mation was conducted as part of Lloyds Bank’s ‘simplification program’ that itself has the overall goal 

of making Lloyds Banking Group “a simpler, more efficient bank”. 

A key element of the strategy defined by the new Director was the development of a CI academy func-

tion that would provide a stream of trained and certified individuals. These people would be capable of 

running 'Green Belt' level projects and working in support of Black Belts provided by the CI function. 

Another important contextual component was a historic focus within the bank on lean tools and tech-

niques. A second executive who had developed and run the original Lean practice within the bank (in-

cluding a 'Lean Academy') was promoted into a key leadership position in the domain of Client Ser-

vices. Members of the CI Academy team conducted systematic assessments of Lean Capability within 

the Client Services function at the request of its new executive. Those assessments measured and col-

lated evidence of Lean Capability and resulted in clear diagnostic indicators for capability improve-

ment and hence created a immediate demand for training. 

The more general context for the development and transformation of the CI team was a strong strate-

gic push by the bank to improve customer experience to speed transactions and reduce complexity in 

processes; this to be achieved, as always, with the twin imperatives of ensuring low levels of opera-

tional risk and exemplary regulatory compliance. 
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These elements of the context should be considered as important enablers for the success of CI Acad-

emy: A strongly aligned strategy towards process improvement and a clear motivation towards train-

ing and staff development in the tools of Lean, Six-sigma and other allied improvement disciplines. 

3 SETTING GOALS 
The goals for the CI Academy were established quickly and very explicitly by the incoming Director of 

CI. The key goal was to build an organic capability for Continuous Improvement within the bank. To 

this end, a series of subsidiary goals were defined: 

• Establish a training function capable of delivering a significant cohort of staff who were skilled 

in the disciplines of Continuous Improvement. This number to exceed 500 staff in a 9 month 

period. 

• Training must support cultural change and development of capability in Lean and structured 

problem solving to ensure that staff are capable of supporting and driving Continuous Im-

provement throughout the business. 

• Training offerings should initially include: 

o Lean Basics 

o Green Belt Lean Six-Sigma, and 

o A wide range of shorter (1-2 hour) 'master classes' in subjects such as Root Cause 

Analysis, Failure Modes and Effects Analysis, Process mapping etc. 

• The CI Academy must gain accreditation from a reputable, independent authority – most likely 

LCS and the Cardiff Business School 

• Green Belt certification in particular must consist of: 

o A course with a significant and relevant practical element 

o Include a formal testing element 

o Require the completion of a workplace based improvement project with tangible bene-

fits ahead of certification 

• Training capacity and skills must migrate over time from external consultants towards the 

permanent members of staff within the CI team 

• After the successful roll-out of initial training we would further introduce Black Belt training 

with the goal of creating a much more extensive, professional CI function. 

A reasonable question at this point might be – would it not be more appropriate to engage in an analy-

sis of the training need and a measured development of training capacity to meet that need? Such an 

approach was not impossible, but on balance it was considered that the needs were too obvious and 

too pressing to indulge in extensive consideration of the point. In retrospect we can see that a key 

component of the successful roll-out of a major training activity in such a compressed time-scale was 

the establishment of an early and rather proscriptive set of goals. 
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4 DEVELOPMENT OF TRAINING MATERIALS 

4.1 KICK-START WORKSHOP 
A one-day 'kick-start' workshop was held to develop core thinking around the design of training mate-

rial. This workshop brought together a group of seven staff – both permanent and external consultants, 

with wide ranging experience of designing and delivering training in this domain. The group complet-

ed a series of pre-prepared creative activities to develop thinking in this area, most notably: 

• The development of 'Client Personas' : Thumbnail descriptive biographies of the 'typical' recip-

ients of training including demographic, educational level, work experience, and motivations 

made more 'real' by giving them names and attaching photographs. 

• Brainstorming and dot-voting of course content 

• Poster creation in sub-teams to focus on overall design and delivery mechanisms 

Client personas were later used to enable an initial evaluation of the suitability of various training op-

tions. 

4.2 DESIGN PRINCIPLES 
From the kick-start workshop and other development activities, a set of key design principles for 

training materials and delivery were developed. These were, in short: 

• An imperative for Ecological Validity : 

o Training must closely match the need, context, culture, skill-levels, experience and mo-

tivations of recipients 

o Specifically this means courses focussed on service and banking rather than a re-hash 

of 'traditional' manufacturing style course content 

• Training materials must be of sufficient quality to enable external accreditation 

• The 'style' of content must favour 'doing' over 'abstract thinking' – graduating staff must be ca-

pable of completing improvement projects. 

o Specifically, this resulted in Green Belt training being focussed around an extended 

practical simulation activity covering all aspects of a DMAIC improvement project with-

in a banking environment 

• Location : Minimise cost of travel 

• Utilisation : Maximise attendance by suitable candidates 

 

4.3 DEVELOPMENT OF TRAINING MATERIAL 
A significant short-cut to success was the identification of an amount of pre-existing training material 

which we were able to adapt and re-purpose to our needs. This consisted of: 

1. A 3-day 'Lean Basics' course sourced from the previous Lean Academy in the Bank 

2. A 4-day Lean Six Sigma Green Belt course, developed by the first author for a course to be 

delivered through Oxford University 
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Others, engaged in the development of a training academy of this scale may be less fortuitous. In that 

case, our working metric for effort to develop training material is 10-15 hours of development per 

hour of student contact. Depending, naturally, on the complexity and scale of the delivery and the ex-

perience in course development / presentation of the course authors.  

Our experience is also that this is not a linear scale: it may take 10 hours to develop a 1 hour 'master-

class session' whereas the development of our Black Belt course has taken in excess of 20 hours per 

hour of student delivery. This reflects not just the complexity and 'depth' of the material but also the 

complexities of 'design' of a well-integrated course 

4.4 DETAILED DESIGN OF TRAINING MATERIAL 
Engaging course material needs to have a strong design component at several levels of abstraction. It 

needs to be ‘beautiful’, cohesive and informative at the level of graphic design (Duarte, 2008). And it 

also needs to have a ‘narrative’ structure that leads the learner through a journey (Duarte, 2010). In 

the case of our Green Belt course, the DMAIC structure for improvement projects provided a ready-

made narrative arc for the course material.  

In line with our design principle of Ecological Validity we employed a simulation that closely matched 

a typical improvement project within the Bank.  These students would not have benefited from ‘Yet 

Another Lego Aircraft Factory’ (YALAF) simulation (generally the bank neither builds aircraft nor, 

perhaps disappointingly, do many of its processes involve Lego). Students were presented in the first 

instance with a highly dysfunctional ‘Retail Loan’ process that had been designed to exhibit many of 

the pathologies of broken services processes, and indeed many wastes identified in traditional lean. 

Over the period of the course, students were first taught tools and techniques and then given the op-

portunity to apply them to the ‘broken’ process. This course design gained universally positive feed-

back scores form students (consistently in the 90%+ region). Additionally it was judged by a series of 

experienced, Black Belt observers to be highly realistic and consistent with actual professional practice 

in this domain. 

5 PROMOTION AND ENGAGEMENT 
A key component of a successful course delivery is, self-evidently, identifying candidates who are will-

ing to attend the course. A prerequisite of attendance is course applications and therefore awareness 

and motivation in staff. Since there is a high opportunity cost for professional banking staff there is 

necessarily a high hurdle of quality, relevance and required Return on Investment to attract attendees. 

In this case we wanted to attract high-performing individuals in the bank who would act as ambassa-

dors for the overall Continuous Improvement transformation. 

We thus engaged in a campaign of communication and promotion within the Bank. This campaign in-

cluded many of features one might expect in the promotional activities of a commercial organisations 

seeking to attract attendance on public courses. Again, the effort and cost in this area should not be 

underestimated; even the familiar paraphernalia of posters, flyers, fan-folds, promotional gifts takes 

effort to design, negotiate, purchase and manage. Intranet website pages were designed and updated, 

regular communications through senior leadership were produced and cascaded. One of the most 

time-consuming and effortful activity was the delivery of a series of promotional 'road-shows' in loca-

tions including Glasgow, Edinburgh, London, Bristol and Birmingham. 

A crowning ‘Certification Event’ was attended by many senior executives of the bank was held in Lon-

don. This event provided very visible recognition for people who had completed their Lean Basics and 
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Green Belt projects. Additionally, it provided a significant amount of internal publicity within the bank 

and resulted in many more people applying for courses. 

It should also be noted that our accreditation through Cardiff Business school was of significant benefit 

in this regard; these were not 'just another course' – but an important, externally recognised qualifica-

tion. 

6 SELECTION OF CANDIDATES FOR TRAINING 
As indicated in the previous sections, the key audience for the Green Belt Training in particular were 

high calibre staff who would be capable of delivering improvement projects within their operating 

function. . We identified an issue in the initial iterations of the course in that the selection process was 

not functioning with complete success. Not every candidate who was keen to receive training was also 

in a position to deliver a Green Belt project. This occurred for a variety of reasons including change of 

role during the period of the course, non-availability of Black Belt coaches and an insufficiency in pro-

ject sponsorship from managers and leaders. 

We thus improved our processes around selection, and the rigour of our selection criteria which in-

cluded: 

• Identification of projects / problems ahead of course participation 

• Clear sponsorship for projects from managers and senior leaders 

• Availability of Black Belt coaches within a suitable operational function and convenient geo-

graphical area 

In general the process moved towards identification and selection of suitable Green Belt candidates by 

Continuous Improvement Black Belts working around the bank. 

7 COURSE FEEDBACK 
We have been extremely pleased to see that ‘Course Quality’ feedback scores from attendees across a 

range of indicators have consistently averaged above 90%. We would temper this however with expe-

rience from other contexts (the university teaching experience of the first author);  attendee feedback 

is only one measure of course ‘quality’. To some extent ‘customer delight’ course measures can be a 

hidden proxy for such drivers as “conceptual difficulty”. It takes a particular intellectual disposition for 

an attendee to be ‘delighted’ by an advanced statics course! 

Thus, we have also put in place a process of internal review whereby more experienced, and formally 

trained trainers within the team review and quality assure course presentations from less experienced 

trainers. This has been coupled with a ‘train the trainer’ work-stream to build organic capability in CI 

training. 

8 COURSE ADMINISTRATION 
The complexity and effort associated with administration of a training academy of this scale is not to 

be under-estimated. The initial estimate by the first author was that there would be a requirement of 

two Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) staff for administration. In practice the work has been achieved by 1.5 

FTE and a 'heroic' level of effort. Figure 1Figure 1 provides an outline list of tasks required of course 

administrators. 
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As well as the variety and frequency of such tasks it should be recognised that the normal course of 

work can be far removed from the ideal 'flow' we would seek. For example, candidates call to change 

courses at short notice; room availability changes; tutors become unavailable; candidates and course 

attendees make a myriad of general enquiries. We have worked hard in this regard, developing 'self-

service' options, providing rich information via our internal website and automating such processes as 

we are able to. Nevertheless, this is a work in progress and has not yet achieved what we would regard 

as 'perfection'. 

9 LCS ACCREDITATION 
We believe that the LCS accreditation process was highly beneficial. Firstly, it added significantly to the 

credibility of the training qualification in the eyes of course attendees. Secondly, and perhaps more 

importantly, it provided us with a structure on which to build a complete ‘training system’ rather than 

simply focus on the presentation of courses. This included, for example, the requirement to identified 

team members who were skilled and experienced in teaching and course development and also identi-

fying assessment material. 

The accreditation process is another task that can consume bandwidth for a growing training function. 

However, on balance we do believe this to be an important component of success; it established a qual-

ity hurdle and broadens thinking beyond the immediate issue of course delivery.  
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• Course scheduling 

• Promoting courses 

• Processing training requests 

• Confirming manager approvals for training 

• Responding to course enquiries 

• Allocating trainees to courses 

• Tracking test results 

• Tracking Green Belt project results 

• Printing and distributing certificates 

• Updating HR training records 

• Booking teaching rooms 

• Booking training resources 

• Arranging printing of course material 

• Sending out joining instructions for courses 

• Sending out pre-work for courses 

• Analysing and publishing course feedback (aka “Happy Sheets” 

• Collating and publishing training metrics (attendance rates, certification rates 

etc.) 

• Maintaining training intranet site 

FIGURE 1 : TRAINING ADMINISTRATION TASKS 
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10 DELIVERING BENEFITS 
As mentioned in section 2 above, a core motivation for developing this range of training was to enable 

a stream of people who were skilled and able to complete improvement projects. The route to certifi-

cation for candidates involved not only classroom-based training but the completion by the candidate 

of a project. Again, in the experience of the authors, the completion of projects by candidates can be-

come the ‘weak link in the chain’ resulting in a low yield of certified individuals. 

Courses deliver ‘batches’ of between 12 and 16 individuals into the business on a regular basis (in 

some cases, bi-weekly). This leads to an immediate demand for the supporting ‘infrastructure’ for suc-

cessful Green Belt and Lean Basics project delivery, most noticeably: 

• A pool of project sponsors, each of whom must themselves have been trained for that role; 

• A pool of Black Belts who are both capable and available to support coaching; 

• The availability of suitable projects within work functions, and geographical locations that 

match the coverage of sponsors and Black Belts; 

• A set of supporting collateral to enable consistent, high-quality coaching: 

o Templates for common work-products 

o Quality check-lists for project deliverables 

o Assessment criteria for projects and their work products 

o Guidance documents for both coaches and coaches clarifying expectations and required 

behaviours (E.g. contact frequency with coaches and escalation routes if issues arose). 

As well as putting this infrastructure in place, we also moved to a more rigorous model for selection of 

candidates. In particular, candidates had to be nominated by project sponsors ahead of training (to 

ensure the sponsor – candidate interlock) and were required to come to courses with at least an initial 

idea for a problem / issue that was going to be tackled. 

11 DEVELOPMENT OF BLACK BELT MATERIALS 
The primary goal for the development of this training academy was to build organic continuous im-

provement capability within the bank. It was inevitable therefore that having developed very success-

ful offering for Lean Basics and Lean Six-Sigma Green Belt we would turn our attention to the devel-

opment of a Black Belt offering. 

Some staff within the bank had previously undertaken training provided by an external provider that 

was subsequently judged to be of questionable quality. That training material relied on ‘manufacturing’ 

heritage. A significant fraction of the material focussed on ‘how to use Minitab’ rather than a more 

fundamental training in problem solving, measurement-based approaches and rigorous analysis on 

which the use of statistical software tools might have been more substantively based. 

Our new course has a syllabus with explicit traceability to both ISO 13035 and ISO 18404. In addition 

to core, ‘traditional’ material the course also includes elements drawn from other sources including 

Seddon’s Vanguard Methodology (Seddon, 2003), Agile Project Management (Schwaber, 2004; Watts, 

2013) and Bicheno’s “Service Systems Toolbox” (Bicheno, 2012).  
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We also introduce a dynamic simulation tool that enables students to model, experience and develop a 

deep understanding of system dynamics within processes (Figure 2). This tool enables us to practically 

demonstrate important features of process dynamics including queuing as a result of step time varia-

tion, the impacts of un-balanced processes, Kingman’s relationship, Little’s Law and calculation of Pro-

cess Cycle Efficiency (PCE). Additionally we are able to introduce defects into the simulated process 

and this, coupled with automated data collection allows students to practice diagnosis through meas-

urement. 

The intention has been to draw on ‘best of breed’ thinking to create a learning experience that is pow-

erful, relevant and pragmatically useful to staff working in the bank. 

 

 

FIGURE 2 : DYNAMIC SIMULATION USED TO TEACH PROCESS DYNAMICS ON OUR BLACK BELT COURSE 
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12 CONCLUSION 
We find that we are unable to recommend to others the undertaking of establishing a training acade-

my of such scale and variety within a 90-day time-frame. Our success was due partly to a highly fa-

vourable strategic context, partly to the fortuitous availability of skills and resources and partly to the 

heroic efforts of the staff that supported us. 

However, in the eventuality that this warning not be heeded or indeed that a similar undertaking is 

conducted by others in a more measured timescale, we hope that this paper will help to identify some 

of the major activities, risk, pitfalls and dependencies that will be required. 

Finally, we can certainly recommend the establishment of organic training capability within an organi-

sation. This afforded us the opportunity to develop training that was highly relevant, delivered in an 

economic fashion and strongly linked to our strategic goals. For us, the endeavour has been successful 

and the benefits very significant. We have generated a population of individuals skilled in the theory 

and practice of Continuous Improvement who in turn are making a very real contribution each day to 

improved service for the banks customers and the efficiency of our operations. 

13 REFERENCES 
Bicheno, J. (2012) “The Service Systems Toolbox: Integrating Lean Thinking, Systems Thinking and 

Design Thinking”, PICSIE Books : Buckingham, England 

Duarte, N. (2010) “Resonate : Present visual stories that transform audiences”, O’Reilly Books, North 

Sebastopol, California 

Duarte, N. (2008) “Slide:ology : The art and science of creating great presentations”, O’Reilly Books, 

North Sebastopol, California 

Seddon, J. (2003) “Freedom from Command and Control: A better way to make the work, work”, Van-

guard Consulting Ltd : Buckingham, England 

Schwaber, K. (2004) “Agile Project Management with Scrum”, Microsoft Press : Redmond, Washington 

Watts, G. (2013) “Scrum Mastery : From Good to Great Servant Leadership”, Inspect and Adapt Ltd : 

Cheltenham, Glos, England 

 

 


