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Brambles Holdings: Building a Unified Global 

Business Through Learning Innovation 

 

This case study with a Top Deck1 learning organisation details 
how the L&D team worked with business leaders to overcome 
the challenges of a changing business strategy and a diverse 
structure to implement a more unified strategy, leading to global business gain and influence. 

Organisation context 

Brambles Holdings is an Australian listed holding company with operations in more than 60 countries. 
Brambles has over 14,000 employees and a turnover of US $5.5bn.  

The group’s global business is in pallets, plastic reusable crates and containers – with only 500 million pieces 
of equipment around the world!  

A change of CEO 6.5 years ago (Tom Gorman) stimulated a culture switch to an operating organisation which 
had huge implications on previously semi-independent businesses. What happened next was: 

 A new company mantra: “One business – One team” 

 A drive for synergies and for the Group’s companies to speak to customers and suppliers with a 
common voice 

 Changes included divestment from one business and acquisition of a better fit business in Germany 

Today, the business strategy includes: 

 Diversification of products and markets 

 Becoming a supply chain solutions provider 

 Driving operational and organisational efficiencies 

 Growth in a sustainable environment, with a focus on sustainable sourcing, reduction of CO2 

emissions and a strong culture of Zero Harm 

 

What was driving change within the business? 

Tom Gorman, CEO Brambles Holdings states that, “We have known for some time that the complexity of our 
business model, particularly in the pallets business, is sometimes reflected in complex processes for our 
customers. Additionally, our core functions are a vital enabler to our business and they are fundamental to 
the successful running of our company.  

One Better is about transforming our company to build sustainable competitive advantage, through a mix of 
cost reduction, simplification and - importantly - reinvestment in improving the way we do business. This will 
                                                           
1 Since 2013 the Towards Maturity benchmark has concentrated on identifying the business impact of learning innovation and has uncovered 6 

workstreams of behaviour that consistently influence results. This is tracked through the Towards Maturity Index. Those in the top 10% of the index, 
the Top Deck, are delivering more organisational agility and individual performance. 
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be done by bringing our core functions together to reduce duplication and complexity whilst making it easier 
to integrate acquisitions and reducing complexity and investing in the way we do business to improve the 
customer experience thereby delivering increased local market share. 

One Finance, One HR, One IT, all part of this broader transformation programme. Better for our customers, 
better for our people and better for our Shareholders.”  

 

What needed to change in L&D/HR to make this happen?  

On taking up her L&D role, Lynne Rutherford, Group Vice 
President L&D, found a number of features that required 
change: 

 L&D was very disparate and devolved 

 Significant waste was occurring through duplication 

of provision and little local uptake of centrally 

procured systems and interventions 

 A “not invented here” mentality which had resulted 

in national companies creating local solutions to 

common group needs – and rejecting offerings from 

other group companies 

 Employee engagement survey showed growth and 

development to be lowest factor consistently over 8 

years 

What did you do first? 

The story really begins long before Lynne was given the L&D brief in 2015 and provides some fundamental 
clues to her and Brambles’ current L&D success.  

Lynne comments, “When I joined Brambles in 2008, it was important to gain a rapid but deep understanding 
of the business culture – and then join that culture. Brambles is a very action oriented Group, so it was vital 
that I was decisive and able to implement rapidly, 
based on my analysis of the needs. In that early 
period, I analysed previously existing leadership 
survey data in order to identify learning needs. 

I took that analysis and a proposed action plan to 
the senior leadership, then worked with those top 
leaders progressively down to T3 over 2 years, to 
provide them with solutions that helped their 
performance, individually and collectively. It was 
about developing relationships with a purpose. My 
acceptance in the business and the strong 
relationships that have formed did not happen 
overnight. As well as “getting alongside” the 
leaders, I had to act quickly and produce real 
business results. That was the way they worked and 
they needed to see that I could do the same. My 
focus was on how could I help those leaders do their 

L&D LEADER PROFILE 

Lynne Rutherford 

Group Vice President,  

Learning and Development 

Lynne joined Brambles in  

2008 in a mainly Talent  

Management capacity,  

with a focus on Succession  

Management and Leadership Development. 

In 2015, she was appointed Head of L&D for 

Brambles globally. 

 

How to Develop Trust with  

Business Leaders 

Immerse yourself and your team in the 
business to understand its culture 
Join the culture: do the things they do (e.g. act 
fast if that is the way things are done) 
Be decisive in making something happen 
Develop purposeful relationships with 
business leaders  
Use only business language; not L&D or HR 
speak 
Focus on offering ways to help the business 
performance: mentality of helping people do 
their jobs better 
Be inclusive: languages, cultural alignment etc. 
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jobs better, by THINKING differently in a fast-paced organisation – the initial programme was about “doing 
less and being more”. That approach gave me a credibility on which to build when I became Head of L&D.” 

Before Lynne took on her L&D role, the rollout of a Global HR Information System (Workday) had started. 
Part of this project was to also identify and implement a global LMS. 

“My first task was to gain a real understanding of what was actually happening in L&D and how it was 
impacting the business.  

Talent Management already existed as a Centre of Expertise, with a proven track record of delivery. 
Therefore, it was easy to get the ear of the Executive Team and CEO. We went through a process of 
identifying what L&D activities could be brought in centrally under the TM banner. We turned all our existing 
data into useful information (360s, development centres, leadership assessments, annual engagement 
surveys and Strategic Workforce Planning Workshops), to determine what we are really good at and where 
collectively we need to improve. This formed the basis of the first global L&D strategy. A first quick win 
strategy was all management and leadership development, as well as language training. 

The successful phased rollout of Workday meant we could then start to look to build Shared Services and 
Centres of Expertise, and to redefine the role of the HR Business Partners. 

We looked for a compatible LMS (Cornerstone) which was launched in November 2014.”  

Concurrently, an L&D Centre of Expertise was created and in the 2015 financial year, all L&D budgets were 
centralised. This enabled the introduction of a centralised middle-management development programme (in 
partnership with DDI) in December 2014, consisting of two face-to-face and three virtual models (20 
programmes in five languages). 

“We also centrally partnered with Speexx, to offer a new language development offering. “We will not now 
fund language learning unless it is backed by a business case coming from line leadership. In this financial 
year alone, we have reduced our language training spend by 60%, however we have more employees 
benefitting from the offering, and we are closely monitoring their progress to ensure return on investment.” 

 

  

How to Earn and Maintain Executive Support 

Provide deep data analysis that identifies business issues 
Clear plan of L&D action – implemented quickly 
Demonstrate integration of all activities in helping business performance 
Invite, support and facilitate business leadership of L&D Steering Committees 
Communication of future L&D strategy to tackle longer term business improvement needs 
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What did you do next? 

Once the centralisation had happened, Lynne turned her attention to building upon the strong relationships 
already in place with business leaders. The Brambles Academy concept came into being. 

“We partnered with the 
Supply Chain Steering 
Group (a global team of 
Supply Chain leaders) to 
create the Supply Chain 
Academy. 

The Steering Group 
requested an 
intervention that every 
employee in the group 
can learn from. 
Fundamentals of Supply 
Chain came about 
through business 
nominated SME’s to 
providing content, L&D 
designing delivery. It was 
delivered online to 
provide on demand 
access and to keep costs 
down.” 

The programme was really successful in its uptake and has 
been rapidly succeeded by the joint creation (in partnership with LEO) of Shipit – a gamification designed to 
let employees experience and gain skill in the complexities of Supply Chain logistics. It was launched January 
2015. 

Success with the prototype Supply Chain Academy has been rapidly followed by implementation of the 
Academy model in other business sectors: 

 

Finance Academy, sponsored by Brambles CFO. In this example the Finance leadership team – every FD from 
every business around the world – drove the Academy and its curriculum. They sponsored and paid for a 
comprehensive technical competency framework for Finance, now accessible to employees in the Career 
Zone of the Finance Academy. A start has been made linking Skillsoft offerings into the profile. “All of this is 
being done by the Finance Steering Group. All we are doing is facilitating it.” To sharpen the needs analysis, 
champions have been identified amongst the Finance teams in each business who defines financial learning 
needs of each community and who will then work with the SME’s to devise the programme. 
 

Above: The Fundamentals of Supply Chain 
modules (Also available in Spanish) 
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Leadership Academy, sponsored by Brambles 
CEO, who formed a Steering Committee of 15 
senior leaders, picked as role models on the 
basis of visible business performance who have 
been matched to potential in succession 
profiles. The emphasis is on agility (defined in 
Brambles in relation to change, people, mental, 
results, self-awareness). The Leadership 
Academy oversees the DDI management 
development programme, and there are further 
leadership development offerings under design, 
based on identified business needs. 

 

Right: Brambles Leadership Advantage – the 
online part of the Leadership Academy (Skillsoft) 

What does change look like today? 

Lynne identifies a number of successes that are tangibly contributing to the improvement of business 
performance: 

 Centralising of L&D budgets enabled normalising of provision across different sized business operations 
and demonstrated synergies. The Leadership Essentials programme is a good example of this: 

 
 
 
Leadership 
Essentials, the 
global Manager 
programme in 
partnership with 
DDI has resulted 
in a more 
inclusive 
approach to 
L&D, as the 
programme is 
offered in many 
local languages 
and all business 
units benefit, 
regardless of size 
or budget. 
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 Fundamentals of Supply Chain revealed the complexity of the operation 
Á Developing employee understanding of the logistics of huge numbers of assets 
Á Creating a realisation that Brambles only makes money only made when a pallet/crate/container is 

full and moving 
 

 Shipit helps employees see how pallets get to customers, are kept serviceable and meet the group aim 
of reducing CO2 emissions. Shipit also has a subliminal safety awareness dimension promoting Brambles 
“Zero Harm” safety driver. It was launched November 2015  
 

 Formulation of a broader Academy Concept. The Academy concept is based on 4 zones aggregated in a 
single portal. There is no new invention, just a bringing together of what already exists 
Á Learning zone – LMS and e-learning 
Á Knowledge zone – SharePoint 
Á Community zone – Yammer 
Á Career zone – career paths and career planning toolkit 

 
 Board support evidenced in Executive sponsorship of Academies – including CEO. There is evidence of 

wider organisation support, stemming from deep data analysis  
 Quick action to get something in place – 11 months from start to finish 
 Rapid implementation of a sequence of connected interventions 
 Everything tied through Business Steering Committees into sound business cases 

What’s next on the agenda for Brambles? 

 Further Academies (similar model to Supply Chain) 
Á IT – Sponsored by Chief Information Officer  
Á Procurement – Sponsored by Chief Procurement Officer 
Á Sales – Sponsored by Senior business leader 

 
 Safety learning programme – short, snappy online nuggets to be launched in 2016 Safety Week. 

 
 Development of a better methodology of assessment of the value of L&D activity. Lynne struggles with 

the kinds of data generated through the LMS: “Reporting of the number of training hours delivered is 
meaningless and inaccurate because it takes no account of learning not done through the formal 
systems.” She saw a clue in a link to Talent and the correlation of L&D activity with the depth and 
breadth of succession projections. Lynne is looking for establishing links to business impact measures – 
for example, changes in the accident rate in pallet business which is a bonusable part of the Zero Harm 
initiative. 
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 Harnessing and further enhancing learning generated by the employee community. An example is of 
huge collaborative activity stimulated by a manager posting a TED talk on Yammer. “The issue is how to 
capture this kind of learning!”  

 

Final comments from Lynne Rutherford:  

“We learn the way we live. I am experienced, but on a massive learning journey because of the way the world 
has changed.” 

 

 

 

 

Case study written by Towards Maturity.  
Follow Towards Maturity on Twitter @TowardsMaturity 

See www.towardsmaturity.org for more case studies and resources. 

How to Transform L&D 

Analyse L&D activity and assess it in relation to added value in the business 
Build on initiatives with proven track records 
Turn measurement data into useful information, related to business priorities 
Centralise budgets to sharpen L&D focus and empower learning priorities 
Take symbolic action to illustrate new L&D approach (e.g. business case backing for learning spend) 
Develop and initiate key underlying model for learning  
Rapid action to implement flagship initiatives: build awareness and credibility 
Quick follow-up with additional programmes to increase momentum of change 
A long term vision for L&D: shared with and owned by business leaders and L&D team 
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