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Danone, the French multinational food manufacturer, has 
implemented a successful business transformation and executive 
education program for hundreds of its HR leaders worldwide

Mention of the name ‘Danone’ will almost certainly conjure images of its 
eponymous yoghurts. But Groupe Danone, a French-Spanish multinational, 
is a large organization with a global reach, producing a wide range of food 
and drink products, including bottled water, cereals, early life and medical 

nutrition, as well as numerous dairy products. With its headquarters in Paris, the company 
employs over 100,000 people worldwide and generates annual sales of more than €20bn. 

Today, yoghurt is not the only ‘culture’ helping Danone make a name for itself. Its corporate 
culture too, which emphasizes social responsibility and progressive people policies, is 
also enhancing its reputation. An area of particular strength is Danone’s approach to the 
development of its leaders, and recently, working with the UK’s Henley Business School, it 
has seen excellent results from an innovative program run for its HR directors and senior 
managers worldwide.

Danone’s company policy is periodically to review the performance of all its key support 
functions and instigate initiatives to refresh and refocus their leaders on the key 
requirements of the business. In 2011, having recently completed such an exercise for 
its finance function, the company turned to HR, embarking on a business transformation 
process for it known as Project Phoenix. 

Thierry Bonetto, Group Learning & Development Director and Global Head of Danone 
Academy, the Group’s in-house training arm, explains, “We had a number of discussions, 
interviews and workshops, not only within the HR function, but also with general 
managers and members of Danone’s executive committee. We also analyzed trends in 
the marketplace to see where the HR function was heading.”

Having established a vision for HR, in terms of the value it could add to the business, 
Danone decided the function would benefit from a development program for its HR 
leaders around the world. Bonetto continues, “We established a number of transformation 
priorities and one of these was a revised set of competencies we required for our HR 
leaders, both directors and also senior managers.”

Bonetto says the competencies identified were not based around the technical aspects 
of HR – such as how to recruit or train people – but were focused on wider business 
issues, such as how to better understand and support key commercial goals, how to co-
create business strategy with Danone’s worldwide subsidiaries, and how to co-build high-
performing teams and organizational networks. 

The next step was for Danone Academy to develop a program to develop its HR leaders 
so that they would actually fulfill these competencies, starting at the top, with HR directors 
at both corporate and regional level. 

Inspiring HR to Act with Impact

By Tom Nash
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Bonetto and his team considered three different types of potential provider of such a 
program: leading business schools, international consultancies, and non-business school-
linked management training specialists. Several France-based organizations were duly 
invited to tender for the work, but before the pitch process was complete Danone 
discovered another possible partner from slightly further afield – Henley Business School, 
part of University of Reading.

Late in 2011, as a member of the Henley Partnership – a best practice corporate network 
for senior managers to update and enhance their current thinking – Danone had some 
timely exposure to Henley. When it came to light in conversation that Danone was looking 
to run an HR program for its most senior HR leaders, Henley’s executive education team 
jumped at the opportunity to pitch. 

“We were late into the pitch process, with competing business schools and consultants 
having had several months to establish Danone’s requirements and prepare their offering,” 
says Professor Nick Holley, Co-Director of Henley’s Centre for HR Excellence and 
Programme Director of its Advanced HR Business Partner Programme. “We had just 
four-days in which to prepare, before jumping on a plane to Paris in November 2011 to 
try to win the business.”
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Prof. Holley says there was immediate ‘chemistry’ between the two parties. Henley 
demonstrated to Danone that it shared what he describes as “the Danone spirit – 
entrepreneurial, passionate, dynamic and agile.” For example, in the rush to prepare 
its proposal, Henley had over-complicated its response to one of Danone’s specific 
requirements. “When we met, and the issue was raised, I took the proposal and simply 
scored through the unneeded paragraphs,” says Prof. Holley. “It was a watershed moment, 
because from then on Danone realized we shared their values. Rather than being 
dogmatic, we were responsive, flexible and fast-moving.” 

“In terms of culture, the fit was good,” agrees Bonetto. “Our values are built around ‘HOPE’ 
– humanism, openness, proximity [accessibility, credibility, empathy] and enthusiasm – and 
we found much in common with Henley. For example, we heard that Henley was doing 
work on economic and social issues. We felt it would be valuable and enjoyable to work 
together.” 

Bonetto was also impressed that, through its specialist HR Centre, Henley focused on 
research into, and the practical application of, the latest HR thinking. As a global company, 
Danone also favoured having a provider that would bring perspectives from outside 
France, but still within easy reach of its Paris headquarters.

Prof. Holley continues, “We could offer both theory and practice; content and context. 
We had academic expertise, backed by authoritative research – but in addition, all our 
program leaders could demonstrate hands-on commercial experience. We showed we 
understood complexity from our own experience.”

In addition, Henley refused to take the ‘easy option’ of simply taking its existing course 
content and ‘Danonising’ it. Instead, it proposed co-creating the program with HR leaders 
from across the company. “We understood the need for a global business like Danone to 
get local buy-in. The idea was that because we involved local executives, they would take 
ownership of the program – and indeed, they became champions of it,” says Prof. Holley.

He adds, “Often, the biggest challenge for us is not selling our approach to the client, but 
helping the client sell it to the participants.”

Having beaten off local competition to win the contract, “the design of the design was 
critical,” says Prof. Holley. In April 2012, Henley organized a ‘deep dive’ to find out more 
about Danone’s goals – and to consider what program features, including games and 
tools, would be of most benefit. This involved inviting a dozen of Danone’s HR leaders, 

Figure 1: Let’s step into the programme

People focus Business abd social value focus

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5

• HR posture

• HR Attitudes

• Personal 
effectiveness

• Emotional intelligence

• Influencing individuals

• Political savvy

• Influencing teams

• Innovations

• Change

• Back to the future

• Strategic Business value

• From shareholders to 
stakeholders and social value

• Strategic Business Analysis

• Capability Analysis

• HR strategy

• Wrap up

The program, named 
‘HR Act’, consists 
of two modules: the 
first, entitled ‘Interact’, 
focused on people 
issues; the second, 
entitled ‘Impact’, 
focused on business 
and social values 
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not just from its head office, but also from the firm’s devolved HR functions and operating 
countries around the world, for a three-day workshop on the structure and content of the 
program.

“Sometimes business schools propose programs where the level of customization is low,” 
says Bonetto. “But here there was a real willingness to co-build the program together – 
and that is what we did.” 

The program, named ‘HR Act’, consists of two modules: the first, entitled ‘Interact’, focused 
on people issues; the second, entitled ‘Impact’, focused on business and social values (see 
Figure 1).

Interact takes up the first three days of the five-day program, establishing the key concept 
of HR Act, which is essentially that the HR executives’ role is not primarily about learning, 
but about doing. It explores how HR leaders can interact more effectively within the 
business, using enhanced self-awareness and influencing skills to move from being a 
mere support function to being commercially informed and involved with key stakeholders, 
evolving from ‘order-takers’ to ‘actors’. 

Impact moves from the human to the ‘hard’ side of business. Held several months after 
Module 1, it spends two-days linking the HR role to Danone’s specific strategic and 
commercial aims. Working in groups of five, participants consider issues such as risk and 
return on investment, organizational design and change management. Here, games are 
often used to assist learning, including one based on the UK television series Dragons’ 
Den, where aspiring entrepreneurs pitch their business ideas to a panel of potential 
investors. 

The HR leaders chosen for HR Act do not come to it cold, but are required to prepare 
thoroughly. This includes:

• Discussing with their non-HR boss (known as ‘N+1’) why they have been selected 
for the program, what learning objectives they should set, and how they might apply 
the learning in practice 

• Carrying out a detailed 360-degree self-assessment and political intelligence profile
• Completing a Myers–Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) assessment – a psychometric 

questionnaire designed to measure psychological preferences in how people 
perceive the world and make decisions 

• Pre-course reading. 

The program itself is highly interactive, with small peer group discussions creating strong 
bonds and opportunities for self-discovery. It is also practical, with ‘action learning’ 
following the second module, in the form of group projects that are applied within the 
business. According to Prof. Holley, HR Act is “very different from typical business school 
courses”, with their formulaic dependence on Powerpoint presentations, classroom case 
studies and individual exercises. “Participants develop deep trust and learn together – and 
go on learning well beyond the boundaries of the classroom,” he says.

Yoghurt is not the only ‘culture’ helping Danone make a name for itself. Its 
corporate culture too, which emphasizes social responsibility and progressive 

people policies, is also enhancing its reputation
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HR Act was launched initially as a pilot, with Module 1 taking place in August 2012 and 
Module 2 the following October. Since then, there have been five full programs, each with 
20-25 participants, covering the whole of Danone’s senior HR leadership by business unit 
and country of operation. 

Danone Academy is systematic in its efforts to measure outcomes from HR Act. Building 
on the pre-course surveys, it has sent a second questionnaire to each participant and 
their N+1 at the conclusion of the program, and a third one three months later. In this 
way, it has been able to assess HR Act’s effectiveness from different perspectives and 
at different times. It has observed beneficial impacts over both the short and longer 
timeframe, recording some impressive effectiveness ratings (See Figures 2 & 3).

Beyond these statistics – and the comments of participants (see Boxes 1 and 2) – perhaps 
the greatest endorsement of the program is the fact that Danone is broadening its work 
with Henley. Four further regional HR Act programs are ongoing for the next tier of HR 

Lucia Xing has spent 16 years 
at Danone, including the last 
six months in her current role 
of Regional Organization & 
Social Dynamics HR Business 
Partner to Early Life Nutrition for 
Danone’s Asia Pacific region. 

Says Xing, “HR plays an 
important role in the success of 
the organization, so I welcomed 
the roll-out of systematic training 
for HR directors and managers. 

“For me, the first module, Interact, was the more 
beneficial, with its focus on self-awareness and 
emotional intelligence. I have done many training 
courses in the past, but this was the first time I had 
done such in-depth analysis of these ‘soft’ skills. 

“The program was very open and I particularly enjoyed 
sharing my emotions with the other participants. Normally 
in business we don’t talk much about our feelings, and 
often try to hide them. All the participants like this, 
because it went deep and could be quite moving.

“The feedback I received from other participants and 
from Henley’s tutors has made me more conscious 
of my strengths and weaknesses – it has given me a 
more rounded self-awareness. Now, I’m not afraid to 
show my emotions and I believe it has made me more 
effective in my relationships as a manager – especially 
in communicating with clients and colleagues.

“I found the second module, Impact, useful too. Because 
of my experience, this was not new for me, but I 
enjoyed the tools and games used, and they reinforced 
key lessons about getting close to the business 
and helping in a practical, commercial context.”

Building self-awareness

Figure 2: Effectiveness indicators for Module 1

Business & Organization Impact Learning Transfer after the session

• Business needs alignment     =  75 • HR posture =  83

•  Return on Expectations =  80 • N+1 support =  60

• Networking =  88 • Quick-wins =  66

• Changes observed =
 80

AVERAGE =  80 AVERAGE =  72



Corporate Practice

Developing Leaders Issue 18: 2015 | 71 

managers, and these are due to be completed by July 2015. For cost-effectiveness, each 
of these programs combines the two modules to run on five consecutive days for around 
40 participants. Locations reflect Danone’s global footprint, with HR Act being delivered 
not just at Henley, Paris and Brussels, but also as far afield as Jakarta and Mexico City.

Furthermore, Danone has built on HR Act to develop similar programs with Henley 
for the leaders of other functions, including research and development, marketing 
communications and corporate affairs. “The foundations are pretty much the same, not 
focused on traditional functional skills, but developing human acumen and business 
partnership,” says Bonetto. 

He concludes, “Our work with Henley has been very developmental for our HR population 
and is helping to fulfill our vision of how HR and other support functions can step into the 
future, helping to bring value to the business.”

Figure 3: Effectiveness indicators for Module 2

Business & Organization Impact Learning Transfer after the session

• Business needs alignment     =  69 • HR posture =  80

•  Return on Expectations –  75 • N+1 support =  59

• Networking =  89 • Quick-wins =  64

• Changes observed =  78

AVERAGE =  80 AVERAGE =  70

Judith Laarman 
has recently been 
appointed HR 
Director for One 
Danone in Europe, 
having attended 
HR Act at Henley in 
2013 as a Regional 
HR Director for the 
company’s Early Life 
Nutrition business. 

Laarman comments: “As an HR function we try to help 
others to grow, but typically we don’t facilitate this for 
ourselves – we are like the cobbler’s children, with 
holes in our shoes. The beauty of this program was that 
finally we were investing in ourselves, so there was a 
feeling of great appreciation in all the participants.

“Module 1 was really about learning more about 
yourself as an individual and using this knowledge 
to become more influential and effective as an HR 

professional – so you are perceived as a true business 
partner. This was the more helpful module for me. 

“For some participants, I would say the second module was 
just as helpful. It was all about HR making an impact by 
adding value to the business in areas such as strategy, finance 
and so on. HR is great at facilitating KPIs [key performance 
indicators] for other departments, but maybe it’s not so strong 
on KPIs for itself. And what gets measured gets done.

“I bonded with my work group colleagues and I still have 
a very special relationship with them, even though we 
rarely work together or see each other. We email and 
provide support to each other when it’s needed.

“It really helped breaking down the divisional silos 
[Danone has four specialist divisions] and having time to 
get to know each other. We worked at a very personal 
level in small groups, opening up to each other and 
building trust. That’s when you begin to become an 
authentic leader and that’s what I saw happening.”

Developing authentic leadership
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