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


The Institute for Corporate Productivity (i4cp), in conjunction with HR.com, conducted 

the Business Acumen Practitioner Pulse Survey in January 2008. A total of 394 organiza-

tions participated. Note: Due to rounding, percentages may not total 100.

For a full report, please contact Greg Pernula at Greg.Pernula@i4cp.com. Copyright the 

Institute for Corporate Productivity, St. Petersburg, Florida, U.S.A. All rights reserved. 

For much more information on related subjects, see i4cp’s Leadership, Training and 

Development, Skill Level of the Workforce, Talent Management and Productivity Knowledge 

Centers.


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Strategy
i4cp’s Action Plan for Building 
Business Acumen in Your Organization! 
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Conduct an internal survey or focus groups to find 
out just how serious the lack of business acumen 
is in your organization.

Try to determine if there’s any correlation between scarci-
ties of business knowledge and stumbling blocks to busi-
ness performance. If there is a lack of business acumen, 
is it holding back your organization?

If so, work with an integrated team of business experts and 
learning experts to arrive at a plan for improving skills 
in the areas identified.

Start with a small group of employees who have relatively 
low business acumen to discover how best to teach these 
skills. Try to determine if there’s a positive relationship 
to performance levels.

If there’s a positive impact, expand the program to other ar-
eas of the organization. If not, try to understand why 
and act accordingly.
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What Was Asked
a.     How do organizations define business acumen?

b.     How large a problem is the lack of business acumen among today’s employees?

c.     How do organizations deal with deficits via training and other solutions?

 
Lessons Learned
Lesson 1: There’s no single definition of or consensus on business acumen, 
	        but there are some common ideas on what the term means:
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Knowledge of supply chain 
elements, application 
of products, markets, 
and economic cycles

Knowledge of revenues,  
expenses, profits, 

customers, and growth

An understanding of the 
company’s business model 
and how it makes money

Knowledge of accounting, 
finance, marketing/sales, 
strategy, and the analysis 

and interpretation of financials

Knowledge of 
company-specific processes 

and product offerings

Common themes 
running through 
companies on 

business acumen
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Lesson 2: There is a serious lack of business acumen in many organizations.

a.     At the technical staff level, 34% of respondents say that a lack of business acumen is an is-
sue to a high or very high degree. When those who see it as a problem to a “moderate degree” 
are added, then four out of fi ve respondents see this as a problem in their organizations.

b.    Despite all the hype about U.S. skill defi cits, the problem goes beyond that. While 41% of 
respondents said the business acumen problem is domestic, 21% said it’s global and 38% 
said it’s both global and domestic.
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To what degree is lack of business 
acumen/business knowledge an issue 

among technical staff?

3.4%

13.7%

48.6%

34.0%

82.6%

Not at all

Small degree

Moderate degree

High or very high 
degree

Are gaps in business acumen a domestic or 
global issue? Or both?

41%

21%

38%

Domestic Global Both

Four out of fi ve
respondents see this
as a problem.

   Color Spot    C M Y K  R G B

Brown    PMS 159   15 77 100 4  227 111 30 

Dk Green   PMS 5763    56 39 80 19  115 122 53

Lt Green   PMS 103    24 26 100 0  219 197 0

Black    PMS Black    0 0 0 100  0 0 0 

 

Rich Black       60 40 40 100  0 0 0 

Midnight Blue  PMS 548    100 24 0 64  0 69 107

Dk  Purple  PMS 5115    60 40 40 100  92 41 70

Burnt Orange   PMS 152   0 51 100 1  243 144 29 

Olive    PMS 4495   0 20 95 46  156 125 13

Lt Brown   PMS 730   33 49 62 8  187 129 59

Dk Red    PMS 484   29 70 66 14  179 35 23

Warm Gray 6   PMS warm gray 6  0 6 12 31  187 177 166

Warm Gray 9   PMS warm gray 9  0 11 20 47  153 139 125

Warm Gray 11   PMS warm gray 11  0 17 34 62  125 106 85

Cool Gray 6   PMS cool gray 6  0 0 0 31  186 188 190

Cool Gray 9   PMS cool gray 9  0 1 0 51  145 145 149

Cool Gray 11   PMS  cool gray 11  0 2 0 68  113 112 116

i4cp logo library - color guide
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Lesson 3: Business acumen scarcities potentially have a large business impact,   
        especially among managers.

a.     A lack of business acumen among individual contributors (such as engineers and other 
white-collar professionals) has an impact on the business to a moderate (40%), high 
(34.5%) or very high (4%) degree.

b.     But the impact is even greater among leaders. A lack of business acumen among manag-
ers or executives has an impact on the business to a moderate (27%), high (40%), or very 
high (25%) degree.
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How does lack of business acumen among 
individual contributors (white-

collar/engineer) impact the business? 
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AMOnG LEAdErS.

How does lack of business acumen among 
managers (and above) impact the business?
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Lesson 4: There are solutions out there to address it.

a.     The most commonly used approach to dealing with these deficits is in-house customized      
training (70%), followed by off-the-shelf training (42%).

b.     The most common recipients of education in building business acumen are managers and 
above (50%) and high potentials (46%). Interestingly, 39% of respondents also say they 
provide such training to all employees.

c.     The most common sources of that training are training companies (56%), followed closely 
by consultants (52%).

d.     And the most common ways of delivering such training are via face-to-face classroom train-
ing (74%) and e-learning (58%).
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Most commonly used approach 
to dealing with these deficits

Most common recipients of education 
in building business acumen

Most common sources 
of that training

 In-house customized training (70%) Off-the-shelf 
training (42%)

Managers and above (50%) High potentials (46%)

39% of respondents 
also say they provide 
such training 
to all employees.

Training companies (56%) Consultants (52%)

Most common ways 
of delivering such training

Face-to-face classroom training (74%) E-learning (58%)

Solutions to address the problem
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Lesson 5: Hr or the learning function usually heads up the solutions.

a. HR sponsors learning solutions 36% of the time, while learning and development sponsor 
them 30% of the time.

b. But most companies (67%) want to keep the costs of such training down to no more than 
$999 per classroom seat per day.
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MOST COMPANIES (67%) WANT TO 

KEEP THE COSTS OF SUCH TRAINING 

DOWN TO nO MOrE THAn $999 PEr 

CLASSrOOM SEAT PEr dAY.
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Learning and 
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Human resources 

HR or the learning function usually heads up 
the solutions. 
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