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Employee training and development 
 is essential. But how can companies  
ensure it is effective and worthwhile? 

Lindsay Ryan provides some guidelines

iMpROVing tHe iMpACt OF  
CORpORAte eDUCAtiOn pROgRAMMeS
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Most organisations 
realise they need  
to spend money on 
employee training  

and development but few of them 
optimise their programmes and 
return on training expenditure. 

even organisations among those 
highly regarded for investing in their 
employees admit privately there is 
more they could do to make their 
employee learning and development 
programmes more effective.

as with most things, the better the 
upfront planning and preparation,  
the greater the impact and outcomes 
from a corporate education programme.

With appropriate planning, an effective 
corporate education programme can 
play an integral role in helping an 
organisation achieve its strategic goals 
as well as
• retain existing employees
• attract new employees
•  develop the skills and capabilities of 

employees as well as the organisation 
as a whole

•  develop and facilitate succession 
planning 

•  facilitate innovation and ideas for 
new products, services, customers 
and processes.

Rather than being reactive in delivering 
corporate education and training 
programmes, a more measurable 
and effective outcome will be 
achieved by being strategic during 
the planning stage.

A strategic approach  
to corporate education
When approaching corporate education 
and employee training from a strategic 
perspective, the starting point is to 
determine an organisation’s strategic 
direction and goals over the forthcoming 
three years. 

From these goals, the organisation 
needs to explore scenarios of possible 
future requirements and issues the 
organisation may have to contend with 
and the range of knowledge, skills and 
capabilities it needs to succeed in these 
different scenarios.

With most advanced economies 
experiencing an ageing workforce 
organisations need increasingly to 
develop their future leaders and 
capabilities from within. as such, 
organisations need to step up their 
preparation and implement succession 
plans for key leadership and operational 
roles with an emphasis on developing 
the skills and capabilities of people 
within the organisation. 

employee learning and development 
needs to be treated as a strategic 
investment and all expenditure on 
corporate education programmes 
should align with the goals and 
strategic direction of an organisation. 

to ensure the most effective outcomes 
from corporate education and training 
programmes it is important to secure 
the support of the CeO, senior 
managers and line managers. 
therefore, when a training proposal is 
developed it should be presented as a 
business case so that key stakeholders 
can better understand and be 
encouraged to support the proposed 
programme. 

a business case does not need to be 
a complex document. Instead, a concise 
paper can provide a context and the 
reasoning for a particular programme 
and its link to the organisation’s 
strategic goals.

With appropriate planning an effective 
corporate education programme can play  
an integral role in helping an organisation 
achieve its strategic goals
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a business case of one or two pages can 
outline
• the learning objective/s
•  reasons for the programme, including 

new knowledge or skills required or 
current skills gaps

•  implications if the programme does 
not proceed

•  budget, timeframe and any special 
resources required

•  key stakeholder involvement, 
including CeO, executives  
and/or line manager/s

•  expected outcomes, including 
estimated return on training 
investment

•  how the programme will be evaluated

Line managers’ role in  
corporate education
a study by Knowledgeadvisers in the 
us (“scrap learning and manager 
engagement”, Chief Learning Officer, 
29 march 2011) found that after 
participating in a training programme 
only 9% of people actually applied what 
they learned with positive results. Over 
three-quarters of participants applied 
50% or less of what they learned. 

the study found that participants fall 
into three categories:
•  Participants make no attempt 

to apply what they learn
•  Participants attempt to apply their 

learning but with no worthwhile 
results

•  Participants apply what they have 
learned and get some positive results

Knowledgeadvisers claims the success 
of any corporate education and training 
programme starts with the line 
manager. 

the line manager needs to consider 
the case for training:
•  assessing the suitability of each 

employee to attend a specific 
programme

•  Determining whether the timing 
is right for each employee

•  meeting with each employee and 
jointly establishing an expected 
learning and performance outcome 
and an action plan describing how 
the outcomes can be achieved

•  assisting employees to prepare 
for the learning event

after a training event, the manager 
should meet with each employee  
to review his or her action plan and 
provide feedback on the employee’s 
performance.

Knowledgeadvisers emphasises the 
importance of a pre-training meeting 
and action plan developed jointly 
between the line manager and the 
employee. Without the plan, the 
outcome is likely to be a low return on 
investment as there is no context for the 
training programme and no adequate 
means of determining the outcome.

9%
A study by knowledgeAdvisers in the US found 
that after participating in a training programme 
only 9% of people actually applied what they 
learned with positive results...

50%
... but over three-quarters of participants applied 
50% or less of what they learned

CEOs want more tangible 
information about the impact 
a programme has on their 
employees and the organisation

The success of any 
corporate education 
and training 
programme starts 
with the line manager
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Evaluating corporate  
education programmes
While most corporate education and 
training programmes receive some 
form of evaluation, CeOs increasingly 
want more than traditional information 
such as the number of employees who 
attended a programme, how many 
completed it, the overall satisfaction 
with the programme and, sometimes, 
feedback on the venue and/or catering. 

this information does not help CeOs 
to see the value they are getting  
from investing in the learning and 
development of employees. Instead, 
CeOs want more tangible information 
about the impact a programme has on 
their employees and the organisation. 

In 1959 Donald Kirkpatrick introduced 
his four-level evaluation model: 
Reaction, Learning, Behaviour and 
Results. most organisations would 
use at least part of the Kirkpatrick 
model to evaluate their corporate 
education programmes, especially 
levels one and two. 

Dr Jack Phillips built on Kirkpatrick’s 
model with the Phillips ROI (Return  
on Investment) evaluation. this 
incorporated evaluation planning  
prior to a programme followed by data 
collection during a programme and data 
analysis at its end to compile a formal 
report that measures a programme’s 
impact. 

However, the ROI approach can  
be time consuming and expensive 
relative to the cost of a programme 
and is mainly suited to bigger budget, 
strategic and highly visible corporate 
education programmes involving large 
numbers of employees. 

Success Case Method
the success Case method is another 
means of evaluating corporate 
education programmes that is practical 
and relatively low cost. the success 
Case method evaluation is based on  
a recognised and validated research 
method developed by former university 
professor Robert Brinkerhoff.  

It involves all participants, or a 
representative sample of them,  
in a corporate education or training 
programme responding to a 
quantitative survey, usually online. 

Ideally, an independent evaluator should 
facilitate the survey so participants can 
respond honestly and confidentially as 
the survey asks for their name and 
contact number for possible clarification 
or exploration. 

the quantitative survey usually reveals 
a standard distribution of responses 
that indicates most people gained 
some knowledge and applied some 
elements of a programme. However, 
there are usually people at the two 
ends of the responses: those who 
gained a considerable amount from  
a programme and are applying their 
learning and  those who claim they 
found the programme of no value or 
they already knew all the programme 
content or they are not applying any 
learning. 

these two extreme clusters of 
respondents are then interviewed by 
an independent evaluator to explore 
the factors that enabled or enhanced 
their learning experience and the 
barriers that restricted their learning 
and the impact of the programme. 

the success Case method broadens 
the focus from an evaluation of a 
programme’s content and delivery 
method to an evaluation of how 
effectively an organisation uses the 
learning from it. 

Often the high impact, or lack of impact, 
from a corporate education and training 
programme has little to do with the 
actual programme content, learning 
materials or facilitator.

a recent executive education 
programme evaluation using  
the success Case method, found
•  the learning and transfer of 

knowledge is greater where the 
organisation had provided or created 
opportunities for employees to apply 
their learning

•  the sooner an employee is able 
to apply their learning the greater 
the retention and use of their new 
knowledge and skills

•  a key barrier to effective employee 
learning is the lack of support from 
their line manager. 

the evaluation also identified the topics 
and modules of least and most value to 
the employees and how the employees 
are applying their learning to their job. 

the factors contributing to a successful 
programme are then written into a 
series of case studies for the CeO and 
senior managers to provide specific 
examples of how various employees  
are applying their learning, how the 
programme has helped them in their 
job, how it has enhanced their skills and 
knowledge, and how the programme 
has had a positive impact on the 
organisation. 

similarly, case studies are compiled that 
identify barriers to the application of the 
learning in the organisation so the CeO 
and senior managers can take steps to 
alleviate those barriers in future 
corporate education and training 
programmes. 
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