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Introduction

Human capital has become an important issue, and

The value of learning project

organisations are increasingly aware of the need to

In November 2006 the CIPD appointed members

treat people development as a high-level strategic issue

of the University of Portsmouth Business School to

and systematically to analyse, measure and evaluate

undertake research into this important area. This

how investment in people creates value.

Change Agenda highlights the main findings from
the project. The research indicates that a ‘one size

Learning and training play a key part in the value-

fits all’ set of metrics to establish learning value is

creation process. HR professionals recognise the

inappropriate. A wide-ranging approach is required,

importance of aligning learning processes with

which involves:

organisational priorities and the need to assess,
demonstrate and report on the value contribution that
learning makes to the organisation.

• aligning learning processes and investment to

organisational strategic priorities
• using a range of methods to assess and evaluate

the contribution of learning
• establishing the most relevant approaches to

assessing and reporting on the value of learning for
the organisation.
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Key challenges for value
and evaluation
Previous CIPD research has highlighted two areas

2 The value challenge

of challenge

The development of learning capabilities has become a

1 The evaluation challenge

key feature of people development strategies in many

Learning and training professionals have always

organisations. Executive decision-makers are becoming

recognised the need to evaluate the effectiveness of

aware that intellectual and knowledge assets form a

learning and training interventions. Most traditional

large part of the intangible value of their organisation.

approaches to training evaluation (see, for example,

To manage effectively their investment in human

Kirkpatrick 1975, and Bramley 2003) have advocated a

capital they require timely and relevant information to

series of levels through which an assessment is made of

assess the extent to which investment in learning is

the effects of individual learning and training activities

contributing to organisational performance.

that include:
The CIPD Partnership Model of Learning (Figure 1)
• learners’ reactions to the learning experience

highlights the importance of delivering and validating

• the learning achievements of participants

cost-effective and collaborative learning processes that

• changes in job behaviour

are aligned with the organisation’s strategic priorities.

• the organisational effect of specific learning

The model emphasises the importance of ensuring that:

interventions.
• learning processes deliver value to the organisation

Some practitioners (see, for example, Kearns 2005)
have also suggested a calculation process to determine

• learning resources are deployed in a cost-effective

way.

the economic return on investment (ROI) for individual
learning and training processes.

However, ‘value’ is defined by the receivers of the
learning and training contribution and not by the

Although evaluation is a fundamental part of the work

trainers who deliver or facilitate it. There is an urgent

of learning and training professionals, it presents many

need for HR professionals to be able to demonstrate

challenges, some of which are summarised here:

the value of learning to their organisation if senior
decision-makers are to maintain their commitment to

• Survey data (CIPD 2006b) suggests that 80%

investment in learning and training.

of HRD professionals believe that training
and development delivers more value to their
organisation than they are able to demonstrate.
• Learning and training practitioners find ‘serious’

evaluation to be too time-consuming (CIPD 2007a).
• Practitioners find that line managers rarely show

interest in ‘traditional’ evaluation data (CIPD 2007a).
• Only about one-third (36%) of UK organisations

seek to capture the effect of learning on the
‘bottom line’ (CIPD 2006b).
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3

Figure 1: CIPD Partnership of Learning model

Learning in isolation

CULTURE

Relevant integrated
continuous learning

Processes
and interventions

Objectives
and outcomes
Alignment of business strategy with
cost-effective collaborative learning

Employer

Business benefits and improved
organisational performance

Line manager
Deliver and validate

Expresses clear commitment to learning
as a business driver and ensures that
sufficient resources are available

Initiates opportunities for
individuals to develop and
apply their learning at work;
provides on-the-job coaching

Specify what is needed

Individual learner
Takes ownership and
responsibility, seeks and acts
on relevant learning opportunities

Improved performance and
development of job-related skills

Effective and timely interventions to
support relevant learning at all levels
– frameworks, tools and resources

Learning in isolation
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Trainer/
facilitator

CULTURE

Supports, accelerates and directs learning
interventions that meet organisational needs and
are appropriate to the learner and the context

Relevant integrated
continuous learning

The value and evaluation process

Using information from the Value of Learning research,
this Change Agenda explores how practitioners can
measure and demonstrate the value of learning for their
organisation. It is based on the value and evaluation
process shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2: The value and evaluation process

Determine current
alignment against
strategic priorities

Use a range of
methods to assess
and evaluate the
contribution of
learning

Establish the
most relevant
approaches for
your organisation
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Alignment

In the modern service-led and knowledge-driven

The starting-point for determining the value

economy, appropriate and aligned training and

contribution of learning is the organisation’s strategic

learning interventions are vital to achieving competitive

priorities. Learning professionals in organisations that

advantage and delivering service to the customer.

exhibit ‘close’ alignment are clear about the learning

Making a value contribution, therefore, involves

that is needed to achieve strategic objectives. They are

assessing the current alignment of learning and training

then able to use their resources to address the strategic

processes against the organisation’s strategic priorities.

learning priorities for the organisation.

This involves:
The distinction between ‘close’ and ‘loose’ alignment is
• assessing strategic learning priorities

illustrated in Table 1.

• aligning learning investments and processes with

the priorities.

Table 1: Alignment to strategic priorities
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Loose alignment
The organisation:

Close alignment
The organisation:

Rarely talks about learning priorities

Commits resources to defined learning priorities

Does not include learning, and associated
objectives, in the strategic plan

Takes full account of learning considerations in
strategic discussions

Has few opportunities for interaction between the
learning function and the business

Expects the learning function to meet regularly
with operational teams and to interact informally
with all parts of the organisation

Rarely provides occasions when learning
opportunities can be identified

Encourages continuous learning and identifies
outcomes from learning

Focuses on reports about financial, sales, service or
production performance

Makes explicit links between learning outcomes
and key strategic goals, which are explored both
formally and informally

Focuses on reaction-level evaluation of learning
activities

Has clear measures and assessment of learning
outcomes in practice and expects learning
specialists continuously to evaluate and develop a
learning strategy

The value of learning

Case study: VT plc
VT has experienced massive growth since 2002, trebling in size and increasing its turnover to circa
£1 billion. The development and diversification of the business has set particular challenges for the
organisation that traditionally employed long-serving, shipbuilding and engineering-orientated people.
Effective people strategies, and learning in particular, has been vital to underpin the transformational growth
and change that the business has experienced.
More details of this case can be found at the helping people learn pages of the CIPD website.
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Approaches to assessment
and evaluation
Assessing the value contribution that learning and

• learning function measures

training make to the achievement of strategic priorities

• return on expectation measures

requires the development of metrics that focus on

• benchmark and capacity measures

organisational priorities rather than a concentration on

• return on investment measures.

the individual learning event and learner. The research
highlights four different approaches, indicated in Figure
3, to assessing the learning value contribution that are
of direct interest to managers:

Figure 3: Approaches to assessing the learning value contribution

Learning function measures

Return on expectation measures

Focus on assessing efficiency and effectiveness of

Focus on assessing the extent to which the

the learning function. Although the term ‘learning

anticipated benefits of the learning investment

function’ is often taken to mean a specialist

have been realised. Key questions underpinning a

department, the term can equally well be used in a

return on expectation approach are:

wider sense to refer to ‘the body of Learning and

• What were the original expectations of

Development activity that has to be provided for

organisational stakeholders for the learning

an organisation and the personnel most directly

or training? Have those expectations since

responsible for that provision’ (Harrison, 2005,
p206).

changed?
• What changes have occurred as a result of the

learning processes?
• To what extent have stakeholder expectations

been met?
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Return on investment measures

Benchmark and capacity measures

Focus on an assessment of the benefits of learning

Focus on the evaluation of HR processes and

and training interventions compared with the costs

performance through a comparison with internal or

incurred. They may also involve an assessment of

external standards of ‘good practice’ or ‘excellence’.

the payback period for specific learning or

These approaches may be undertaken as a ‘one-off’

training investments. Key issues here are the extent

but are more useful when treated as a continuous

to which learning is contributing to the achieve-

process in which the organisation continually seeks

ment of defined performance targets.

to challenge and improve its processes.

The value of learning

Case study: Canon UK and Ireland
In a company like Canon, where metrics and measures are an important part of management processes, it is
important that learning and development professionals are able to measure and report on the value of their
activity. A challenge, however, is to ensure that inappropriate data is not ‘forced’ into a scorecard measure
or metric for the sake of completeness. Numerical and quantifiable data, therefore, are complemented by
informal assessments of the value that learning is adding to the business and Canon is aware that ‘soft’
measures can be just as useful as hard data.
Much of the learning investment at Canon focuses on equipping the organisation to meet future-orientated
challenges and opportunities, so it is important that measures of value are future-orientated; thus ‘return on
investment’ models for assessing the value of learning are tailored to focus more on ‘return on expectation’
and achievement against business targets.
More details of this case can be found at the helping people learn pages of the CIPD website.
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A model of value and
evaluation
The research indicates four different characteristics of

Every organisation is different, and the approaches to

organisations, shown in Figure 4, that influence the

assessing the learning value contribution will depend on

basis on which learning will be valued:

the individual ‘mix’ of characteristics. This model allows
decision-makers to ask whether their current approach

• senior management trust in the learning

contribution
• organisational requirement for learning value

to assessing and reporting on the value of learning is
an appropriate reflection of the characteristics of their
organisation.

metrics
• emphasis on short-term learning contribution and

capability requirements
• emphasis on long-term learning contribution and

capability requirements.

Case study: The Innovation Group plc
The Innovation Group plc, founded in 1997, is a fast-growth software and computer services business. Like
many organisations in this dynamic sector-Innovation Group plc has achieved growth through strategic
business partnerships, mergers and acquisitions. At this point in its development a focus on short-term
learning outcomes is imperative as the company seeks to integrate managers with backgrounds in other
companies that have been acquired or merged. Reducing the ‘time to competence’ of employees so that
they achieve the level of organisational competence required to win business and to provide effective
client solutions and services in a time and cost-effective way is a further priority. The development of the
entrepreneurial culture that is a vital part of the business strategy for the group is another key challenge for
the organisation.
More details of this case can be found at the helping people learn pages of the CIPD website.
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Figure 4: A model of value and evaluation

Senior management trust in
the learning contribution

Learning
function
measures
Emphasis on
short-term
learning
contribution and
capability requirements

Return on
investment
measures

Return on
expectation
measures

Benchmark and
capacity measures

Emphasis on
long-term
learning
contribution and
capability requirements

Organisational requirement
for learning value metrics

The model highlights the importance of demonstrating

A ‘one size fits all’ approach to value and evaluation is

the value of learning to the organisation in a way that is

inappropriate. Practitioners now need to develop further

appropriate to the receivers of the learning and training

their formal and informal interaction with managers at

contribution. It is important to consider the point of

all levels of the organisation to:

view of managers at all levels in order to establish
the way forward with the development of relevant
and timely metrics for assessing and reporting on the
value of learning in a way that reflects the distinctive
characteristics of the organisation.

• ‘take stock’ of the extent to which learning and

training activities are currently aligned with the
organisation’s strategic priorities
• review the evaluation and reporting mechanisms

that are currently used
• identify the most appropriate and timely measures

for assessing and reporting on the learning value
contribution.

The value of learning

11

These questions may prove helpful as a basis for this

Assessing and reporting on the learning value

process.

contribution
• How can the learning function identify the key

Aligning learning and training investment and

operational and strategic concerns of managers

activities

that value and evaluation data should address?

• How can line managers be encouraged to identify

strategic learning priorities for the organisation?
• To what extent are line managers encouraged

to work with the learning function to determine
appropriate investment in learning?
• What actions can the learning function take to

ensure that learning and training activities are
aligned with the organisation’s strategic priorities?
• How can the learning function ensure that it
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• What formal and informal opportunities are there

to present information about the contribution that
learning is making?
• What are the most relevant and feasible measures

of value that can form the basis for regular
assessment and reporting?
• How do line managers know whether the learning

function is operating as efficiently as possible?
• What contribution might benchmarks and scorecard

is maintaining ongoing alignment with the

approaches make to regular assessment of the

organisation’s strategic needs?

contribution of learning?

The value of learning

Value and evaluation: next steps

The Value of Learning research has involved in-depth

The research will continue to identify and analyse

interviews in a number of different organisations. To

themes from the interviews and from the contributions

achieve an organisational perspective on the issues,

to the value of learning discussion thread in order to:

interviews were held with those at CEO level and
with those responsible for learning and training in the
organisation. An important and ongoing supplement
to the interview data has been the views of those
members of the CIPD Virtual Trainers’ Network who

• examine how learning and non-learning

stakeholders in different organisational situations
perceive the value of learning
• investigate further the factors that influence the

have contributed to an online discussion page as well as

alignment of learning processes to organisational

through responses to two online polls.

strategic priorities
• evaluate different approaches that are used by

An online practical tool focusing on assessing and

organisations to report on value, and the metrics of

reporting on the value of learning has been produced

business and human capital performance that are

and is based on the research findings so far.

being developed.
In addition to updates through the CIPD website
and other events, these issues will be addressed in a
‘research into practice’ report on the value of learning.
For more information about the project or to contribute
to the value of learning discussion thread, please visit
the helping people learn pages of the website.

The value of learning

13

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank those individuals who have
contributed through participation in the online polls,
the online discussion thread and through involvement
in the interviews. Particular thanks go to those
organisations that participated in the interview process:
Canon UK and Ireland; Christian Aid; Clifford Chance;
Dublin City Council; The Football Association; Ford
Motor Company Ltd; Glasgow Housing Association; the
Innovation Group plc; Lyreco UK Ltd; the National Audit
Office; Schaeffler (UK) Ltd; Tesco.com and VT plc.

14

The value of learning

Further reading

BARON, A. and ARMSTRONG, M. (2007) Human capital

KAPLAN, R.S. and NORTON, D.P. (1992) The balanced

management: achieving added value through people.

scorecard: measures that drive performance. Harvard

London: Kogan Page.

Business Review. Vol 70, No 1, January/February.
pp71–79.

BRAMLEY, P. (2003) Evaluating training: from personal
insight to organisational performance. 2nd ed. London:

KEARNS, P. (2005) Evaluating the ROI from learning:

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

how to develop value-based training. London:
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

CIPD. [2007a] Helping people learn: overview and update
[online]. London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and

KEARNS, P., WALTERS, M. and MAYO, A. (2006) What’s

Development. [Accessed 23 March 2007]

the future for human capital? London: Chartered
Institute of Personnel and Development.

CIPD. [2007b] Human capital [online]. London:
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

KIRKPATRICK, D.L. (comp). (1975) Evaluating training

[Accessed 23 March 2007]

programs: a collection of articles from the Journal of
the American Society for Training and Development.

CIPD. (2007c) Learning and the line: the role of line

Madison, WI: American Society for Training and

managers in training, learning and development

Development.

[online]. London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and
Development. [Accessed 23 March 2007]

O’DRISCOLL, T., SUGRUE, B. and VONA, M.K. (2005)
The c-level and the value of learning. Training and

CIPD. (2006a) The changing role of the trainer: building

Development (USA). Vol 59, No 10. pp70–73, 76–78.

a learning culture in your organisation [online]. London:
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.

SLOMAN, M. (2007) The changing world of the trainer:

[Accessed 23 March 2007]

emerging good practice. Oxford: Elsevier.

CIPD. (2006b) Learning and development: annual survey

ULRICH, D. and BROCKBANK, W. (2005) The HR value

report 2006 [online]. London: Chartered Institute of

proposition. Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press.

Personnel and Development. [Accessed 23 March 2007]
CIPD. (2005) Training to learning [online]. London:
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development.
[Accessed 23 March 2007]
HARRISON, R. (2005) Learning and development.
London: Chartered Institute of Personnel and
Development.
Interview with Kaplan and Norton. (2006) Strategic
Direction. Vol 22, No 10. pp13–18.

The value of learning

15
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practical tools, surveys and research reports. We also organise a number of conferences, events

