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Best Practices in Learning and Performance Support Study: 
An Overview 

  

Introduction What can training groups learn from the best training and human performance 

support practices employed by organizations universally recognized as outstanding? 

To discover this, HSA Learning & Performance Solutions LLC conducted a study on 

this question between November 15, 1999 and January 20, 2000. It included 

approximately 400 companies within the United States (although many of these 

operate internationally). 

  

Sources of 

information 

The study team gathered information in three ways: 

 Reviewed the American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) and 

International Society for Performance Improvement (ISPI) best practices 

databases, drew out reports and articles that appeared relevant and extracted best 

practices information.  

   ASTD and ISPI are considered to be the two primary professional organizations for 

training, development and human performance improvement. Both continuously 

survey their membership as well as monitor published literature to track best 

practices in areas of critical importance to their memberships. 

 Examined in detail the Kravetz Training Best Practices database and 1998 report 

to draw out key indicators of successful training and “people management 

practices” demonstrably linked to business results (e.g. market share; revenues; 

profitability; share value; employee retention; customer retention).  

Kravetz Associates has been tracking and analyzing the training and performance 

support practices of Fortune 500 and other large organizations throughout North 

America on an annual basis since 1984. This research organization maintains 

records on training practices and business results of over 300 companies. 

 Interviewed key persons responsible for training and performance support at 14 

companies considered outstanding. The purpose was to gather in-depth 

information, not only on what they consider to be their best practices and how 

these contributed to their organizations, but as importantly, on lessons learned and 

recommendations to others for implementation. Attachment A contains a list of the 

companies that participated in this phase of the study. 

  

 

Continued on next page 
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Best Practices in Learning and Performance Support Study: 
An Overview, Continued 

  

Process All of the information gathered was carefully sifted, analyzed and categorized within 

the framework of the study requirements. The team tasked with conducting the 

survey and interview activities has great depth in the learning and performance fields 

and has worked with many organizations to build effective learning and performance 

systems. The team members factored in their knowledge, research background and 

workplace experience in extracting key information from the mass of data they 

collected. 

   

Table of 

contents 

The results of the study are summarized in two ways: as five key findings and in 

greater depth under eleven headings. 
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The Best Practices Study: Key Findings 

  

Key findings There were five major findings that are particularly significant within the context of 

this study. These are summarized below. 

 

1 Better 

business 

results 

Companies that have transformed their training departments into learning and 

performance support services teams have had the greatest success in obtaining 

outstanding results from their people. As a consequence they have achieved highly 

desirable business results.  

Tables 1 – 3 below are drawn from fifteen years of research. They specifically focus 

on the links between people management practices -- especially training and human 

performance support interventions -- and bottom line results. Many of the companies 

surveyed are from the Fortune 1000. 

 

Table 1. People Management Practices and Financial Results. Figures in cells 

are based upon 10 years worth of data, but are annualized results. 

Financial Factor High Performers Low Performers 

Sales growth 16.1% 7.4% 

Profit growth 18.2% 4.4% 

Profit margin  6.4% 3.3% 

Growth in earnings/share 10.7% 4.7% 

Total ROI 19.0% 8.8% 

(Kravetz, 1998, p. 4) 

 

Table 2. Changes in Company Profits as a Result of Changing People 

Management Practices. Profit growth measured over three years. 

 

Changes in 

PMP score 

 

Number of 

Companies 

Change in Profit 

Growth 

($ millions) 

Average Change Per 

Company 

($ millions) 

Increase  36  +10,584  +294 

No change  8  +624  +78 

Decrease  8  -128  -16 

 (Kravetz, 1998, p. 5) 

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practices Study: Key Findings, Continued 

  

Table 3. Changes in Total Return to Investors as a Result of Changing People 

Management Practices. Dollar value based on a $1000 initial investment. 

 

Changes in 

PMP score 

 

Number of 

Companies 

Change in Total 

Return (over 3 

years) 

Value of $1000 in 

stock  

after 3 years 

Increase  36 69%  $1690 

No change  8 45%  $1450 

Decrease  8 20%  $1200 

 (Kravetz, 1998, p. 5) 

  

2. Performance 

orientation 

leads to 

success 

Success is most predictable when organizations adopt a performance orientation. 

This requires that all interventions created to help people achieve business results 

must be both: 

 performance-based, i.e. ones which are aimed at achieving specific, verifiable 

accomplishments through clearly defined behaviors,  

 focused on the development of competencies that allow people to produce desired 

accomplishments.  

The use of competency modeling creates a common set of criteria for recruiting and 

selecting individuals for tasks or jobs, assessing capability to accomplish objectives, 

providing training and performance support, and monitoring/evaluating performance 

outcomes.  As competency modeling can be interpreted in many ways, the key is to 

focus on desired human performance (required behaviors and accomplishments). 

  

3. Strategic role Those responsible for training have a greater strategic role to play than most 

organizations profoundly realize.  

There is a significantly higher probability of achieving business objectives that result 

from changed human performance if the team mandated to manage learning and 

performance improvement/support is treated as a key partner in the process. The 

impact increases if its members are involved early in strategic decision-making, are 

invited to attend executive business meetings to understand the strategy and are 

tasked with strategically important roles. 

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practices Study: Key Findings, Continued 

  

4. Training – 

too narrow a 

focus 

Training is too narrow and individual a focus to achieve desired human performance 

results. The research literature and the experience of most of the companies studied 

clearly emphasize the low transfer rates from training to on-the-job application. 

Common figures of transfer of training to on-job performance range from 10% to 

30% with most on the lower end.  

The primary reasons given for poor transfer are:  

 little or no front-end analyses performed to determine whether training is 

necessary or sufficient 

 poor match between learner needs and characteristics and training given 

 little to no support from supervision and management prior to training (leaving the 

impression that the training has low value) or direction on expectations post-

training 

 little to no support for applying new learning back on the job 

 poorly designed and/or delivered training (generally subject-matter expert 

developed and taught) 

 lack of evaluation or meaningful certification 

 lack of incentives or rewards for applying what has been learned.  

The professional literature suggests that approximately 80% of human performance 

problems cannot be solved by training alone, despite the fact that training (usually in 

an event format with no follow-up) is the most commonly selected intervention. 

 

5. Evaluation a 

key component 

Measurement and evaluation is key to attaining successful performance results. It is 

not necessary to conduct impact or return-on-investment evaluations for every 

intervention, but rather for a select few that have important organizational 

consequences. However, criteria for success are required for all projects and 

interventions and these must be verified in concrete, meaningful ways, both to 

monitor and improve outcomes and to be able to demonstrate tangibly to 

stakeholders what has been accomplished. 

  

Additional 

findings 

Additional findings are summarized under 11 headings on the following pages. 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings 

  

Introduction In addition to the five key findings previously discussed, many other findings came 

out of the study. These are presented below in highly summarized form under a 

series of 11 headings.  

  

Vision, mission 

and strategic 

positioning 

Companies that have achieved remarkable results from those tasked with learning 

and performance improvement responsibilities have clearly set the focus on more 

than training. Verifiable performance results, tied to the business objectives and 

integrated into strategic, business decision-making is what must drive the learning 

and performance team.  

Their activities go beyond skill and knowledge enhancement to encompass: 

 examining policies 

 verifying clarity of expectations 

 determining adequacy of resources and incentives 

 examining and suggesting selection criteria 

 assessing and improving motivation 

 identifying task interferences and other environmental as well as individual factors 

that impede performance.  

They do not do this alone. Working with other internal groups and external partners, 

they play a strong performance-consulting role.  

They also participate in business strategy planning sessions to provide the human 

performance support dimension required to achieve business goals and objectives. 

  

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

  

Roles, 

responsibilities 

and 

organization 

The preferred way of organizing learning and performance improvement teams 

appears to be as somewhat analogous to internal consulting firms. They operate as a 

business in terms of identifying their customers, assessing their needs and providing 

value that is measurable. Generally, they are led and/or strongly supported by a 

senior level manager who has the ear of business leaders. 

They define their roles as performance consultants, providing a range of services 

from front-end analysis of performance gaps, through selection of appropriate, cost-

effective, feasible, acceptable interventions, to design, development, implementation 

and monitoring of intervention systems. They assume responsibility for human 

performance outcomes and demonstrate results in credible ways.  

They generally have few internal resources for actual design and development work. 

They largely outsource these activities, usually to a group of reliable partners who 

have demonstrated capabilities and who act as an extension of the internal team.  

Internal staff members assume management roles and are very close to their 

customers. They also play the key roles of performance consultant, resource broker, 

project manager, account manager and facilitator. They have acquired considerable 

expertise in performance improvement. 

 

A performance 

focus 

Concretely, companies with documented best practices in learning and performance 

have clearly defined their focus. Those responsible for this strategically important 

role are in the business of achieving through people measurable results desired by all 

stakeholders in the enterprise.  

These individuals: 

 identify performance gaps 

 conduct worth analyses 

 inventory competencies 

 help define jobs in prformance-based terms 

 measure performance 

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

 

A performance 

focus 

(continued) 

These individuals: (continued) 

 develop management and coaching skills to stimulate and maintain high levels of 

performance 

 maintain surveillance with respect to desired business outcomes 

 identify external partners who are competent, credible, and cost-effective and 

whose track records merit the title of partner.  

Their mission is to: 

 analyze performance needs in terms of business goals 

 identify suitable human performance solutions 

 ensure that these are produced 

 facilitate implementation 

 verify results. 

  

A customer 

focus 

In best practice organizations, there is a close relationship between the learning and 

performance support services team and the customer bases. There is a sense of 

partnership and common purpose of meeting business needs in mutually beneficial 

ways.  

Several leading companies characterize this relationship as one of intimacy, with 

representatives of the performance consulting team participating in customer 

meetings to better understand their current circumstances and difficulties as well as 

their business practices.  

Communication plays a key role in making significant contributions to achieving 

customer business goals. Whatever initiatives are taken, these need to be clearly 

explained from the customer perspective and presented in terms of customer 

benefits. 

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

  

Methodology Too many training groups pay lip service to a systematic process for designing and 

implementing training interventions. High performing learning and performance 

support groups standardize and adhere to a clearly defined process for analyzing and 

solving performance problems. This includes a clearly articulated Instructional 

Systems Design (ISD) model. 

The performance consulting process encourages careful strategizing and planning, 

systematic and systemic intervention selection and development and emphasis on 

implementation and evaluation.  

Leading companies use custom-designed solutions more often than off-the-shelf 

packages. This is true for both technical and non-technical areas. They also 

emphasize participative solutions that require involvement by learners/performers 

and their supervisors. 

With respect to learning interventions, the leading companies have tended to replace 

longer, mega-courses with shorter ones that appear to encourage greater transfer to 

the job. Emphasis is on: 

 performance-based learning that incorporates theory and practice as opposed to 

separating these 

 use of job simulations and learning games 

 continuous assessment and testing.  

Job competency models are revised annually. Learning strategies include a 50/50 

mix of self-study and group instruction. Supported self-study (e.g. coaching, on-line 

support, peer and supervisor support) appears to be a growing trend.  

Other trends include:  

 increased use of expert facilitation rather than reliance on subject-matter expertise 

alone 

 greater emphasis on leadership skills even in technical areas 

 movement away from discrete courses to complete learning environments (e.g. 

Lexus labs). 

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

 

Evaluation and 

ROI 

Leading companies that have derived the most benefits from their learning and 

performance support teams have incorporated into their business thinking that 

training and performance support are critical to business success. They have 

instituted measures of performance, as the only reliable means to identify what 

requires improvement and how they will know if it has been achieved. This has led 

to job analyses, competency specifications, and the creation of performance 

measurement processes tailored to the organization’s activities. There is a 

commitment to measuring performance based on clearly articulated performance 

objectives.  

Where specific skills and knowledge are required, there has been movement toward 

certification of competencies closely tied to job requirements and tested under job-

simulation or live conditions.  

Leading companies measure learning performance at least at the attainment of course 

objectives level. They also measure transfer to the job and return on investment more 

than others (approximately one course in three). In addition, they provide a variety of 

incentives to management (internally or to franchise/affiliated dealer/third party 

partner management) to develop their employees and measure their performance. 

  

Knowledge 

management 

and the 

learning 

organization 

Leading companies have invested heavily in building knowledge management 

systems and transforming themselves into learning organizations. They realize that 

their knowledge – the intelligence of their employees, their know-how, the processes 

and customer relationships – is the major source of their competitive edge.  

Concretely, they have created means for sharing knowledge, by overcoming 

resistance through visible support from management, coaching and mentoring 

programs, having senior managers teaching and tutoring, and building electronic 

systems for gathering, storing and disseminating information.  

In organizations that have franchise owners, affiliated dealers or third party partners, 

they have created networking opportunities for knowledge sharing on everything 

from advertising and sales to business management, recruitment and hiring and 

performance management.  

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

  

Knowledge 

management 

and the 

learning 

organization 

They combine training, social contact events and regional learning conferences with 

electronic communication links to foster a community of learning. They also foster 

employee web sites, chat rooms and email functions to facilitate personal 

connections or interest groups. They sponsor on-line forums so that more than one 

person can work on a problem at the same time using user-friendly groupware.  

Other means for building a knowledge sharing community are:  

 arranging and financing face-to-face meetings with people from different 

locations. 

 distributing yellow-pages directories that list employees or individuals throughout 

the organization’s community that have specific knowledge. 

 providing lists of experts to whom employees or customers can direct questions.  

Outstanding organizations also place a strong value on lifelong learning with training 

and education opportunities tied to career initiatives and business goals. Some 

companies have even established learning and career centers, either physical or 

virtual, that demonstrate the company’s commitment to people development. These 

are equipped with tools and resources for developing a career plan and identifying 

learning opportunities and programs for achieving personal goals within the 

company framework. 

  

Technology-

based learning 

and 

performance 

support 

systems 

The overall trend among leading companies with respect to learning and 

performance support is toward greater use of technology. Those that have had 

success in this endeavor have realized the importance of sound instructional design 

and project management.  

Asynchronous, computer mediated learning must be extremely well done to be 

effective. Synchronous, interactive distance learning cannot be approached as if it 

were standard classroom instruction. Means for engaging learners, initiating 

individual and team activities, and providing feedback have to be tailored to the 

distance-learning environment. The leading companies have discovered that 

introduction of distance learning usually meets with initial apathy and/or resistance 

and they plan for this. 

  

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

 

Technology-

based learning 

and 

performance 

support 

systems 

(continued) 

 More successful companies have done the following:  

 ensure the adequacy of distance learning classroom facilities (break or lunch 

rooms do not work due to distractions) 

 create or use existing intranets as vehicles for providing just-in time, relevant, new 

information to specific targeted employees based on their stored profiles 

 set up satellite broadcast channels for training and offering continuous 

programming on specialized topics of interest to specific viewing audiences (these 

permit questions to be answered on the air) 

 employ a weekly-magazine-publishing paradigm for rapid deployment of new 

information on their web sites (with incentives for use) 

 employ videoconferencing and real time collaboration via the intra/internet  

 build electronic performance support systems (EPSS) that guide salespersons 

through a sale or technicians through a diagnosis and repair.  

The key discriminator between leading companies and others appears not be in the 

amount of use of technology for learning and performance support, but in the 

wisdom with which it is employed. 

  

Culture and 

diversity 

One of the most critical conditions for establishing a culture that is performance 

oriented, is one that emphasizes the importance of people and their contribution to 

success. In best practices companies, senior management views knowledge sharing 

as vital to sustained business results. 

Leading companies consider employee empowerment at every level as an essential 

element of business success and put in place processes and practices that make this 

happen. They seek out talented people and use high quality education, training and 

career development opportunities as a major means for retaining them. A 1998 

Gallup study found that training and development were key factors in employee 

performance and retention. 

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

  

Culture and 

diversity 

(continued) 

Leading companies understand that internal employees and those of their external 

affiliates often operate under extremely different conditions. These companies take 

into account the differences of groups, contexts and goals and build support systems 

that respond to this diversity. 

  

Adult learning 

considerations 

Most training is heavily “content focused” rather than “adult learner focused.” 

Subject matter experts with little or no background on how adults process, acquire 

and apply new learning are selected to deliver the content.  

Media and technology delivery decisions are made based on economic and technical 

rather than learning and performance criteria. The emphasis is usually on speed, cost 

containment and activity rather than impact and value. This often leads to wasted 

resources, low transfer to the job, lack of credibility of product and loss of leverage 

from what might have generated strong business results.  

The leading companies that have made their learning and performance support 

services a key factor in achieving business success consider who the 

learners/performers are, what they perceive as their needs, and create user-friendly 

support mechanisms for application to the job. 

For non-technical competency acquisition, live interactive sessions are more 

prevalent. These permit practice in interacting with live persons. In some cases, 

technology is used to deliver multimedia simulations that allow for interactions with 

feedback. Practice is paramount when it comes to learning. 

Theory and practice are integrated along with an emphasis on practical problem 

solving. Motivation is also a key ingredient in effective learning and performance 

systems.  

Courses and learning programs: 

 must demonstrate high benefit to the learner/performer 

 be clear in what will be accomplished through time and effort investment 

 provide opportunities to practice 

 integrate testing in a non-threatening manner with ample feedback that either helps 

individuals improve or confirms success. 

 

Continued on next page 
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The Best Practice Study: Additional Findings, Continued 

  

Adult learning 

considerations 

(continued) 

For many learners, acquiring competencies via the computer is unfamiliar or 

difficult. These learners require additional support. The experience of leading 

companies is that only 25% of their targeted groups complete self-study programs. 

This percentage dramatically increases when live support mechanisms (e.g. 

coaching; telephone tutors; supervisory support; peer support) are built into the 

learning/performance system.  

Self-learning and lifelong learning are concepts and values that have to be taught and 

fostered in the workplace environment. 

  

Summary In summary, the best practices study provides a portrait of what leading companies 

are doing with respect to learning and performance support that makes them different 

from other, less successful companies. Several major conclusions emerge, not only 

from the data collected but also from an overall reading of the various practices and 

results: 

 No single company does everything well. Rather, they do some things well (e.g. 

focus on performance support; use technology appropriately and wisely; evaluate 

and measure performance; conduct continuous needs assessments; create intimate 

relationships with their customer bases). 

 Those engaged in training must transform themselves into a human performance 

support team to significantly contribute to business success. 

 Use of technology to improve learning and performance requires wisdom and a 

clear understanding both of the characteristics of the technological media and of 

the target audiences toward which they are directed. The starting place is the 

learner/performer, not the technology. 

 All players responsible for learning and performance support must share a 

common vision and operate as a team in dealing with their target audiences. 

Successful impact depends on consistency of approach and message and an 

integration of learning and performance support interventions. High performance 

results emerge from the synergy of mutually interrelated initiatives that 

complement and support one another. 
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Attachment A: Best Practice Interview Organizations and 
Respondents 

   

Participating 

Organizations – 

in-depth survey 

The organizations that participated in the in-depth portion of this study are: Apple 

Computer, Caterpillar, Chrysler, First Union Bank, GM Canada, Harley Davidson, 

Hewlett Packard, Lexus, Lucent, Nordstrom, Paccar, REMAX, Sun Microsystems, 

Wells Fargo. 

 

 


