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By Jack J. Phillips and Patti P. Phillips

Some mysteries are meant to be solved. The mystery 
of the top executives' view of success in learning 
and development is brought to light in a recent 
survey of Fortune 500 CEOs. 

easuring the success of 
learning and development 
has earned a place among 

the critical issues in the learning 
and development field. For decades, 
this topic has been on conference 
agendas, and journals and 
newsletters regularly dedicate space 
to it. Professional organizations 
have been created to exchange 
information on measurement and 
evaluation, and more than 50 books 
have been written on the topic. More 
importantly, top executives have an 
increased appetite for data about the 
business contribution.
	 Although interest in measuring train-
ing success has been heightened and 
much progress has been made, it is still 
an issue that challenges even the most 
sophisticated and progressive learning 
and development functions. The top 

executive group, the most important 
stakeholder, is the key.
	 While some learning and develop-
ment leaders argue that developing 
a successful evaluation process is 
too difficult, others are quietly and 
deliberately implementing effective 
evaluation systems and reporting 
results to executives. The latter group 
has gained tremendous support from 
the senior management team and has 
made much progress.
	 Regardless of the position taken on 
the issue, the reasons for measurement 
and evaluation are clear. Almost all 
learning and development professionals 
share a concern that they must show the 
results of learning investments to senior 
executives. Otherwise, funds may be 
reduced or the function may not be able 
to maintain or enhance its status and 
influence within the organization.
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Executive dilemma
The dilemma surrounding the success 
of learning is a source of frustration 
for many senior executives. Most ex-
ecutives realize that learning is a basic 
necessity when organizations experi-
ence significant growth or increased 
competition. 
	 Formal learning is also impor-
tant during business restructuring 
and rapid change, where employees 
must learn new skills and often find 
themselves with heavier workloads. 
However, during an economic decline, 
some executives are not so sure that 
learning and development is needed, 
as evidenced by some of the reduc-

tions in learning and development 
team members in this recession.
	 Executives intuitively feel that provid-
ing learning opportunities is valuable, and 
they logically anticipate a payoff in im-
portant, bottom-line measures, such 
as productivity improvements, quality 
enhancements, cost reductions, time 
savings, and improved customer ser-
vice. Yet the frustration comes from the 
lack of evidence to show that programs 
really work.
	 While results are assumed to exist 
and learning programs appear to be 
necessary, more evidence is needed, 
or executives may feel forced to adjust 
future funding. A comprehensive mea-
surement and evaluation process, de-
signed with top management in mind, 
represents the most promising, logical, 
and rational approach to accounting 
for the learning investment. 

CEO survey
We conducted a CEO survey aimed at 
obtaining direct feedback about the 
success of learning and development 
from a significant number of CEOs in 
large organizations. To our knowledge, 
no significant data has come from 
these elusive groups. And although 
many one-on-one interviews are pre-
sented in profiles in magazines, rarely 
do they discuss specifics on results.
	 Surveys of this nature are often 
directed toward heads of learning and 
development, where they are asked to 

provide their impression of the results 
their executives want, instead of ob-
taining this information directly from 
the CEOs. 
	 To obtain the executives’ views on 
learning and development, we sent a 
survey and a letter with instructions 
that asked CEOs not to forward our 
survey to the learning and develop-
ment department in hopes that we 
could hear directly from them. The 
survey was formatted and designed 
for the most optimal response rate 
possible, which for us, was at least 10 
percent, and an optimistic 30 percent.

Techniques to achieve a higher 
response rate. We collected data 
between October 2008 and February 
2009 using the most accurate CEO da-
tabase directly from Fortune Magazine. 
We discarded any firms on the list that 
were currently facing economic turmoil, 
such as AIG, Lehman Brothers, General 
Motors, Ford, Merrill Lynch, Morgan 
Stanley, and Chrysler, or any company 
that had reported a significant loss.
	 This trimmed 99 companies out 
of Fortune 500, leaving 401 for this sur-
vey. We selected 50 large, private-sector 
employers, using Hoover’s website as 
a guide. Essentially, these companies 
would be listed in The Fortune 500 if 
they were publicly held companies. 
Together these provided a total of 451 
firms in the large-company sector to 
receive this survey.

Figure 1 | CEO-Reported 
Investment Range

$640 Million

$138 Million

Average High

$10 Million

Low

Figure 2 | CEO Input on Investment
Which of the following best describes your approach to investing in learning and 
development? (Respondents checked a single best answer):

We try to avoid the investment if possible, using contract 
workers, hiring fully competent employees who do not need 

training, and using temps when necessary.

We invest only the minimum—what is absolutely  
necessary for job-skill training.

We invest at levels consistent with our benchmarking studies, 
using measures such as the training cost per employee.

We invest heavily in learning and development, essentially 
meeting all needs that are identified in the organization.

We invest when we can see some type of benefit for investing, 
essentially investing when there is a payoff.

Don’t know/Did not respond 	 9%

	 18%

	 39%

	 20%

	 4%

	 10%

N=96 (large public and private firms) 
Source: ROI Institute

Source: ROI Institute
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	 In a well-executed return-on-in-
vestment study, for example, it is not 
unusual to have a 70 to 90 percent 
return rate. We applied the same disci-
pline, determination, and techniques 
to this project because this group was 
particularly difficult to reach. 
	 Their exclusivity is in part a result 
of their “gatekeepers” (assistants, vice 
presidents, and others), who protect 
them from tasks that may be deemed 
time-consuming or not essential to 
their role. In many large organizations, 
dozens of gatekeepers may be assigned 
to filter just one executive’s requests 
and demands. Consequently, we knew 
that our approach for this survey had to 
be creative. We used 10 powerful tech-
niques to achieve a higher response 
rate. Here are a few of them:

•  �Unless CEOs elected to provide 
contact data, survey responses 
were anonymous. (No one chose 
this option.)

•  �We wrote personal notes on almost 
all of the letters, based on our rela-
tionship with that organization. For 
many of them, we are sharehold-
ers, and wrote a plea for results as 
an act of accountability. In other 
cases, we are customers, and wrote 
that we were interested from a 
customer viewpoint. Sometimes 
we would mention our current 
relationship, with phrases such as 
“we have projects ongoing,” “we 
serve as a regular consultant,” or, 
as in the case of IBM Services, “we 
act as an official subcontractor.” 
This personal approach may have 

helped the survey stand out among 
numerous other requests. 

•  �We tried to work with someone 
else in the company, who was not 
in the learning and development 
area. In approximately 20 percent 
of these firms, we knew someone, 
usually a middle manager. We 
asked them to deliver the survey 
directly to the CEO. 

Response rate. Ninety-six individu-
als responded, representing 21.3 
percent of the total. Executives chose 
to remain anonymous, and some 
did not answer particular points or 
provide comments. A few executives, 
however, gave us extensive com-
ments and seemed to take a great 
interest in doing so. 
	 This response is especially sig-
nificant when considering the diffi-
cult economic circumstances during 
the time the survey was conducted. 
Spending a few minutes on a survey 
addressing learning and development 
is not a priority for most executives 
during this time. Additionally, to our 
knowledge, all of the returned surveys 
were actually completed by the CEO, 
which was our request. We suspect 
that if a CLO had completed it instead, 
she would have acknowledged it.

Results
Investments of these companies 
ranged from $10 million to $640 mil-
lion. Sometimes, executives scribbled 
notes about how they were not sure of 
the exact amount. The average number 

was $138 million. Figure 1 provides 
additional details.
	 Regarding the rationale for setting 
the investment level, CEOs selected 
a strategy from a list. (Figure 2 shows 
the responses.) Although these results 
confirmed what we expected to a cer-
tain extent, a few surprises surfaced. 
Only 4 percent acknowledged that they 
try to avoid these investments, but we 
suspect that this number may be a 
little higher. 
	 Twenty percent of CEOs said they 
invest only the minimum. In part, this 
may be due to the current economic 
times, whereby executives have had to 
trim activities that are perceived to be 
unnecessary. As expected, benchmark-
ing was the most-reduced (39 percent of 
respondents), but because we asked that 
only one strategy be checked, there may 
be a combination of benchmarking and 
other possibilities. We limited the choice 
to only one in the survey to determine 
the dominant approach for setting the 
investment level.
	 Surprisingly, a significant num-
ber of CEOs (10 percent) mentioned 
that they invested in all learning and 
development needs. Although we 
worded this option so that they would 
feel comfortable with the choice, this 
is probably over-investing. From our 
own experience, we see this routinely, 
and some executives are proud that 
they can invest in practically any 
learning request. 
	 Finally, it’s quite refreshing that a 
significant number invest when they see 
value (18 percent). We assume, however, 

Figure 3 | Satisfaction With Measures
of Success of Learning and Development

Average score = 2.5 out of 4 
Source: ROI Institute

Satisfied
(score of 3)

6%

8%

45%

41%

Dissatisfied
(score of 2)

Very dissatisfied
(score of 1)

Very satisfied
(score of 4)
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that there are many different definitions 
of the term “value,” and that this does 
not always mean ROI calculations.

Reporting relationships. An impor-
tant factor in this study is to deter-
mine how close the CLO, the head of 
learning and development, is to the 
CEO. In this study, a “1” indicates that 
the CLOs report directly to the CEO. 
A “2” means that there are two levels 
between them, and a “3” means that 
there are three levels between them. 
	 The average was 3.2, which means 
that the CEO is at least three levels 
above the CLO. This distance is a little 
disturbing, considering the great 
amount of effort that has been focused 
on pushing this function to a higher 
level within the company. 
	 One challenge that has com-
pounded accountability issues in 
learning and development is the lack 
of interaction between the learning 
and development professional and 
the senior executive team. In most 
organizations, this interaction is lim-
ited. In only a few organizations does 
the top learning executive report to 
the CEO. Even in those organiza-
tions, the time spent with the CEO is 
not proportional to the time the CEO 

spends with other direct reports.
	 Senior executives have limited time, 
and they spend it in those areas they 
perceive to be critical, important, and 
central to the organization’s success. 
Unfortunately, many executives do not 
see learning and development rising to 
this level of criticality, and they there-
fore allocate little time to engage in it.
	 The problem is compounded when 
the learning and development execu-
tive reports through one or more execu-
tives and only interacts with the CEO 
on special projects or during periodical 
reviews of the learning and develop-
ment budget. Regrettably, these budget 
reviews are when senior executives 
hope to see a connection between 
learning outcomes and the business to 
justify increasing or sustaining budgets. 
It is no surprise, then, that there is con-
fusion and misunderstanding of expec-
tations with regard to requirements for 
measures of learning success.

Satisfaction with the current mea-
sures of success. Limited interac-
tion with executives often forces the 
learning and development leader to 
“guess” what the top executives want 
in terms of measures of success. This 
guesswork becomes more inaccurate 

when filtered through multiple layers 
of interpretation.
	 Asking top executives outright 
what specific measures they want to 
improve often yields ineffective or 
misguided dialogue. After all, top ex-
ecutives do not see their responsibility 
as defining the measures of success. 
Essentially, they want the learning 
and development leaders to report 
improvement in measures of success 
that are meaningful to them in terms 
of business contribution. 
	 We asked the executives a very gen-
eral question regarding their level of 
satisfaction with the measures of suc-
cess for learning and development. We 
created a four-point scale to force the 
executives to take a stand. On a four-
point scale, a “1” would be very dissat-
isfied, and a “4” would be very satis-
fied. We were hoping to see at least a 
“3,” but unfortunately the results were 
2.52, indicating some dissatisfaction. 
(Figure 3 shows the results.)

Metrics coverages. We knew it was easi-
est to have executives respond to par-
ticular checklists, and deciding which 
metrics to use was very critical. We 
provided eight categories and mapped 
them into the levels of evaluation. The 

Figure 4 | Results on Specific Measures

Measure
We currently 
measure this

We should 
measure this 
in the future

My ranking of the 
importance of this measure

Average Rank
Inputs: “Last year, 78,000 employees received 
formal learning.” (90) 94% (82) 86% 6.73 6

Efficiency: “Formal learning costs $2.15 per hour of 
learning consumed.” (75) 78% (79) 82% 6.92 7

Reaction: “Employees rated our training very high, 
averaging 4.2 out of 5.” (51) 53% (21) 22% 7.15 8

Learning: “Our programs reflect growth in knowl-
edge and skills of our employees.” (31) 32% (27) 28% 4.79 5

Application: “Our studies show that at least 78% of 
employees are using the skills on the job.” (11) 11% (59) 61% 3.42 4

Impact: “Our programs are driving our top 5 busi-
ness measures in the organization.” (8) 8% (92) 96% 1.45 1

ROI: “Five ROI studies were conducted on major 
programs, yielding an average of 68% ROI.” (4) 4% (71) 74% 2.31 2

Awards: “Our learning and development program 
won an award from the American Society of Training 
and Development.”

(38) 40% (42) 44% 3.23 3

Note: Number in parentheses indicates number of respondents. 
Source: ROI Institute
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first two categories were inputs and effi-
ciencies, which are process measures or 
inputs to the process, including volume, 
costs, and speed.
	 The next two categories, reaction 
and learning, are typical learning 
measures. Application is the extent of 
the use of knowledge and skills. ROI, as 
well as impact, which is the business 
measure, created much interest. We in-
cluded ROI because of the abundance 
of information about its use. Finally, 
we included awards, which many 
CLOs are currently pursuing and re-
porting to the executives, particularly 
in large organizations. 
	 Obviously, these map into the levels 
of evaluation described in the literature. 
The first two categories (inputs and ef-
ficiencies) are Level 0, reaction is Level 1, 
learning is Level 2, application is Level 3, 
impact and awards are Level 4, and ROI 
is Level 5. Although other specific mea-
sures may be identified, they all should 
fit into one of these eight categories.
	 Given this list, we wanted to know 
three things: 

•“�What metrics are being reported 
to you now?”

• “�What should be reported that 
isn’t being reported now?”

•“�How would you rank these in 
terms of value?”

	 Figure 4 shows the responses. The 
first percentage column is the percent 
of CEOs who checked this item as a 
metric being reported, the second is the 
percentage indicating that it should be 
reported, and finally, the last column 
is the average ranking number for the 
group, recognizing that the lower the 
number, the higher the ranking.
	 A score of 8 would indicate an 8th 
place ranking on the list, and a “1” 
would indicate first on the list. Inputs 
and efficiencies were ranked 6th and 
7th, respectfully. 
	 Input indicates the scope and vol-
ume—something executives need to 
know. These types of data are always 
being reported. While most CEOs 
receive this kind of information now, 
they quickly recognize its limited 
value. Reaction is ranked the lowest, 
which may not be a surprise, though 
it is the number 1 outcome measure 
reported to executives. This particular 
measure could be improved with more 
focus on content. 

	 Awards was rated higher than we 
expected. Both pessimists and op-
timists wrote comments. The opti-
mists were proud of their awards and 
thought they reflected the quality and 
significance of the learning and de-
velopment team. Others said that the 
awards mean very little and are often 
based on how much they’re willing to 
spend on the award application. 
	 The two highest-ranked areas were 
impact and ROI, which should come 
with little surprise because CEOs always 
want to see this kind of data, especially 
when the economy is struggling. This 
reporting represents a very important 
challenge and opportunity for learning 
and development: These are the least-
reported data sets, but at the same time, 
they are the most valuable to executives.

Learning scorecard. We asked about 
the learning and development score-
card, and we discovered that only 21 
percent of the CEOs surveyed said that 
they had a learning and development 
scorecard. This is surprising given the 
work to develop balanced scorecards in 
large organizations. Of course, a score-
card very well could be in place, but it 
does not make its way up to the CEO. 
	 On the positive side, this result 
indicates that some executives are 
reviewing scorecards on a routine ba-
sis. For the most part, the comments 
in the scorecard were either negative 
or constructive. Only one indicated 
being pleased with the scorecard in 
use. The other comments indicated a 
belief that the scorecard was “inad-
equate,” “incomplete,” “doesn’t have 
all the data,” or “doesn’t really con-
nect to the business.”

Executive involvement. A critical issue 
for learning and development depart-
ments is the extent of the executive 
involvement. Most would argue that ex-
ecutives are taking a more active role or 
are more involved with the investment, 
and thus, more results will be achieved.
	 As expected, the top area is that 
the CEO personally approves the 
learning and development budget, 
which was indicated by 78 percent. 
Second on the list, indicated by 73 
percent, was that they review re-
quests for major programs, while 61 
percent review the results of those 

programs. Twenty-four percent use 
a scorecard to monitor the progress 
and make adjustments.
	 Next, 29 percent opened and closed 
major programs, while 21 percent host 
or conduct periodic review meetings, 
and only 18 percent actually teach seg-
ments of major programs. Disappoint-
ingly, the two weakest levels of involve-
ment, holding periodic review meetings 
and being involved by teaching seg-
ments, can have the most impact on 
learning and development success.
	 Periodic review meetings represent 
an opportunity to review progress, 
make adjustments, and check results. 
This is a great way to stay connected 
and provide feedback to see the results 
in order to boost funding in the future.
Getting involved in teaching is a 
powerful way to connect learning and 
development to the organization and 
deliver value. Jack Welch (GE) and 
Andy Grove (Intel) are two historical 
examples where this type of involve-
ment was extremely effective. 

Summary
While the results are based only on 96 
executives, the amount of information 
is significant. To our knowledge, the 
results may represent the highest level 
of CEO involvement in research on 
measuring the success of learning and 
development ever assimilated. The 
results present some challenges for 
the CLO and the learning and develop-
ment team. T+D
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