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Text

As business leaders focus on top-line growth, the value of learning is more relevant today than ever before. Those leaders who understand how to drive business results in an increasingly competitive, global environment recognize that a better trained workforce improves performance, and investing in employee learning and development is critical to achieving success. Increasingly, they are relying on workplace learning and performance (WLP) professionals to develop knowledgeable, highly skilled employees. 

To provide some context for the data presented in this year’s State of the Industry Report, ASTD estimates that U.S. organizations spend $109.25 billion
 on employee learning and development annually, with nearly three quarters of that amount ($79.75 billion) spent annually on the internal learning function, and the remainder ($29.50 billion) spent on external services. With such a sizable investment dedicated to employee learning, how are organizations gaining efficiencies by using technology to deliver learning and measuring the return for their learning expenditures? 

To answer these questions, we look to exemplars in learning and performance. The focus of this year’s Report, we examine how organizations from ASTD’s Benchmarking Forum (BMF) and the BEST Award winning organizations invest in employee learning and development, use dashboards or similar tools to measure the efficiency and effectiveness of their learning functions, and align learning with performance goals. 

While the financial investments in learning are typically higher in these exemplary organizations, the size of the learning investment is only one factor to consider. Equally important among BMF and BEST organizations is the close alignment between learning, business goals and strategies, and individual performance. Learning leaders in BMF and BEST organizations understand that learning opportunities must be timely, measurable in terms of performance improvement, and a relevant to business strategies.

Learning investments

BMF and BEST organizations continue allocate substantial resources to employee learning, including financial investments in the form of expenditure per employee, percentage of the organization’s payroll, learning hours per employee, and the cost per learning hour. Organizations in the BMF and BEST continue to see efficiency gains as a result of tighter governance of the learning function and better accounting of learning expenditures. 

The average annual expenditure per employee in ASTD’s sample of large organizations (BMF) increased to $1,424 per employee in 2005, an increase of 4.0 percent from the previous year. Average expenditure per employee in our sample of BEST organizations increased 3.7 percent to $1,616 in 2005. 

For BMF organizations in 2005, expenditure as a percentage of payroll did not change from the previous year, remaining at 2.20 percent. The average expenditure as a percentage of payroll in 2005 BEST Award winners was lower in 2005 at 2.72 percent than in 2004 (2.86 percent).

The average number of hours of formal learning per employee in BMF organizations increased from 35 hours per employee in 2004 to 41 hours per employee in 2005. In BEST organizations, the average number of learning hours per employee rose from 36 in 2004 to 43 in 2005.  

In 2005, average cost per learning hour provided fell to $1,101 per hour in the BMF sample, down from $1,113 in 2004. The average cost per learning hour received for BMF organizations decreased from $54 in 2004 to $42 in 2005. BEST winners’ average cost per learning hour received was also falling, from $58 to $48. However, the average cost per learning hour provided in BEST organizations increased from $1,092 in 2004 to $1,403 in 2005. 

Use of technology

Investments in learning technology programs made in previous years are now paying off. E-learning has reached a high level of sophistication, both in terms of instructional development and the effective management of resources. Many organizations with high-performing learning functions are able to demonstrate clearly cost savings, efficiency gains in the learning function, increased content reuse, and decreasing costs of learning development and delivery. 

Many organizations have achieved blended learning solutions that afford many of the benefits of classroom-based learning (e.g., personal attention, interaction with other learners) without the high costs frequently associated with live, instructor-led learning.


The use of technology to deliver learning was nearly the same in both samples, at 36.9 percent in BMF organizations and 36.3 percent in BEST organizations. At least 60 percent of technology-based learning was online in 2005, and almost 90 percent of online learning was self-paced.

Measurement 

As the learning function becomes more integrated with business strategy, metrics to manage and report on the learning function are increasing dramatically. Many organizations are developing proprietary methods for measuring learning activity. Despite their new methods, learning executives continue to struggle with determining which metrics illustrate the value of the learning function with the same precision as the financial and accounting measures used by their non-learning executive counterparts to determine the value in other business functions.  

In BMF and BEST organizations, measurement of the learning function has shifted from a focus on program-level evaluation to the aggregation of data across the organization to report on learning investments and the value those investments ultimately bring to the organization. Most BMF and BEST organizations either had or were in the process of developing dashboards and scorecards to monitor the results of enterprise learning function.

External services

In 2006, the market for external learning remained varied, a result of supplier consolidation, changes in demand related to mergers and acquisitions, and changing policies toward centralization. Additionally, though realizing significant cost savings with previous partnerships, many companies have taken a more conservative stance about outsourcing areas of the learning function that may contain knowledge that leads to a competitive advantage. 

The percentage of expenditure for external services has fluctuated in BMF organizations in recent years, with the average falling from 30.0 percent in 2004 to 24.8 percent in 2005. A similar drop in expenditures for external services occurred in BEST organizations from 2004 (27.5 percent) to 2005 (23.9 percent). 

Globalization

Globalization has emerged as a significant challenge for organizations that want to expand their learning functions outside of their headquartered regions. Organizations that already have a robust and well-functioning centralized domestic learning function have found it very difficult to “plug-and play” in other regions of the world. Among the most common challenges are technology deficits, adaptation to the local culture, language barriers, territorialism, conflicts between standardization and localization, and inconsistent learning objectives across regions. Few organizations have been able to successfully globalize their entire learning function, and have refocused efforts on key learning function elements, particularly learning management systems.

� This estimate is based on a full-time U.S. civilian workforce of 115 million per the Bureau of Labor Statistics, and a $950 average learning expenditure per employee and a 27 percent expenditure on external services, as reported in the ASTD 2005 State of the Industry Report. 





