
learning eye to eye:

Photo by iStockphoto50  |  T+D  |  aPril 2009

By Elaine Biech

aligning 
training 

to Business 
oBjectives

Workplace learning and performance professionals know that training is 
more than just a nice gesture. It’s a critical part of business.
 Organizations support training departments so that the departments 
can do their part to help the organization reach its business goals and 
objectives. Like any other aspect of business—research, marketing, sales, 
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aligning training to 
broader business goals  
is crucial for building  
trust and strengthening  
the bottom line.
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manufacturing—training requires an investment. Organiza-
tions also expect a return on their investment.
 When training is the investment, the organization ex-
pects a return in terms of improved customer satisfaction, 
higher sales, improved productivity, an overall increase in 
the bottom line, or better regulation compliance.
 This step is important because your organization expects 
a return on its investment in training. The better you have 
tied the training delivered to your organization’s goals, the 
more successful you will be as a trainer. 
 Aligning all training to organizational requirements is the 
underlying reason why trainers are on the payroll, making 
this an essential step toward successful training.

Linking training to the business goal
To ensure that training is aligned to organizational 
requirements when designing, buying, or delivering a 
training program, you need to identify the business goal that 
the training supports. Think about the nature of the goal 
with regard to the business. Goals typically fall into a few 
general categories—expense reduction, revenue generation, 
or regulation compliance:
• Expense reduction. Refresher courses might be required 
to decrease errors or rework a procedure; new information 
might be used to reduce reliance on more expensive support 
from consultants or other organizations; new information 
might also be aimed at increasing employee productivity.
• Revenue generation. Sales training is usually aimed at 
increasing sales; customer satisfaction courses are aimed at 
ensuring that customers return and at recommending prod-
ucts or services to others.
• Regulation compliance. Government or industry might 
require organizations to provide courses to prevent errors, 
as well as fines from regulatory agencies.
 Always know how the training program you will  
deliver addresses organizational requirements. You need 
to know what training your organization needs. And at 
times, you need to know what training your organization 
does not need. How can that be? I can think of at least 
two scenarios.
 Sometimes, management asks for training when in fact 
training is not the solution. For example, if one of your 
organization’s goals is to increase customer satisfaction, 
no amount of training provided to your customer service 
department is going to achieve the goal if the real problem 
is slow delivery of product from your supplier.

 Even if training is part of the solution, it is rarely the 
entire solution. Accomplishment of most goals requires a 
systems approach—that is, examining the entire set of in-
puts (materials, people, equipment, processes, and environ-
ment) and aligning them with the goal.
 A second scenario occurs when the organization can-
not support the training that is requested. If your organiza-
tion has decided to invest in supervisory training for a large 
number of people, but does not have positions for all of 
them, the participants could become frustrated about not 
being able to put their new skills to use, and might seek out 
positions at other organizations.
 Yet another scenario occurs when organizations overde-
sign training. In other words, they create courses that are 
more expensive, more involved, more time consuming, and 
more complex than is necessary. As a result, the programs 
stop before they are even completed.
 Your job in all of these situations is to educate manage-
ment and to provide data that supports your rationale. Take 
the following steps to ensure that training links to the orga-
nizational goal:

• Review all relevant documentation, such as corporate 
strategic and business plans, and if the training is linked 
to a specific department, the departmental business 
plans.

• Interview leaders of the departments that have  
requested training to clarify the problem they are  
trying to solve.

• Discuss the training programs you and your colleagues 
deliver to ensure that the programs are aligned to and 
support an organizational requirement.

• Be sure to stay abreast of the changes your organization 
is facing, and anticipate the kind of support it will need.

• Frame your questions to be certain that you have con-
sidered the issues of linking training to organizational 
goals (see sidebar).

Designing to meet business requirements
A trainer must incorporate myriad tasks when design-
ing training, including developing objectives, materials, 
instructional methods, timing, and participation, as well as 
addressing questions.
 Trainers must also assess session length and cost, de-
velop audiovisuals and experiential learning activities, 
create a safe learning environment, practice delivery skills, 
and more. So concerns about adding yet another thing to 
remember are understandable.
 Don’t think of this aspect of design as one more thing to 
remember. Instead, think of it as a process that ties every-
thing together so that you can systematically design a ho-
listic learning experience. Think in terms of expanding the 
learning experience.
 To meet business requirements, the design doesn’t begin 
when your participants walk in the door, and it doesn’t end 
when they leave. It begins as soon as you identify who the 
participants will be, and it continues until you are sure that 

aligning all training to 
organizational requirements 
is the underlying reason why 
trainers are on the payroll, 
making this an essential step 
toward successful training.
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What Do You think?
T+D welcomes your comments. if you would 
like to respond to this article, or any article 
that appears in T+D, please send your feedback 
to mailbox@astd.org. responses sent to the 
mailbox are considered available for publication 
and may be edited for length and clarity.

Questions to Ask Regarding Business Results

Prior to the training or learning event
•	 What	organizational	requirement	will	be	addressed	
with	the	requested	training?

•	 What	organization	or	industry	issues	are	driving	the	
training	request?

•	 Is	training	the	solution?	The	only	solution?
•	 How	will	participants’	performance	improve	as	a	
result	of	the	training?

•	 Who	are	the	suppliers	and	customers	who	will	be	
affected	by	the	training?

•	 What	can	the	organization	expect	as	a	return	on	its	
investment?

•	 What	is	the	value	of	the	results?
•	 How	will	we	measure	the	value?

During the training event
•	 Did	the	prework	and	conversations	ensure	that	the	
participants	are	prepared	as	well	as	they		
need	to	be?

•	 Do	participants	know	why	they	are	attending	the	
training	session?

•	 How	well	are	participants	able	to	connect	what	they	
do	to	appropriate	business	goals?

•	 Do	participants	know	how	they	contribute	to		
achieving	the	results?

•	 Are	participants	confused	by	mixed	messages?

After the training event
•	 Are	managers	and	supervisors	involved	in	the	
follow-up	as	planned?

•	 Do	participants	know	where	they	can	receive	
support?

•	 Was	coaching	available	as	necessary?
•	 Are	participants	held	accountable?
•	 Are	managers	and	supervisors	held	accountable?
•	 How	accurate	was	our	measure	of	value?

the participants are contributing to the intended organiza-
tional goals. 
 So what can you do to ensure that the design meets  
business requirements?

• Be sure that your design incorporates steps prior to the 
learning experience that prepare participants for what 
will happen during training. These steps should include 
a conversation with the employees’ supervisors.

• Be sure to clarify with management what the partici-
pants are expected to do differently or better, and how 
this aligns with business goals.

• Identify what actions management will take to sup-
port changes following the training session (including 
reinforcement and feedback); share these actions with 
participants.

• Design support—both hard copy and online materi-
als—that can be used following the training session.

• Ensure that participants know how their efforts will  
affect business goals.

• Be certain that participants know what is expected of 
them and how they will be held accountable following 
the training event.

• Clearly identify the trainer’s role in support and  
follow-up.

• Be sure participants know how they can find assistance 
following the training session.

Ensuring follow-up and application
Ensuring transfer of learning is possibly one of the most 
important and most overlooked aspects of producing suc-
cessful training. Yet if you step back and think about it, this 
is truly where success is defined. Many books have been 
written about the “did training take?” conundrum.
 Rather than study why a program “doesn’t take,” identify 
what you can do to ensure that it does. What can you do 
to ensure that follow-up and application of the skills and 
knowledge learned in the training session are implemented?

• Follow up with the managers and supervisors within 24 
hours of the training session to answer questions or to 
goad them into action if necessary.

• Follow up with participants by asking what on-the-job 
actions they have taken since the training session.

• Review the accountability plan put in place during the 
design process.

• Gather data about how many participants are using the 
support systems (online, coaching, supervisory, and 
any others) established for them during the design. Use 
the data to make improvements where necessary.

• Review the training department’s role to determine the 
level of support that is provided and whether it is ap-
propriate for your organization’s culture.

 Remember that your organization invests in training  
and developing its people. Therefore, training and 
development should be treated like other investments—
goals need to be aligned, appropriate plans made, and 
accountability measured. T+D

This article is an excerpt from chapter 2 of 10 Steps to Successful Training. To 
purchase this aSTD title, visit store.astd.org.

Elaine Biech has more than three decades of training and consult-
ing experience. She is the president of ebb associates;  
Ebbiech@aol.com.
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