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1. Introduction  

Training is one of the most visible investments an organization makes in its people. Yet 

for many years, learning programs were measured mainly by attendance, completion 

rates, or participant satisfaction. These measures are useful, but they do not fully answer 

the question leaders care about most: did the training improve performance, 

productivity, quality, customer experience, revenue, risk control, or employee retention?  

This document explains how Learning and Development teams can move from activity-

based reporting to business-impact measurement. It introduces the importance of 

training ROI, the evolution of learning measurement, and the core metrics every L&D 

team should track to demonstrate value.  

1.1 Why Training ROI Matters  

Training ROI matters because it connects learning investment to measurable 

organizational value. When leaders fund a sales enablement program, leadership 

academy, compliance course, or digital skills initiative, they expect more than learner 

satisfaction. They want evidence that the program helped the business perform better.  

 Budget justification: ROI evidence helps L&D defend and expand budgets by 

showing that training produces tangible benefits.  

 Executive credibility: Business leaders are more likely to support L&D when 

results are expressed in operational or financial terms.  
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 Better prioritization: ROI analysis helps identify which programs should be 

scaled, redesigned, or discontinued.  

 Continuous improvement: Measurement highlights where training design, 

learner support, manager reinforcement, or post-training application needs 

improvement.  

Example: A customer support team launches a training program to reduce ticket 

handling time. If average handling time drops from 12 minutes to 10 minutes and quality 

scores remain stable, L&D can estimate time savings, productivity gains, and potential 

cost avoidance. This shifts the conversation from “employees completed a course” to 

“training helped the support function serve more customers efficiently.”  

1.2 The Evolution of Learning Measurement  

Learning measurement has evolved from simple participation tracking to more 

sophisticated evaluation of behavior change, business results, and ROI. Traditional 

measures such as attendance and satisfaction are still important, but they are no longer 

sufficient on their own.  

 Early stage measurement: Focused on whether people attended training and 

liked the experience.  

 Knowledge measurement: Added quizzes, assessments, simulations, and skill 

checks to confirm whether learning occurred.  
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 Behavior measurement: Examined whether learners applied new knowledge or 

skills on the job.  

 Business impact measurement: Linked learning to outcomes such as sales 

growth, error reduction, productivity improvement, compliance adherence, or 

employee retention.  

 ROI measurement: Compared the financial benefits of training with the total cost 

of the program.  

A practical way to view this evolution is through a maturity lens. At lower maturity levels, 

L&D reports what happened during training. At higher maturity levels, L&D explains 

what changed after training and how those changes supported business goals.  

1.3 From Cost Center to Business Driver  

When L&D reports only on courses delivered, training hours, or completion rates, it can 

appear to be a cost center. When L&D demonstrates how learning improves workforce 

capability and business performance, it becomes a business driver.  

The shift requires L&D teams to ask business-oriented questions before designing a 

program. Instead of starting with “What course should we create?” the better starting 

point is “What business problem are we trying to solve, and what capability gap is 

contributing to it?”  

 Cost-center mindset: “We trained 500 employees and achieved a 92% 

completion rate.”  
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 Business-driver mindset: “After training, new hires reached productivity two 

weeks faster, quality errors reduced by 18%, and manager coaching scores 

improved.”  

Example: If a manufacturing company experiences high rework costs, L&D should not 

simply launch a generic quality training module. It should work with operations to 

identify the behaviors causing rework, train those behaviors, reinforce them on the shop 

floor, and measure whether defect rates decline after the intervention.  
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2. Understanding Learning & Development 

Metrics  

Learning and Development metrics are the data points used to understand whether 

learning activities are efficient, effective, and aligned with business needs. A strong 

measurement system includes both learning-process metrics and business-impact 

metrics.  

2.1 What Are Learning & Development Metrics?  

L&D metrics are quantitative or qualitative measures that help evaluate learning activity, 

learner progress, skill development, behavior change, and organizational impact. They 

help answer different questions at different stages of the learning journey.  

 Activity metrics: Track participation, such as enrollment, attendance, completion 

rate, and learning hours.  

 Engagement metrics: Track learner involvement, such as course ratings, 

discussion participation, repeat visits, or time spent in practice activities.  

 Learning metrics: Track knowledge or skill gain through assessments, 

simulations, certifications, or practical demonstrations.  

 Behavior metrics: Track whether learners apply new skills in the workplace.  

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/


 
 

www.gsdcouncil.org                                                     7 
 

 Business metrics: Track whether learning contributed to measurable outcomes 

such as productivity, quality, sales, retention, safety, or compliance.  

Example: For a leadership development program, activity metrics may show that 85 

managers completed the program. Learning metrics may show that coaching knowledge 

improved by 30%. Behavior metrics may show that managers conducted more effective 

one-on-one meetings. Business metrics may show improved engagement scores or lower 

voluntary attrition in their teams.  

2.2 Leading vs. Lagging Indicators  

Leading and lagging indicators help L&D teams understand both early signals of success 

and final outcomes. Leading indicators are predictive; they show whether a program is 

likely to succeed while there is still time to adjust. Lagging indicators confirm what 

happened after the program has been completed.  

 Leading indicators: Course activation, learner engagement, practice completion, 

manager check-ins, coaching conversations, assignment submission, early 

assessment performance, and participation in peer learning.  

 Lagging indicators: Sales results, productivity gains, reduced errors, improved 

audit outcomes, promotion rates, employee retention, customer satisfaction, and 

financial ROI.  

Example: In a cybersecurity awareness program, a leading indicator could be the 

percentage of employees completing phishing simulations and follow-up microlearning. 
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A lagging indicator could be the reduction in actual phishing click rates or security 

incidents over the next quarter.  

The best dashboards combine both types. Leading indicators allow L&D to intervene 

early, while lagging indicators show whether the learning initiative created meaningful 

business value.  

2.3 Key Metrics Every L&D Team Should Track  

There is no single universal metric set for every organization. The right metrics depend 

on business priorities, learning objectives, workforce needs, and available data. However, 

most L&D teams should track a balanced mix of participation, effectiveness, application, 

and impact metrics.  

Metric Category  Example Metrics  What It Tells You  

Participation  Enrollment rate, attendance 

rate, completion rate  

Whether learners are 

accessing and completing the 

learning experience  

Engagement  Time in learning, discussion 

activity, practice attempts, 

satisfaction scores  

Whether learners are 

actively involved and find the 

content relevant  
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Learning Effectiveness  Assessment scores, pre/post-

test improvement, 

simulation results  

Whether knowledge or skills 

increased  

Application  Manager observations, on-

the-job checklists, skill 

application rate  

Whether learners are using 

new skills at work  

Business Impact  Error reduction, sales lift, 

productivity gain, customer 

satisfaction improvement  

Whether training 

contributed to measurable 

business outcomes  

Financial ROI  Benefit-cost ratio, net 

program benefits, ROI 

percentage  

Whether financial benefits 

exceeded total training costs  

For practical reporting, L&D teams should avoid creating dashboards overloaded with 

dozens of disconnected metrics. A smaller set of meaningful metrics is usually more 

valuable than a large set of activity numbers. Each metric should support a decision, such 

as improving course design, increasing manager reinforcement, scaling a program, or 

stopping a low-impact initiative.  
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2.4 Aligning Learning Metrics with Business Goals  

The strongest L&D measurement strategies begin with business goals, not course 

catalogs. Alignment means translating a business priority into capability requirements, 

learning objectives, behavior changes, and measurable outcomes.  

1. Start with the business goal: Identify the priority, such as improving customer 

retention, reducing compliance issues, increasing sales productivity, or 

accelerating onboarding.  

2. Define the performance gap: Determine what employees need to do differently 

to achieve the goal.  

3. Identify the capability gap: Clarify the knowledge, skill, mindset, or process gap 

that training can address.  

4. Select learning metrics: Choose measures that show participation, learning, and 

application.  

5. Select business metrics: Choose outcome measures that show whether the 

program helped improve the targeted business result.  

6. Review and improve: Use the data to refine content, coaching, practice 

opportunities, and reinforcement plans.  

Example: Suppose a company wants to improve new-hire productivity. The L&D team 

may design an onboarding program with role-based learning paths, practice tasks, and 
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manager check-ins. Learning metrics might include completion of onboarding modules, 

assessment scores, and practice task completion. Business metrics might include time to 

proficiency, first-90-day productivity, early attrition, and manager readiness ratings.  

When metrics are aligned this way, L&D can tell a credible story: what business problem 

was targeted, what capability was developed, what behavior changed, and what 

measurable outcome improved.  
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3. Why Most Organizations Struggle to Measure 

ROI  

Many organizations want to prove the business value of training, but they struggle to 

measure ROI in a reliable and credible way. The challenge is rarely a lack of interest. More 

often, it is caused by unclear objectives, fragmented data, weak stakeholder alignment, 

and overreliance on easy-to-collect learning activity metrics.  

3.1 The Vanity Metrics Trap  

The vanity metrics trap occurs when L&D teams report numbers that look impressive but 

do not prove whether training solved a business problem. These metrics are easy to 

collect and useful for operational tracking, but they can create a false sense of success if 

they are treated as evidence of business impact.  

 Common vanity metrics: Number of learners trained, course completion rate, 

total learning hours, average satisfaction score, number of courses launched, and 

training attendance.  

 Why they are limited: They show activity, not necessarily capability 

improvement, behavior change, or business results.  

 How to use them correctly: Treat them as early indicators of reach and 

participation, then connect them to deeper measures such as skill application, 

performance improvement, and business outcomes.  
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Example: A sales training program may show a 98% completion rate and a 4.7 out of 5 

learner satisfaction score. These results are positive, but they do not prove that 

salespeople improved discovery conversations, increased conversion rates, shortened 

sales cycles, or generated more revenue. To move beyond vanity metrics, the L&D team 

should connect training data with CRM performance data.  

3.2 Learning Data vs. Business Data  

Learning data and business data often live in different systems, are owned by different 

teams, and are measured at different points in time. This creates one of the biggest 

barriers to credible ROI measurement.  

Data Type  Examples  Typical Owner  

Learning Data  Enrollment, completion, 

assessment scores, 

attendance, satisfaction, 

badges, certifications  

L&D, LMS administrator, HR 

learning team  

Business Data  Revenue, productivity, 

quality defects, safety 

incidents, customer 

satisfaction, attrition, audit 

findings  

Sales, operations, finance, 

quality, customer service, HR 

analytics  
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To measure ROI, organizations must connect the learning intervention to the business 

result it was designed to influence. This requires shared definitions, baseline data, timing 

alignment, and cooperation across functions.  

Example: If a warehouse safety training program aims to reduce incidents, the L&D team 

needs more than course completion data. It needs baseline incident rates, post-training 

incident rates, near-miss data, supervisor observation results, and information about any 

other safety initiatives that may have influenced the outcome.  

3.3 Common Mistakes in ROI Measurement  

ROI measurement can lose credibility when the method is unclear or when L&D claims 

too much credit for outcomes that were influenced by many factors. Strong ROI 

measurement is conservative, transparent, and based on agreed assumptions.  

 Measuring too late: Teams wait until after the program to define success, making 

it difficult to capture baseline data.  

 Confusing satisfaction with impact: Positive learner feedback is useful, but it 

does not prove behavior change or business improvement.  

 Ignoring external factors: Market changes, process improvements, incentives, 

leadership actions, and technology changes may also affect business outcomes.  

 Using weak assumptions: ROI calculations become questionable when benefits 

are exaggerated or costs are incomplete.  
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 Measuring every program with ROI: ROI analysis is most appropriate for high-

cost, high-risk, strategic, or high-visibility programs.  

 Failing to involve business stakeholders: If finance, operations, or business 

leaders do not agree with the measurement approach, the final ROI story may not 

be trusted.  

Example: A leadership program may be followed by improved employee engagement 

scores. However, if the organization also introduced a new recognition program, changed 

managers, and adjusted compensation policies during the same period, it would be risky 

to claim that training alone caused the improvement. A better approach is to isolate 

contribution through comparison groups, manager feedback, participant estimates, or 

trend analysis.  

3.4 Overcoming Measurement Challenges  

Organizations can overcome ROI measurement challenges by designing measurement 

into the program from the beginning. The most successful L&D teams treat evaluation as 

part of performance consulting, not as a reporting activity added at the end.  

1. Start with the business problem: Define the performance issue before designing 

the learning solution.  

2. Agree on success measures early: Confirm with stakeholders what will count as 

evidence of success.  
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3. Collect baseline data: Capture current performance levels before training 

begins.  

4. Use multiple evidence sources: Combine LMS data, assessments, manager 

observations, operational KPIs, and learner follow-up surveys.  

5. Isolate training impact: Use control groups, trend analysis, participant 

estimates, manager estimates, or expert judgment where appropriate.  

6. Include full program costs: Account for design, delivery, technology, facilitation, 

learner time, travel, materials, and administration.  

7. Report conservatively: Use credible assumptions and clearly explain what was 

measured, what was estimated, and what remains intangible.  

Practical tip: Create a measurement plan before launch. The plan should include the 

business goal, target audience, expected behavior change, baseline metric, post-training 

metric, data source, data owner, collection date, and reporting owner.  
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4. Training ROI Frameworks  

Training ROI frameworks give L&D teams a structured way to plan, evaluate, and 

communicate learning impact. A framework does not guarantee perfect measurement, 

but it helps teams ask better questions, collect better evidence, and present results in a 

format that stakeholders can understand.  

4.1 The Training-to-ROI Journey  

The training-to-ROI journey describes how a learning initiative moves from need 

identification to financial value. It begins before training is designed and continues after 

learners return to work.  

1. Business need: Identify the organizational problem or opportunity, such as high 

turnover, slow onboarding, low sales conversion, compliance errors, or quality 

defects.  

2. Performance gap: Define what employees must do differently to improve the 

business result.  

3. Learning solution: Design training, coaching, practice, job aids, and 

reinforcement to close the capability gap.  

4. Learning evidence: Measure whether participants gained knowledge, skill, 

confidence, and readiness.  
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5. Behavior evidence: Measure whether participants applied the learning on the 

job.  

6. Business impact: Measure whether the targeted KPI improved after training and 

reinforcement.  

7. ROI analysis: Convert benefits into monetary value, subtract program costs, and 

calculate the return.  

Example: A call center wants to reduce repeat calls. The performance gap is that agents 

are not consistently diagnosing root causes during the first interaction. The learning 

solution includes scenario-based practice, call coaching, and a job aid. Learning evidence 

comes from simulations, behavior evidence comes from call monitoring, business impact 

comes from lower repeat-call rates, and ROI comes from reduced call volume and time 

savings.  

4.2 The Kirkpatrick Evaluation Model  

The Kirkpatrick Evaluation Model is one of the most widely used frameworks for 

evaluating training. It organizes evaluation into four levels: Reaction, Learning, Behavior, 

and Results. The model helps L&D teams move from measuring learner experience to 

measuring organizational outcomes.  

Kirkpatrick Level  Core Question  Example Evidence  
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Level 1: Reaction  Did learners find the training 

relevant and engaging?  

Feedback surveys, relevance 

ratings, engagement 

comments  

Level 2: Learning  Did learners gain the 

intended knowledge or skill?  

Quizzes, simulations, 

demonstrations, pre/post 

assessments  

Level 3: Behavior  Are learners applying the 

learning on the job?  

Manager observations, 

coaching records, 

performance checklists  

Level 4: Results  Did the training contribute to 

business outcomes?  

Sales, quality, productivity, 

safety, retention, customer 

metrics  

The Kirkpatrick model is especially useful when an organization wants to build a clear 

chain of evidence. For example, if learners react positively but do not improve assessment 

scores, the content may need redesign. If learning improves but workplace behavior does 

not change, the issue may be manager support, workflow barriers, incentives, or lack of 

practice opportunities.  

Example: In a compliance training program, Level 1 may measure whether employees 

found the scenarios relevant. Level 2 may test whether they can identify policy violations. 
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Level 3 may examine whether employees follow the required approval process. Level 4 

may measure fewer audit findings, fewer rework cases, or improved regulatory 

readiness.  

4.3 The Phillips ROI Methodology  

The Phillips ROI Methodology builds on the logic of training evaluation by adding a fifth 

level focused on financial return. It is designed to answer a question that executives often 

ask: was the training worth the investment?  

 Level 1: Reaction and planned action: Measures learner satisfaction, relevance, 

and intention to apply the learning.  

 Level 2: Learning: Measures knowledge, skill, confidence, or capability 

improvement.  

 Level 3: Application and implementation: Measures whether learners used the 

learning on the job.  

 Level 4: Business impact: Measures operational or business outcomes 

influenced by the training.  

 Level 5: ROI: Converts benefits into monetary value and compares those benefits 

with total program costs.  

The Phillips methodology also emphasizes isolating the effects of training. This means 

separating the impact of the learning program from other factors that may have 
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influenced the same business result. Methods may include comparison groups, trend-line 

analysis, participant estimates, manager estimates, expert judgment, or statistical 

techniques where available.  

ROI formula: Training ROI (%) = ((Monetary Benefits − Program Costs) ÷ Program 

Costs) × 100.  

Example: A productivity training program costs $50,000 to design, deliver, and 

administer. After isolating the effects of training, the organization estimates $150,000 in 

annual productivity benefits. The net benefit is $100,000. The ROI is (($150,000 − 

$50,000) ÷ $50,000) × 100 = 200%.  

4.4 Choosing the Right Framework  

The right framework depends on the purpose of measurement, the importance of the 

program, the availability of data, and the expectations of stakeholders. Not every training 

program needs a full ROI study. For many programs, Kirkpatrick Levels 1 through 3 may 

be enough. For major strategic initiatives, the Phillips ROI Methodology may be 

appropriate.  

Situation  Recommended Approach  Reason  

Short awareness course  Basic learning metrics  Completion, understanding, 

and learner feedback may be 

sufficient.  
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Skill-building program  Kirkpatrick Levels 1–3  The focus is on relevance, 

learning, and on-the-

job application.  

Strategic business 

initiative  

Kirkpatrick Levels 1–4  The program should be 

linked to business results.  

High-cost or high-visibility 

program  

Phillips ROI Methodology  Stakeholders 

may require financial value, 

cost-benefit analysis, and 

ROI.  

Compliance or risk 

program  

Outcome and risk indicators  The value may include 

avoided penalties, reduced 

incidents, stronger audit 

readiness, or improved 

control behavior.  

A practical decision rule is to match the depth of evaluation to the size and strategic 

importance of the program. The more expensive, visible, risky, or business-critical the 

training is, the stronger the measurement design should be.  

Final example: A mandatory data privacy refresher may only require completion and 

assessment tracking. A sales transformation program, however, may require baseline 
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sales data, behavior observation, CRM analysis, business impact tracking, and ROI 

calculation because it is expected to influence revenue and customer outcomes.  
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5. How to Calculate Training ROI  

Calculating training ROI is a structured process for comparing the measurable financial 

value created by training with the total cost of delivering it. The formula is simple, but the 

quality of the result depends on how carefully the organization defines costs, identifies 

benefits, isolates the effect of training, and documents assumptions.  

5.1 Understanding the ROI Formula  

The standard training ROI formula compares net program benefits with total training 

costs. Net benefits are the monetary benefits produced by the program after subtracting 

the cost of the training.  

Training ROI (%) = ((Total Monetary Benefits − Total Training Costs) ÷ Total 

Training Costs) × 100  

 Positive ROI: The training generated more measurable value than it cost.  

 Zero ROI: The training recovered its cost but did not create additional measurable 

financial value.  

 Negative ROI: The measurable benefits were lower than the total cost.  

 High ROI: The program created substantial value, but the assumptions should still 

be reviewed for credibility.  
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5.2 Identifying Training Costs  

A credible ROI calculation must include the full cost of training, not just the invoice from 

a vendor or the cost of an online course license. Costs should reflect the end-to-end 

investment required to design, deliver, support, and evaluate the program.  

Cost Category  Examples  

Design and development  Instructional design time, SME time, content 

creation, assessment design, translation, 

accessibility review  

Delivery  Facilitator fees, coaching sessions, virtual 

classroom costs, venue, catering, travel, 

accommodation  

Technology  LMS fees, learning platform licenses, 

simulation tools, webinar tools, reporting 

dashboards  

Learner time  Employee wages for time spent in training, 

practice, assignments, and assessments  
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Administration  Scheduling, communications, enrollment 

management, reporting, certification 

tracking  

Evaluation  Survey design, data analysis, manager 

interviews, control group analysis, ROI 

reporting  

5.3 Measuring Training Benefits  

Training benefits are the measurable improvements that can reasonably be linked to the 

learning program. Some benefits can be converted into monetary value directly, while 

others may need estimation or may remain intangible.  

 Revenue gains: Higher sales, improved conversion rates, larger deal size, cross-

sell or upsell improvement.  

 Productivity gains: More output per employee, reduced cycle time, faster task 

completion, improved utilization.  

 Cost savings: Fewer errors, less rework, fewer support tickets, reduced overtime, 

lower external consulting spend.  

 Risk reduction: Fewer compliance incidents, fewer safety incidents, reduced 

audit findings, lower probability of penalties.  
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 Retention benefits: Lower early attrition, reduced hiring costs, improved 

internal mobility, faster time to proficiency.  

5.4 Step-by-Step ROI Calculation  

1. Define the business goal: Clarify what the program is expected to improve, such 

as sales productivity, onboarding speed, safety performance, or compliance 

quality.  

2. Set baseline measures: Capture the current performance level before training 

begins.  

3. Identify the trained population: Define who participated, when they completed 

the program, and what level of exposure they received.  

4. Measure post-training performance: Collect the same KPI after a reasonable 

application period.  

5. Isolate the effect of training: Adjust for other factors using comparison groups, 

trend analysis, manager estimates, participant estimates, or expert judgment.  

6. Convert improvement into money: Translate time savings, revenue gains, 

quality improvements, or risk reduction into financial value.  

7. Calculate total program cost: Include direct and indirect costs.  

8. Apply the ROI formula: Subtract cost from benefit, divide by cost, and multiply 

by 100.  
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9. Document assumptions: Explain the data source, method, timing, exclusions, 

and confidence level.  

5.5 Practical ROI Calculation Example  

Scenario: A company launches a customer service training program for 100 support 

representatives. The goal is to reduce average handling time while maintaining quality.  

 Total training cost: $80,000, including design, facilitator fees, platform cost, 

learner time, and administration.  

 Performance improvement: Average handling time decreases by 1.5 minutes 

per call.  

 Annual call volume: 240,000 calls.  

 Total time saved: 360,000 minutes, or 6,000 hours.  

 Hourly labor value: $25 per hour.  

 Monetary benefit: 6,000 hours × $25 = $150,000.  

ROI calculation: (($150,000 − $80,000) ÷ $80,000) × 100 = 87.5%.  

This means the program generated an estimated 87.5% return on the training 

investment. However, the report should also state whether quality scores, customer 

satisfaction, or repeat-contact rates remained stable, because faster service is valuable 

only if it does not reduce service quality.  
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5.6 Using a Training ROI Calculator  

A training ROI calculator can help L&D teams standardize the calculation process and 

avoid missing important cost or benefit categories. A calculator is especially useful when 

different teams submit ROI estimates using inconsistent methods.  

 Inputs: Number of learners, facilitator fees, content development cost, platform 

cost, learner time cost, and administrative cost.  

 Benefit fields: Productivity gains, cost savings, revenue impact, risk reduction, 

and avoided costs.  

 Outputs: ROI percentage, net benefit, benefit-cost ratio, break-even point, and 

sensitivity scenarios.  

 Best practice: Use the calculator as a decision-support tool, not as a substitute for 

business judgment or stakeholder validation.  
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6. Measuring ROI Across Different Training 

Programs  

ROI should be measured differently depending on the type of training program. A sales 

program may focus on revenue and conversion rates, while a compliance program may 

focus on avoided penalties, fewer audit findings, or reduced control failures. The core ROI 

formula remains the same, but the benefits, data sources, and time horizons vary.  

6.1 Corporate Training ROI  

Corporate training includes broad programs such as communication skills, process 

improvement, digital literacy, project management, collaboration, customer service, and 

workplace productivity. ROI measurement should begin with the business reason for the 

program rather than the course title.  

 Possible benefits: Faster task completion, fewer process errors, improved 

internal service levels, reduced rework, better project delivery, higher employee 

productivity.  

 Useful data sources: Operational reports, project dashboards, quality data, 

employee productivity data, manager observations, employee surveys.  

 Example: A project management training program may show ROI through fewer 

missed deadlines, reduced escalation costs, improved resource utilization, and 

better delivery predictability.  
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6.2 Leadership Development Programs  

Leadership development ROI can be harder to quantify because outcomes often appear 

through team performance, employee engagement, retention, succession readiness, and 

culture change. The measurement approach should combine quantitative indicators with 

credible qualitative evidence.  

 Possible benefits: Reduced voluntary turnover, higher engagement, improved 

promotion readiness, stronger manager effectiveness, fewer employee relations 

issues, improved team productivity.  

 Useful data sources: Engagement surveys, attrition reports, internal mobility 

data, 360-degree feedback, performance trends, manager effectiveness surveys.  

 Example: If a leadership program reduces regretted attrition among high 

performers, the benefit can be estimated using avoided replacement cost, reduced 

vacancy time, and productivity retention.  

6.3 Sales Training ROI  

Sales training ROI is often easier to connect to financial outcomes because sales teams 

already track revenue, pipeline, conversion, win rates, deal velocity, and quota 

attainment. However, the analysis must still isolate training impact from market changes, 

pricing changes, new product launches, or incentive changes.  
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 Possible benefits: Higher win rates, increased average deal size, faster sales 

cycle, improved pipeline conversion, higher quota attainment, reduced ramp time 

for new sellers.  

 Useful data sources: CRM dashboards, sales enablement platforms, call 

recordings, pipeline reports, quota reports, coaching records.  

 Example: If trained sales representatives improve win rate from 24% to 28% 

while a comparable untrained group remains flat, the incremental revenue from 

the trained group can be used as part of the ROI estimate.  

6.4 Security Awareness Training ROI  

Security awareness training ROI is usually measured through risk reduction and cost 

avoidance rather than direct revenue. The goal is to reduce risky behavior, improve 

reporting, and lower the probability or impact of security incidents.  

 Possible benefits: Fewer phishing clicks, faster reporting of suspicious emails, 

reduced malware incidents, fewer credential compromise events, lower incident 

response costs.  

 Useful data sources: Phishing simulation results, security incident reports, help 

desk tickets, SOC data, risk registers, audit findings.  

 Example: If phishing click rates decline and suspicious email reporting increases 

after training, the organization may estimate avoided incident response costs and 

reduced breach risk as part of the business impact.  
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6.5 Compliance Training ROI  

Compliance training ROI is often expressed through avoided costs, reduced risk, 

improved control behavior, and stronger audit readiness. Not every compliance benefit 

should be forced into a financial number; some outcomes are better reported as risk 

indicators or evidence of control effectiveness.  

 Possible benefits: Fewer policy violations, fewer audit findings, reduced 

regulatory exposure, improved documentation quality, fewer rework cycles, 

fewer escalations.  

 Useful data sources: Audit reports, compliance monitoring data, case 

management systems, policy exception logs, quality assurance reviews, regulatory 

findings.  

 Example: An anti-bribery and corruption training program may show value 

through fewer approval errors, better third-party due diligence documentation, 

and improved audit outcomes.  

6.6 Employee Onboarding & Technical Training ROI  

Employee onboarding and technical training often produce measurable ROI by reducing 

time to proficiency, improving early productivity, lowering support needs, and reducing 

preventable mistakes. These programs are especially important because early employee 

experience can influence retention, confidence, and long-term performance.  
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Program Type  ROI Focus  Example Measures  

Onboarding  Speed to productivity and 

retention  

Time to proficiency, first-90-

day performance, early 

attrition, manager readiness 

ratings  

Technical training  Capability, productivity, and 

quality  

Certification rates, defect 

reduction, ticket resolution 

time, deployment quality, 

rework reduction  

Role-based upskilling  Improved job performance  Task completion speed, 

accuracy, productivity, 

internal mobility, reduced 

dependence on external 

experts  

Example: A technical training program for software engineers may reduce production 

defects and accelerate release cycles. The benefit can be estimated through fewer defect-

fix hours, lower incident response time, reduced customer-impacting issues, and faster 

delivery of revenue-generating features.  
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7. Learning Analytics & AI in Learning and 

Development  

Learning analytics and artificial intelligence are changing how L&D teams understand 

learner behavior, measure performance improvement, and connect training to business 

outcomes. Instead of waiting for end-of-course surveys or quarterly reports, modern 

learning teams can use data to identify patterns, personalize support, and intervene 

earlier when learners or programs are off track.  

7.1 What is Learning Analytics?  

Learning analytics is the collection, analysis, interpretation, and communication of data 

about learners and learning experiences. In corporate L&D, it helps teams understand 

whether employees are engaging with learning, building skills, applying knowledge, and 

improving performance.  

 Descriptive analytics: Shows what happened, such as completion rates, 

assessment scores, attendance, and participation trends.  

 Diagnostic analytics: Explains why something happened, such as why learners 

dropped out, failed an assessment, or struggled with a specific module.  

 Predictive analytics: Estimates what may happen next, such as which learners 

may need extra support or which roles may face future skill gaps.  
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 Prescriptive analytics: Recommends actions, such as assigning refresher 

content, alerting managers, or suggesting a personalized learning path.  

Example: A learning analytics dashboard may show that employees in one region 

complete a product training course at the same rate as other regions, but score lower on 

scenario-based assessments. This insight can help L&D investigate whether the examples 

are regionally relevant, whether local managers are reinforcing the learning, or whether 

additional coaching is needed.  

7.2 Learning Analytics Maturity Model  

A learning analytics maturity model helps organizations understand how advanced their 

measurement capability is. Most organizations do not move from basic reporting to 

predictive analytics immediately. They progress through stages as their data quality, 

technology, governance, and analytical skills improve.  

Maturity Stage  Typical Focus  What It Enables  

Stage 1: Basic reporting  Completions, attendance, 

satisfaction, and assessment 

scores  

Operational visibility into 

learning activity  

Stage 2: Engagement 

analytics  

Time spent, participation, 

practice attempts, discussion 

activity  

Better understanding of 

learner involvement  
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Stage 3: Skill and 

competency analytics  

Skill gaps, proficiency levels, 

certification progress, role 

readiness  

Targeted upskilling and 

workforce capability 

planning  

Stage 4: Predictive 

analytics  

Risk signals, future skill gaps, 

likelihood of completion or 

application  

Earlier interventions and 

more proactive learning 

support  

Stage 5: Business impact 

analytics  

Linking learning data with 

productivity, revenue, 

quality, retention, and risk 

metrics  

Stronger evidence of ROI and 

strategic business value  

The goal is not to reach the highest maturity stage for every program. The goal is to use 

the right level of analytics for the decision being made. A mandatory policy refresher may 

only need completion and assessment tracking, while a strategic skills academy may 

require competency mapping, predictive risk indicators, and business impact analysis.  

7.3 AI in Learning & Development  

AI can support L&D by helping teams personalize learning, analyze large volumes of 

learner data, recommend content, identify skill gaps, generate learning materials, and 

summarize performance trends. Used responsibly, AI can make learning more adaptive, 

timely, and aligned to business needs.  
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 Personalized learning paths: AI can recommend content based on role, skill 

level, career goals, assessment performance, or previous learning activity.  

 Skill gap analysis: AI can compare current skills against role requirements and 

suggest targeted development actions.  

 Content support: AI can help draft scenarios, quizzes, simulations, summaries, 

and practice exercises for instructional designers to review.  

 Learning nudges: AI can send reminders, recommend next steps, or prompt 

learners and managers when progress stalls.  

 Insight generation: AI can summarize dashboard trends and highlight where 

L&D leaders should investigate further.  

Governance note: AI should not replace human judgment in learning strategy, 

performance decisions, or employee development conversations. L&D teams should 

ensure transparency, data privacy, fairness, explainability, and human review, especially 

when AI is used to make recommendations about learners or skills.  

7.4 AI-Powered Learning Dashboards  

AI-powered learning dashboards move beyond static charts by combining data 

visualization with pattern detection, alerts, recommendations, and plain-language 

summaries. The best dashboards help users answer not only “what happened?” but also 

“what should we do next?”  
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 For learners: Show progress, recommended next steps, skill gaps, practice areas, 

and personalized learning paths.  

 For managers: Show team readiness, overdue learning, skill risk areas, coaching 

prompts, and application evidence.  

 For L&D teams: Show program effectiveness, engagement trends, content 

performance, assessment gaps, and intervention priorities.  

 For executives: Show alignment with business priorities, strategic skill coverage, 

risk reduction, productivity improvement, and ROI evidence.  

Example: An AI-powered dashboard for a leadership program may identify that 

managers are completing modules but not submitting post-training coaching reflections. 

The dashboard can flag this as an application risk and recommend manager reminders, 

peer coaching circles, or follow-up practice assignments.  

7.5 Predictive Analytics for L&D  

Predictive analytics uses historical and current data to estimate future outcomes. In L&D, 

it can help teams anticipate learning risks, skill gaps, workforce readiness issues, and 

program outcomes before they become business problems.  

 Completion risk prediction: Identifies learners who may not complete a critical 

program on time.  
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 Performance risk prediction: Flags learners or teams likely to struggle with 

assessments, simulations, or job application.  

 Skill gap forecasting: Estimates which roles or departments may face future 

capability shortages.  

 Attrition and engagement signals: Helps identify whether lack of development 

opportunity may contribute to retention risk.  

 Business outcome forecasting: Estimates whether a program is likely to 

influence productivity, quality, customer experience, or revenue based on early 

indicators.  

Predictive analytics should be used carefully. Predictions are not guarantees, and they 

should not be used to label employees unfairly. The most responsible approach is to use 

predictions as signals for support, coaching, and resource allocation.  
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8. Building an ROI-Driven Learning Strategy  

An ROI-driven learning strategy begins with business priorities and ends with evidence 

of measurable value. It does not mean every program must produce a financial ROI 

calculation. It means L&D should design, measure, and report learning in a way that 

shows how capability development supports business performance.  

8.1 Defining Business Objectives  

The first step is to define the business objective the learning program is expected to 

support. A business objective should describe the organizational outcome, not just the 

learning activity.  

 Weak objective: Train employees on the new customer service process.  

 Stronger objective: Reduce repeat customer contacts by improving first-contact 

resolution behaviors.  

 Weak objective: Launch a leadership development program.  

 Stronger objective: Improve manager coaching quality to increase team 

engagement and reduce regretted attrition.  

A clear objective helps L&D select the right audience, design the right learning experience, 

and choose the right success measures.  
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8.2 Selecting the Right KPIs  

KPIs should connect learning activity to behavior change and business impact. A balanced 

KPI set usually includes learning metrics, application metrics, and business outcome 

metrics.  

Business Objective  Learning KPI  Application KPI  Business KPI  

Improve sales 

conversion  

Scenario assessment 

score  

Use of discovery 

questions in sales 

calls  

Win rate, deal size, 

pipeline conversion  

Reduce safety 

incidents  

Safety knowledge 

score  

Observed use of safe 

work practices  

Incident rate, near-

miss rate, lost-time 

injury rate  

Accelerate 

onboarding  

Onboarding pathway 

completion  

Manager-rated role 

readiness  

Time to proficiency, 

first-90-day 

productivity, early 

attrition  

Strengthen 

compliance 

behavior  

Policy assessment 

score  

Correct use of 

approval process  

Audit findings, policy 

exceptions, rework 

cases  
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8.3 Establishing Baselines  

A baseline is the current performance level before the learning intervention begins. 

Without a baseline, it is difficult to show whether anything improved after training. 

Baselines also help L&D set realistic targets and avoid overclaiming results.  

 Learning baseline: Current knowledge level, pre-test score, confidence level, or 

skill assessment result.  

 Behavior baseline: Current observed behavior, manager rating, workflow 

compliance, or quality checklist result.  

 Business baseline: Current productivity, revenue, error rate, customer 

satisfaction, incident rate, attrition rate, or cycle time.  

Example: Before launching a technical support training program, the team captures 

baseline ticket resolution time, escalation rate, first-contact resolution, and quality 

review scores. After training, the same metrics are measured again to determine whether 

performance changed.  

8.4 Measuring Continuous Improvement  

ROI-driven learning is not a one-time measurement exercise. It is a continuous 

improvement cycle. L&D teams should use data to refine learning content, improve 

learner support, strengthen manager reinforcement, and adjust measurement methods.  
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1. Review the data: Examine participation, learning, application, and business 

outcome measures.  

2. Identify gaps: Determine whether the issue is content design, learner 

engagement, manager support, workflow barriers, or measurement quality.  

3. Improve the program: Update examples, add practice, adjust delivery, provide 

job aids, or strengthen coaching.  

4. Re-measure: Compare new results against baseline and previous cycles.  

5. Scale what works: Expand effective interventions to more teams, regions, or 

roles.  

Example: If learners complete a compliance program but audit findings remain 

unchanged, L&D should not assume the training failed immediately. The team should 

examine whether the training addressed the right behaviors, whether managers 

reinforced the process, whether employees had tools to apply the policy, and whether the 

audit metric was influenced by other control changes.  

8.5 Reporting ROI to Leadership  

Leadership reporting should be concise, credible, and decision-oriented. Executives 

usually do not need every training metric. They need to understand what business 

problem was addressed, what changed, how confident the organization is in the evidence, 

and what decision should follow.  
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 Start with the business issue: Explain the problem, opportunity, or risk the 

program targeted.  

 Show the learning intervention: Summarize who was trained, what was 

delivered, and how application was supported.  

 Present the evidence chain: Link participation, learning, behavior change, and 

business outcomes.  

 Quantify value where appropriate: Show cost savings, revenue impact, 

productivity gains, risk reduction, or ROI percentage.  

 Be transparent about assumptions: State data sources, isolation methods, 

confidence level, and limitations.  

 Recommend action: Suggest whether to scale, redesign, continue, pause, or 

discontinue the program.  

Executive summary example: “The onboarding program reduced time to proficiency 

from 12 weeks to 9 weeks for the pilot group. After adjusting for hiring cohort differences 

and manager support variation, the estimated annual productivity benefit is $420,000 

against a program cost of $140,000, resulting in an estimated ROI of 200%. Based on 

these results, we recommend scaling the redesigned onboarding pathway to all customer 

support roles next quarter.”  
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9. Best Practices & Common Challenges  

Measuring training ROI requires more than a formula. It requires disciplined planning, 

stakeholder alignment, reliable data, realistic assumptions, and a culture that treats 

learning as a measurable contributor to business performance. Many organizations fail 

not because ROI is impossible to measure, but because measurement is treated as an 

afterthought.  

9.1 Common ROI Measurement Challenges  

ROI measurement challenges usually arise from unclear objectives, limited data access, 

and difficulty isolating the impact of training. L&D teams often have strong learning data 

but limited visibility into business data such as productivity, revenue, quality, risk, or 

retention.  

 Unclear business goals: Training is launched without a specific performance 

problem or measurable business outcome.  

 Data silos: LMS, HR, finance, CRM, quality, and operations data are stored in 

separate systems.  

 Weak baselines: Teams measure after training but do not know the starting 

point.  

 Attribution difficulty: Business outcomes are influenced by many factors beyond 

training.  
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 Incomplete cost capture: Learner time, manager coaching, technology, design, 

and administration costs are excluded.  

 Overreliance on activity metrics: Completion rates and satisfaction scores are 

reported as if they prove impact.  

9.2 Best Practices for Measuring Training Impact  

Best-practice impact measurement starts before the program launches. L&D should 

define what success looks like, agree on KPIs with business stakeholders, establish 

baselines, and decide how evidence will be collected.  

1. Begin with a business question: Ask what performance problem the learning 

program is expected to solve.  

2. Define the evidence chain: Connect learning activity to knowledge gain, 

behavior change, business outcomes, and ROI.  

3. Use multiple data sources: Combine LMS data, surveys, assessments, manager 

observations, and operational KPIs.  

4. Measure application: Track whether learners use the skill on the job, not only 

whether they completed training.  

5. Use comparison points: Compare trained groups with prior cohorts, control 

groups, or pre-training baselines where possible.  
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6. Report conservatively: Use transparent assumptions and avoid overstating 

financial value.  

9.3 Avoiding Common ROI Mistakes  

ROI reporting can lose credibility when it is too optimistic, too narrow, or disconnected 

from business realities. A strong ROI story is not simply a large percentage; it is a clear 

explanation of what changed, how the change was measured, what assumptions were 

used, and how confident the organization is in the result.  

 Do not measure every course with full ROI: Reserve detailed ROI studies for 

strategic, high-cost, high-risk, or high-visibility programs.  

 Do not ignore intangible benefits: Confidence, culture, engagement, and 

readiness may matter even when they are not converted into money.  

 Do not use inflated benefit estimates: Apply conservative assumptions and 

document calculation logic.  

 Do not exclude hidden costs: Include learner time, manager time, 

administration, and technology.  

 Do not report ROI without context: Explain baseline, target, timeframe, data 

source, and limitations.  
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9.4 Building a Data-Driven L&D Culture  

A data-driven L&D culture means that learning decisions are guided by evidence rather 

than habit, preference, or course volume. It also means business leaders, managers, HR, 

finance, and L&D share responsibility for defining outcomes and using data to improve 

performance.  

 Make measurement part of intake: Every major learning request should include 

a business objective and success metric.  

 Build cross-functional partnerships: Work with finance, operations, sales, HR 

analytics, quality, risk, and IT to access relevant data.  

 Develop analytics capability: Train L&D professionals in data interpretation, 

dashboard use, KPI design, and storytelling.  

 Encourage experimentation: Use pilots, A/B testing, and phased rollouts to 

compare approaches.  

 Tell better impact stories: Combine numbers with examples of behavior change 

and performance improvement.  
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10. Templates & Practical Resources  

This section provides practical templates that L&D teams can adapt for planning, 

calculating, reporting, and improving training ROI. These templates are intentionally 

simple so they can be used in Word, Excel, Power BI, an LMS report, or a learning analytics 

dashboard.  

10.1 Training ROI Calculator Template  

Input Area  Example Fields  Notes  

Program details  Program name, audience, 

business objective, 

owner, timeframe  

Clarifies what is being 

evaluated.  

Cost inputs  Design cost, delivery cost, 

technology cost, learner time, 

administration, evaluation  

Include all direct and indirect 

costs.  

Benefit inputs  Productivity gain, revenue 

increase, cost saving, risk 

reduction, avoided rework  

Use conservative estimates 

and validated sources.  
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Adjustment factors  Training attribution 

percentage, confidence level, 

external factor adjustment  

Helps isolate the effect of 

training.  

Outputs  Total benefits, total costs, net 

benefit, ROI %, benefit-cost 

ratio  

Use for decision-making and 

leadership reporting.  

  

10.2 KPI Planning Worksheet  

Planning Question  Response  

What business objective will this 

program support?  

Example: Reduce onboarding time for new 

customer support hires.  

What performance gap exists today?  Example: New hires take 12 weeks to reach 

productivity targets.  

What behavior must change?  Example: New hires must diagnose 

customer issues faster using the knowledge 

base.  
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What learning KPI will be tracked?  Example: Knowledge assessment score and 

scenario completion.  

What application KPI will be tracked?  Example: Manager-rated readiness 

and observed use of troubleshooting steps.  

What business KPI will be tracked?  Example: Time to proficiency, first-contact 

resolution, and escalation rate.  

What baseline is available?  Example: Current average time 

to proficiency is 12 weeks.  

10.3 ROI Reporting Template  

 Program name: State the initiative being evaluated.  

 Business problem: Describe the performance issue, opportunity, or risk.  

 Target audience: Identify who participated and why they were selected.  

 Learning solution: Summarize training, coaching, practice, and reinforcement 

activities.  

 Measurement approach: Explain baseline, post-training measure, comparison 

method, and data sources.  

 Business impact: Present the operational or financial result achieved.  

http://www.gsdcouncil.org/


 
 

www.gsdcouncil.org                                                     53 
 

 ROI calculation: Show benefits, costs, net benefit, ROI percentage, and 

assumptions.  

 Recommendation: State whether to scale, redesign, continue, pause, or stop the 

program.  

10.4 Executive Dashboard Sample  

Dashboard Area  Sample Measures  Leadership Question 

Answered  

Strategic alignment  Programs mapped to 

business priorities  

Are we investing in the right 

capability areas?  

Learning effectiveness  Completion, assessment 

improvement, certification 

rate  

Did employees 

build the intended 

knowledge or skill?  

Application  Manager observations, 

coaching completion, 

behavior checklist results  

Are employees applying the 

learning at work?  

Business impact  Productivity, quality, sales, 

retention, risk, customer 

experience  

Did the program improve 

business performance?  
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Financial value  Net benefit, ROI %, benefit-

cost ratio, payback period  

Was the investment worth 

it?  

Decision required  Scale, continue, redesign, 

pause, or stop  

What should leadership do 

next?  

10.5 Training Evaluation Checklist  

 Has the business objective been clearly defined?  

 Has the performance gap been documented?  

 Has the target audience been identified?  

 Have learning, application, and business KPIs been selected?  

 Has baseline data been captured?  

 Have data sources and data owners been confirmed?  

 Has the measurement timeframe been agreed?  

 Have training costs been fully captured?  

 Has a method been chosen to isolate training impact?  

 Have assumptions been reviewed with stakeholders?  

 Has the final report included recommendations for action?  
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Conclusion  

Training ROI is not just a finance calculation. It is a disciplined way of proving that 

learning contributes to performance, capability, risk reduction, productivity, and 

business growth. When L&D teams use clear objectives, meaningful KPIs, credible data, 

and transparent reporting, they can move from reporting activity to demonstrating 

strategic value.  

Key Takeaways  

 Training ROI connects learning investment to measurable business value.  

 Completion rates and satisfaction scores are useful but not enough to prove 

impact.  

 Strong measurement begins with business objectives, baselines, and agreed KPIs.  

 The Kirkpatrick Model helps build an evidence chain from reaction to results.  

 The Phillips ROI Methodology adds financial ROI and impact isolation.  

 AI and learning analytics can improve personalization, prediction, dashboards, 

and decision-making.  

 Leadership reporting should be concise, credible, and focused on decisions.  
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Next Steps for Measuring Training ROI  

1. Select one high-priority learning program for an ROI pilot.  

2. Meet with business stakeholders to define the target outcome.  

3. Identify baseline data and confirm data ownership.  

4. Choose a small set of learning, application, and business KPIs.  

5. Build a simple ROI calculator and reporting template.  

6. Measure post-training performance after a realistic application period.  

7. Report results transparently, including assumptions and limitations.  

8. Use lessons learned to improve the next measurement cycle.  

Final Thoughts  

The most effective L&D teams do not measure ROI to justify their existence; they measure 

ROI to make better decisions. By focusing on business outcomes, evidence-based design, 

and continuous improvement, learning becomes a strategic lever for organizational 

performance. The goal is not to prove that every course has a financial return. The goal is 

to ensure that learning investments are intentional, measurable, and aligned with what 

the organization needs most.  
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