
Ultimate Guide 
to Learning

A  S I L K R O A D

Ultimate Guide



Ultimate Guide to Learning   |   2

Overview
It’s a new day for corporate training and those who manage 

learning functions. Today, traditional training programs 

aren’t enough to meet growing demands for better company 

performance, consistent compliance, changing employee 

expectations, and cost control.

Companies can take learning to the next level with new 

tools and approaches that increase employee interest 

and engagement in learning, and are linked to employee 

performance, goal setting, and succession planning…all making 

a a direct contribution to business growth.

Ready to take learning to the next level? This Guide can help 

you get there. 

You’ll read about:

• Five essentials to transform learning

• Measuring ROI

• Tips to improve existing programs

• Case studies -- real-world examples of companies taking 
learning to the next level
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Top 5 Essentials for a Next-Level Learning 
Program
HR leaders seeking to transform their learning programs 

should consider these essentials:

1. Integration

2. Social & Mobile Learning

3. Engagement

4. Link to Compliance

5. Analytics
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Integrate Learning and Performance

Training and performance must go hand-in-hand. 

Research from the learning development consultants 

Bersin by Deloitte shows that effective integration 

of learning & development with performance 

management makes an organization:

1. 3-times more likely to report good employee 

results

2. 55-times more likely to report strong overall talent 

management results

3. 100-times more likely to report strong business 

results

The boundaries between performance and learning 

management are blurring. As they place more 

emphasis on coaching and feedback, companies are 

developing a continuous learning model. Employees 

receive some amount of formal training coupled with 

a significant amount of expert and managerial support 

and developmental planning and assignments.

Automate

Automation is a key to merging learning processes 

and performance. Just as the process of learning 

and performance should be tightly integrated, so 

should technology solutions. This type of closely-

knit automation provides a clear vision into which 

training programs are working and how development 

is affecting performance. With automation, learning 

programs can be launched based on performance 

assessments, competency/skill gap analysis and 

business strategy. A few other benefits of using 

performance and learning software include:

• Employees can easily manage their development and 

training via one destination

• Ease of staying in compliance, especially for 

organizations in regulated industries

• Ensure consistency across all your processes

• Tracking and reporting for HR and management

• Virtually eliminate paper from the process

• As appropriate, reduce costs by utilizing on-line 

learning options rather than 

costly classroom training. 

Essential #1: Integration
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Essential #2: Social &  
Mobile Learning
Formal coursework managed by learning and development departments is being replaced 

by experiential and on-the-job learning that is less structured, more social, and owned by 

the participants themselves.

That trend is due, in part, to employees’ increasing use of social and mobile technologies. 

Blue Tooth Headset

Smart Phone

Tablet

Connected 
to Peers

Always Moving

Connected to the Cloud

[NOTE: From social infographic -- Copy altered]

Social Learning

Social technologies can make learning more efficient and 

effective. An independent study from the McKinsey Global 

Institute found that the use of social technology in the 

workplace reduced the time needed to find knowledge by 

34%. In addition, tacit knowledge is best developed through 

conversations and social relationships.

For social learning, organizations are establishing local or 

remote peer-experts whose knowledge is utilized in blended 

learning programs. Along with these content experts, 

companies are also setting up internal social sites for 

employees to share knowledge and answer questions.
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A socially capable learning management system supports the integration of social 

methods and encourages communications with peer-experts, enabling immediate access 

to needed information and faster feedback loops. This approach provides multiple 

advantages, including:

• Improved engagement

• Better training content retention 

• Lower training costs

• Reduced employee downtime for training

• Wider dissemination of experts’ knowledge—reduces impact when talented employees 

leave

Mobile Learning
Increased worker mobility is necessitating big changes in learning delivery. Called 

mLearning, this approach is defined as learning via personal electronic devices using 

multiple contexts, plus social and content interactions.

Mobile learning replaces books and heavy course binders with mobile technology and 

access to content via Sharepoint sites. It features instantaneous sharing, collaboration, 

and feedback delivery. 
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Essential #3:Engagement 
Continuous development plays an important role in employee engagement, which is 

essential for business success. In a recent SilkRoad study of nearly 800 HR professionals, a 

quarter of respondents felt that best-in-class learning opportunities were one of the best 

ways to genuinely increase employee engagement.

An engaging learning program will increase training participation, leading to higher job 

satisfaction and retention. To build learning engagement, an organization can:

• Use social learning and mobile technologies

• Add voluntary training components to the curriculum, along with mandatory elements

• Make content easier to find and use by taking advantage of learning management 

system features that simplify access

• Tailor content by producing “modular” training content that can be configured to meet 

individual learning needs/styles

• Use a blended learning approach, mixing a traditional classroom style with online 

content, videos, peer experts, shadowing and other techniques
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Essential #4: Compliance
This is an increasingly important motivator for robust learning initiatives. SilkRoad 

research revealed that more than half of organizations are regulated by a governing or 

outside agency that requires tracking of learning activities, and 60 percent have their 

learning activities audited at least once a year.

Two things can help here:

1. An engaging learning program will help boost participation in compliance-related 

training, reducing the need for HR and manager intervention.

2. A robust learning management system will help HR professionals and line supervisors 

manage, track, and report on each employee’s training and development. HR and 

managers can assign and approve employee learning, monitor progress, proactively 

provide due-date notifications, and document that employees are completing 

required learning modules.

Essential #5: Analytics
Organizations possess a plethora of data about their employees, but most have yet to 

analyze this data in ways that tell them what drives performance and what an employee 

will need in order to succeed in a given role. 

Transformative HR leaders are increasing their emphasis on talent analytics to determine 

where each learner has come from, where he’s going, and the tools and resources he 

needs to fulfill his potential and contribute positively to the organization’s bottom line.

A range of qualitative and quantitative information is available—employee experience, 

previous training scores, work performance ratings, skill gap analysis, etc.—to determine 

the most relevant training for a specific individual. For example, a seasoned nurse who 

has been doing a certain procedure for years with no recorded errors may not need to 

watch the new training video on the procedure. That nurse’s time may be better spent 

serving in a social learning context to help train others, directly impacting the business 

goal of reduced errors. 

Measuring Contribution to Business Success
HR must show the connection of learning to business success. While various organizations 

may use different techniques for measuring that contribution, HR professionals can help 

guide the conversation by focusing on some or all of these key measurements:

Metrics for Program’s Learning Performance:

• Reaction – participants’ reactions to/rating of the learning program

• Engagement – participation in learning program
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• Learning – changes in knowledge and skills covered in specific learning programs

• Application/implementation – changes in behavior or actions as training is implemented or utilized

• Intangibles – these may include increased communications, job engagement, teamwork, etc.

Metrics for Program’s Contributions to Business Outcomes
• Business impact – measurements for business impact should reflect the organization’s goals, such 

as output, quality, costs, retention, job satisfaction, customer satisfaction, etc. A direct link between 

business impact and the program must be established for the program to drive business value.

• Return on Investment – the monetary value of the business impact vs. the cost of the learning 

program. This is the ultimate level of accountability and represents the financial impact directly 

linked with the program, expressed as a benefit/cost ratio or return on investment percentage. To 

assign dollar values to business impacts (output, quality, etc.), HR can request input from line-of-

business leaders, which can also help increase executive confidence in ROI reports. 

Type of data
Data collection 

method
Data source Timing Results

Reaction (Level 1) Questionnaire
Participants 

(first level managers)
At the end of the four-

day program

4.3 out of 5 rating on 
relevance, importance, 

intent to use

Learning (Level 2) Questionnaire Participants
At the end of the four-

day program

4.1 out of 5 rating on 
skill acquisition for all 

skills

Application and 
implementation 

(Level 3)
Questionnaire Participants Three months

4.2 on extent of use 
4.1 on frequency of use
4.4 on success with use

Business impact 
(Level 4)

Action plan, two 
measures per 

participant

Participants 
(from records)

Four months $278,000

Cost Monitor records Cost statements, staff End of program $121,500

ROI (Level 5) — — — 129%

Intangibles Questionnaire Participants Three months

Increased 
communications, 
job engagement, 

teamwork

Reporting
These measurement examples show how secondary and primary metrics can be reported:

[NOTE: Above table is from Book Club selection Measuring Leadership Development by Phillips and Ray – the “Level 1,” “Level 2,” 
etc. would be removed; also “Engagement” was added as a metric in bullet list in “Metrics for Program Performance,” above, so 
the Engagement metric and related points are NOT currently shown in this “Reporting” table.]
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Ways to Improve an Existing Program
IF YOU’RE READY TO TAKE YOUR LEARNING PROGRAM TO THE NEXT 
LEVEL, THESE CAN HELP YOU GET STARTED.

Build a Bridge

The disconnect between learning & development and the 

performance appraisal process poses a big challenge to 

most organizations. An appraisal reveals the employee’s 

abilities or skills deficit. Training is requested and 

completed. Performance doesn’t really change or is never 

calibrated to the new skill level achieved.

What can HR do to bridge this disconnect and improve 

employee engagement? Try these techniques that talent-

driven companies, like Google, use to make employee 

development more effective:

Separate the conversations — even a positive appraisal 

can get emotional and distract the development 

conversation. Uncoupling the appraisal and development 

discussions can make them equally meaningful.

Segment employees — seasoned, steady employees 

don’t need the same development approach as rapidly 

rising stars. By segmenting employees into groups, you 

can use the appropriate development approach for each.

Introduce a learning toolkit — managers often don’t 

know the learning techniques available to make formal 

training more effective. Educating (and reminding) 

managers about the “toolkit” of available training options 

can make their jobs easier, and help them become more 

effective leaders.

Tips to Sustain Leadership Development

Leadership development is one of the driving forces 

behind strong organizational performance. However, 

when executives want to make their organizations leaner, 

they view it as a luxury. It’s important to change that 

perspective. Presenting leadership programs in terms of 

identifiable business benefits and return-on-investment 

will help. Try these tips:

1. Design, deliver, and sustain periodic ROI evaluations.

2. Provide executives and stakeholders with the 

confirmable data they demand in terms they under-

stand.

3. Use your evaluation data to drive improvement in 

your organization.

4. Effectively value the ROI of a leadership development 

program using the same standard ratio accountants 

use for equipment and buildings. 
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Top Eight Ways to Reduce Training Costs

You believe in training. Your CFO believes in cost cutting. How do you reconcile the two? 

Find ways to deliver more learning at less cost. Here are some savvy suggestions.

1. Master social learning — Getting peers to learn from each other is one of the most 

effective and least expensive training techniques.

2. Support informal learning — People learn a lot informally. An active program to en-

courage and support informal learning can sometimes add more value than sending 

people on traditional courses.

3. Embrace YouTube — There are endless helpful training videos on the Internet. En-

courage employees to seek them out and share the best ones. 

4. Aggressively use job aids — Often people do not need a training, they just need help 

on the job. Online help, a tip sheet, even a tech support number can be cheaper and 

more effective than training.

5. Don’t use training when lack of training isn’t the problem — If the problem is 

motivation, personality, job design, or organizational structure, do not try to solve the 

problem by throwing training at it.

6. Get control of training with a learning management system — Training can be 

hard to control when there are thousands of employees and hundreds of different 

courses. Learning management software can help you spot and cut unnecessary 

training.

7. Learn when to use eLearning — Sometimes eLearning is as effective (or more ef-

fective) than in-person training. Look for programs, or parts of programs, that can go 

online to save money.

8. Look to industry groups — Your organization may already be a member of an associ-

ation that offers helpful industry-specific training. Check out what is available.



Case Studies
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BenefitMall 

As a provider of employee benefit services, BenefitMall 

offers a self-service portal for brokers to obtain 

insurance quotes for their clients. 

Brokers frequently asked BenefitMall sales reps to run 

the quotes, which pulled the sales team away from their 

primary job—growing the business.

A file sharing solution was tried. Training videos were 

posted. Neither solution worked. Then BenefitMall 

implemented SilkRoad’s Learning. Now brokers can easily 

find and use training content they need to independently 

use the portal and run quotes. The new learning 

management system has:

• Freed up salespeople to spend more time selling

• Improved visibility into the value and usage of educa-

tional content

• Created a competitive advantage—proof point for out-

standing 

customer support

• Increased employee usage of training materials to 95% 

participation

• Reduced training-related travel costs.

With a single, flexible training destination for 28,000 

users, BenefitMall has accomplished its business goal…

and more. 

“We’re increasing sales productivity, trimming 

costs, making things easier  

for customers. That’s all good for the bottom line.”
  

—Audrenia Graham, 
Director, HR
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“Our hiring and onboarding became so efficient 

that we couldn’t keep up with training. SilkRoad 

Learning solved that challenge.”
    —Audrenia Graham, 

Director, HR

Levin Furniture
With 800 associates in 27 different locations, Levin 

Furniture is growing. 

Previously, most training was provided in classroom 

settings, which required employees and managers to 

be out of the store. Scheduling was hard, and costs 

increased—mileage reimbursement, food, and more. 

In addition one person did all the training, so it couldn’t 

scale with company growth.

By implementing a SilkRoad Learning solution, Leven 

Furniture overcame those challenges with:

• Easier and more accessible training for the whole com-

pany using a blended approach that includes online, 

classroom, and on-location subject matter experts

• Greater organization excitement about training  

and its value

• Stronger compliance tracking

• Increased course completion:

• Q1 2013—490 courses completed

• Q1 2014—5,650 courses completed

Since the new program was implemented, bedding sales 

numbers are up 42%. There was an advertising impact, 

of course, but according to Levin Furniture’s training 

specialist, Carlye Cybach, “it’s also clear that  

training influenced these numbers. It’s really made a 

difference to 

business results.”
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Lurie Children’s Hospital

When Lurie Children’s Hospital was planning its move 

from a 130-year old building and into a new facility, 

executives realized that training would become a top 

priority to ensure a smooth, safe transition.

With the extensive scope of the training needed, 3,900 

employees to be trained, and a tight timeframe, the 

institution looked for a highly flexible, modular learning 

system. SilkRoad Learning was selected to help:

• Prepare employees to complete a safe and efficient  

move of medically complex patients

• Make training accessible without interfering with  

24x7 patient care

• Provide visibility into readiness

• Support completion of all needed training by the  

move date

The first phase of the training included a virtual hospital 

where avatars walked around virtual paths to help 

employees imagine how everything would look. In this 

phase, SilkRoad Learning was used to create 5 different 

learning paths with 365 training events. 

Phase 2, right before the move, was more complicated, 

with:

• 6 learning paths in the learning management system, 

all focused on department/workflow orientation

• Many moving parts—equipment, construction, IT set 

up, infectious cleaning, and more

Through this program the training department 

achieved its highest participation ever with 95% 

employee completion. And the facility transition was 

completed—127 patients moved—with zero patient 

safety issues on the move day.

“The participation statistics were impressive, but 

what was even more amazing was being there on 

day one to see how the kids were taken care of and 

watching the physicians in action. It truly brought 

home how much training mattered.”
    —Kim Evans,

Project Manager
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New Day, New Approaches
Traditional training programs aren’t enough to meet growing demands for better company 

performance, consistent compliance, changing employee expectations, and cost control.

Using integrated programs and tools, blended techniques, plus solid analytics and reporting, HR 

professionals can lead an organization’s learning to the next level and:

• Increase employee engagement

• Improve company performance

• Control costs

• Document learning’s direct contribution to business success
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Appendix
Learning Software Features Checklist
Be sure you’re learning everything you need to know 

during a learning management software demonstration. 

Every learning solution demo will be a little different. 

Regardless of the path the salesperson or solution 

expert takes, make sure the system you select makes 

you feel confident about these critical areas of learning 

automation software:

Learning Management
• Provides the ability to create custom learning plans for 

multiple groups that can be defined based on department, 
role, job titles, functional groups with job titles, or 
external audiences such as partners and vendors.

• The system can track certification and recertification 
requirements and deadlines to ensure we stay compliant 
in our industry. The system should show instant visibility 
to employees, managers and administrators on any gaps 
in compliance.

• The system provides the ability to automate training 
plans with HRIS Integration, including single-sign-on.

• The system is fully SCORM and AICC compliant. Any level 
of SCORM and AICC content can be uploaded and tracked.

• Ability to import our own e-learning courses directly into 
the system. All of our current learning materials can be 
leveraged, including PDFs, Word documents, videos, etc.

• Provides the ability to define and display custom course 
catalogs to different sets of users.

• Easy searching functionality is available (i.e. search for 
students, courses, etc.)

• A blended learning environment is supported and 
managed by the system such as online, classroom and 
virtual training.

• Configurable workflows are available so that course 
enrollment can be approved by managers.

• System can be configured so course enrollments require 
approval on a course-by-course basis by the supervisor 
or another role in the organization.

• The system can support my employees’ need to connect 
and share information, to find experts and relevant 
information easily.

• Mobile learning capabilities to support the organizations 
growing population of tablet users.

• E-commerce functionality is provided in order to collect 
payment for courses.

Administration
• Easy to use from both the administrative and employee 

perspective, and we feel confident we can manage the 
system on our own.

• Robust functionality exists for what we need now, but 
there’s still plenty of room for growth with this vendor.

• Powerful reporting is available through standard reports 
as well as custom reports that allow us to build reports 
specific to our organizational needs.

• Technology

• The vendor answered all questions with regard to the 
Software-as-a- Service [SaaS] cloud-based software 
model and described the benefits to my organization.

• I feel confident that this vendor will keep me ahead of 
my competitors by keeping its eye on talent management 
trends related to a mobile and social workforce, and by 
providing a solution that reduces costs, saves time and 
resources, and develops a more engaged workforce.

• All functionality is offered in one solution, without 
modules and regardless of the size of our company.

Credible Evaluation Process
Evaluation is a necessary activity to learn how training 
programs make the expected contribution to the  
organization and to assess the need for improving the 
training and performance process. The more credible 
these evaluations are, the more support you’ll build for 
needed training programs. 

Components of a Credible Evaluation Methodology
When an evaluation is being carried out, a process that 
company leaders support should be used to collect 
and analyze data and report findings, conclusions, and 
recommendations. You’ll be well on your way to gaining 
that support if executives know the process includes:
• A systematic and comprehensive approach

• A framework to define types of data

• A set of standards or guiding principles to promote 
uniformity and credibility in the collection, analysis, 
and reporting of quantitative and qualitative data.

Through this systematic approach to program 
evaluations, the training organization can provide  
credible documentation that:
• Expenditures are prudent

• Training and development solutions are aligned with 
and contributing to the strategic and operational needs 
of the organization

• Continuous improvement requirements are identified 
and implemented



S I L K R O A D . C O M  

Talent Activation: Recruiting | Onboarding | Performance | Learning 

SilkRoad, the world’s leader in Talent Activation, transforms traditional talent management technol-
ogy into a continuum of experiences that activate employees along their journeys—from first touch 
to last and every point in between. We empower HR teams to engage their people in delivering on 
business success. Whether you want to source, hire and recruit top talent, onboard them fast and 
stay with them as they develop into top performers, SilkRoad Talent Activation can help.
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