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 W
e call ourselves L&D 
professionals, but 
there is something 
fundamentally broken 
with how we attempt 

to help people learn and develop through 
training. On paper, an L&D department 
sounds fantastic: an in-house, one-stop 
shop for all organizational learning and 
training needs. The department takes new 
hires through the difficult onboarding pro-
cess and continues to support them with 
development opportunities such as soft 
skills training and leadership develop ment 
initiatives. The L&D team even works to 
correct unconscious biases with innovative 
e-learning solutions. 

Oh, wait—we don’t. 

We talk a good game, but there is little evidence to show that the 

efforts of the hundreds of thousands of L&D professionals around the 

world are making a difference. Researchers, including Eduardo Salas, a  



COPYRIGHT © ATD2 |    Revamp Training to Improve Learners’ Performance

professor of psychology, estimate that the failure rate of 

training solutions is as high as 90 percent. Take a moment 

and reflect on that. Of all the learning events we have 

designed, planned, and rolled out over the years, only 

10 percent were successful. Think about all the interactive 

e-learning, videos, and webinars you and your L&D team 

have pushed out to your company. Ninety percent of that 

likely didn’t lead to behavior change. 

All those hours ideating, brainstorming, research-

ing, designing, and launching were for little return. And 

why? Because only 10 percent of learners will take what 

they learned and transfer it to their role. That is known 

as learning transfer: Knowledge gained in a learning 

context is transferred to a performance context. Put 

more simply, participants use what they learn in train-

ing and change their behavior as it relates to their roles. 

However, learning transfer apparently isn’t happen-

ing. So, what does that mean for you and your L&D team? 

How do you increase the learning transfer rate and 

ensure your efforts don’t go to waste?

In this issue of TD at Work, I will:

• Pinpoint why L&D is can be unsuccessful in influenc-

ing learning and post-training behavior. 

• Illustrate the various influences on learning transfer.

• Highlight effective learning transfer approaches from 

academic literature. 

• Outline concrete, evidence-based methods you can  

use to improve transfer rates.

The Problem With Training

Everyone forgets things. It’s completely natural—our brains  

loosen their hold on the information in our memories that 

lacks importance or utility, and they eventually let it go. 

Scientists estimate that the human brain is bombarded 

with at least 34 gigabytes of information per day. Most of 

that information is superficial and not stored in our mem-

ories for long before we forget it. 

Traditional approaches to L&D usually involve  

providing all the information about a specific topic in 

one fell swoop. However, as L&D professionals, we  

eventually realized that learners were overwhelmed 

with that approach. So, we smartened up and broke 

down all that content into smaller topics. And then we 

delivered topic after topic until we covered all the mate-

rial. Better, right? Not by a long shot. 

Learn by Doing
Learning is complex and takes time. Think about how 

long it took you to learn how to ride a bike or to perform  

any other complex skill. My guess is you didn’t pick it up  

straight away; you probably made many mistakes and 

practiced over and over again. Each mistake you made 

was feedback on your performance; each fall was a 

lesson on how to do it better the next time. Perhaps you 

watched more-experienced bike riders and picked up 

some tips from them. You gradually gained a sense of 

your balance and were able coordinate your limbs and 

watch out for obstacles ahead. Eventually, with enough 

time, practice, and motivation, you achieved your goal of 

successfully riding a bike. 

What does that say about how people learn? Individu-

als learn most effectively in small chunks, with practice, 

feedback, and guidance. They also need to know why 

they are learning something and the benefit of doing so. 

People learn so that they are able to do something. All 

those tumbles off of bikes teaches individuals how to ride 

in a straight line and have fun while cycling.

Compare the process of learning how to cycle with a 

traditional learning event. I use the word event because 

that is how we primarily treat it: as a one-time festival 

of learning where participants come, eager to absorb 

knowledge, and walk away brimming with new insights 

and new levels of proficiency. On paper, it sounds 

incredible. But in reality, our methods are at odds with 

how humans learn most effectively. 

Learning is complex and 
takes time.

To continue the cycling example, imagine you do not 

know how to pedal a bike. Would you be able to ride for 

the first time if someone simply told you in a training 

session how to do it? Would you be able to remember 

all the individual pieces of information about balance, 
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speed, and coordination and then put them into prac-

tice after the training event has ended? 

You would? Great! By the way, you also will need to 

supply your own bike, get some safety gear, learn the 

rules of the road (that wasn’t covered in the course), and 

figure out a safe place to practice. Good luck!

Behavior Change
Yes, our training methods have been incompatible with 

how people learn. However, at its core, learning is a base 

for what we are really trying to achieve: behavior change. 

We want training participants to return to their roles and 

 do something differently and hopefully more effectively 

than they were doing it before. That is the goal of all L&D  

initiatives. We can’t stop at simply helping people to 

learn—we must understand and support them to change 

their behavior in the work environment, where they turn 

learning into action. 

Change is constant in the modern work environment. 

Workers need to adapt constantly to new pressures, dead-

lines, requests, and stakeholders. An employee’s behavior 

change needs to meet every strategic business change. 

Through their behavior, employees realize the business’s 

goals and strategic initiatives. If a company wants to 

increase its revenue, expand into new markets, or launch 

new product offerings, then staff and their goal-directed 

behaviors enable that achievement. Without employees’ 

behavior change, the company will not meet the goals, 

leaving the organization’s future at stake. To effect behav-

ior change, the employer communicates, rewards, sup-

ports, and encourages behaviors that help it achieve its 

goals in the work environment.

Compare that with how we as L&D professionals fre-

quently attempt to help employees grow. Traditionally, 

we offer little support to learners following a training 

program or event. Having done our job in the training ses-

sion, we commonly release learners back into the cut-

throat work environment to fend for themselves and start 

using everything they have learned. When learners don’t 

change, we may defend ourselves by saying, “We told 

them everything they needed to know.”  

Like learning, change is also hard and takes time. 

Influencing a third party to change its behavior requires 

a shift in how we approach learner support. Thankfully, 

there is a great deal of academic research in this area. 

More than 100 years of research has identified many 

variables that influence and sustain positive learning 

transfer. Research in learning transfer suggests that  

several elements outside L&D professionals’ purview 

influence learning transfer positively, such as manager 

and peer support, encouragement, feedback on behav-

ior and time and space to practice learning. 

Learning Transfer Challenges

Behavior is multifaceted—what individuals do is the 

product of multiple influences and biases. To think 

that a single training event alone can change a per-

son’s behavior is a fallacy. Research on this topic 

points to three factors that are influential when it 

comes to transfer: learners, the learning design, and 

the learners’ ecosystem.

In L&D, we have focused heavily on only one ele-

ment: the learning design. Yes, we give learners our  

attention; we invite them to attend training, gauge their 

engagement during training, and report their atten-

dance. But really, they are an afterthought when we 

consider the amount of time and consideration we give 

to creating learning content. 

We pride ourselves on how long it takes to create 

content. Industry reports suggest that it takes around 

40 hours of dedicated learning design to create one 

hour of e-learning. If the e-learning has “clicky” ele-

ments and drag-and-drop interactions, the creation 

time goes up. We use those numbers to show the busi-

ness how much work effort we are putting into creat-

ing content, and how valuable we are to our employers. 

The stark reality is that those 40 hours are mostly 

a waste of time because few learners change their 

behavior following training. If behaviors don’t change, 

performance doesn’t improve, growth doesn’t happen, 

and goals are not achieved. 

Employee growth, performance, and goal achieve-

ment should be the real metrics we track to show 

employers how valuable we are. For that to happen, we 

need to change our approach from a content-first mind-

set to a behavior-focused mindset. Learners’ behavior is 

the critical variable we are attempting to influence. 


