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Subject matter experts (SMEs, 
pronounced smees) are individuals with 
more qualified expertise in performing 

a specific job, task, or skill than anyone else in 
your organization. Why are SMEs so important 
to training and performance? First, in today’s 
environment of using fewer resources to conduct 
top-notch training and get the biggest return 
on investment, using SMEs to train makes a lot 
of economic sense. Most organizations already 
employ SMEs to carry out their everyday business. 
Why not tap your internal smarts to benefit the 
organization as a whole?

Second, who better to conduct training than 
those individuals with the most expertise in a 
certain field? It can take training generalists 
weeks, if not months, to get sufficiently up to 
speed on a technical process or other job skill 
to prepare a curriculum. SMEs, on the other 
hand, already know this information. In addition, 
because SMEs have performed the job often and 
well in a variety of situations, they can provide 
real-world examples of how to use the skill 
or knowledge on the job. A SME’s experience 
provides learners with concrete, detailed images, 
which increases the credibility and effectiveness 
of the training.

Finally, many organizations can neither afford  
a large training staff nor take employees off the 
job to conduct training. To keep your organization 
up and running, why not explore the benefits of 
using SMEs—who are already performing vital 
business functions for your organization—to 
facilitate on-the-job training (OJT) programs that 
train other employees?

However, using SMEs is not without its 
hurdles. SMEs need a basic understanding of 
instructional design, along with how to present 
their expertise and appreciate how learners learn. 
Too often, we ask SMEs to conduct training, but 
we never tell them what training really entails. 
For example, your SME might be well versed in 
programming and administrating a computer 
network system, but may not have the first clue 
how to train the 500 people who are linked to and 
must use the network. One of the most important 
elements to collaboration between trainers and 
SMEs is a good relationship. 

This TD at Work will show you how to:
• Select a SME trainer.

• Prepare the SME to train.

• Explain course design and development  
to SMEs.

• Help SMEs deliver and evaluate training.

HOW TO USE SMEs
This issue of TD at Work will help managers, 
training and performance specialists, and 
consultants guide SMEs through the fundamentals 
of transferring learning and job skills. It is 
important to keep in mind today’s business 
environment, which requires employees to 
receive training when and how they need it, in an 
affordable, effective manner.

You can use SMEs in the transfer of training or 
learning for:

• skills acquisition

• knowledge acquisition

• problem solving or attitude.

Skills Acquisition
Skills acquisition refers to the transfer of skills and 
processes that you can easily observe, replicate, 
and document. In this role, a SME performs what 
is most commonly referred to as “technical and 
skills training.” This training involves skills that 
are manipulative, calculable, or analytical (for 
example, learning computer spreadsheet software, 
running a piece of machinery in a plant, or 
completing a form). A trainer providing technical 
or skills training provides cognitive or conceptual 
information only to the extent required for 
participants to learn these skills.

Knowledge Acquisition
Knowledge acquisition refers to the transfer of 
material that helps individuals perform their 
jobs, without necessarily being an observable 
skill. Here, the SME trainer is the possessor of 
information about specific work. The SME shares 
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this information with learners to enable them to 
perform better (for example, company history, 
mission and values, and HR policies).

Problem Solving or Attitude
The transfer of problem-solving or attitude 
skills refers to the transfer of new methods of 
dealing with work and management issues to help 
individuals or groups perform their jobs better. In 
this capacity, the SME acts as a facilitator whose 
main focus is on the transfer of learning through 
group process (for example, improving group 
decision-making skills, solving a team conflict, 
or determining future work projects). Direct skill 
acquisition is not typically an objective of this type 
of learning.

SELECTING SME TRAINERS
The first step in selecting SME trainers is to 
identify what knowledge and skills the SMEs must 
have for you to consider them as a trainer for 
your course. You should base the required subject 
matter knowledge and skills on the content of the 
course. For example, selecting SMEs based on 
their expertise in delivering excellent customer 
service does you little good if the subject of your 
course is the orders processing system. 

Accurately identifying the content of 
the course requires you to conduct a needs 
assessment. The end result of a needs assessment 
is to determine what specific job, skills, or 
knowledge you want to transfer to participants. 
The needs assessment identifies the gap between 
your employees’ current skill or knowledge level 
and the desired level. This information is the 
foundation for developing training objectives and 
the follow-up curriculum design.

BASIC DESIGN TERMS
SMEs probably are not familiar with basic lesson design terminology. The following definitions, taken from the glossary of  
the ASTD Handbook, should help SMEs get their design vocabulary up to speed in no time.

Case Study: A learning method in which a real or fictitious situation is presented for analysis and problem solving. 
Delivery: Any method of transferring content to learners, including instructor-led training, web-based training, CD-ROM,  
and books.
Design: The planning stage of a learning initiative.
Development: Learning or other types of activities that prepare a person for additional job responsibilities and enable him  
to gain knowledge or skills. It may also refer to the creation of training materials or courses. 
Evaluation: A multilevel, systematic method for gathering information about the effectiveness and effect of training 
programs. Results of the measurements can be used to improve the offering, determine whether the learning objectives  
have been achieved, and assess the value of the training to the organization. 
Instructional Strategies: The mechanisms through which instruction is presented; sometimes called  
presentation strategies. 
Simulation: The act of imitating the behavior of some situation or some process by means of something suitably analogous. 
In training situations, simulations range from simple live exercises to complex computer software. Simulations allow people 
to learn by performing and repeating an action in a safe environment. Simulations are popular for teaching decision making. 
Trainers: People who help individuals improve performance by teaching, instructing, or facilitating learning in  
an organization. 

Source: Adapted from Biech, E., ed. 2014. ASTD Handbook. 2nd Edition. Alexandria, VA: ASTD Press.
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You can select from a number of methods for 
conducting a needs assessment. If conditions are 
right, a mini needs assessment can provide you 
with good information. For other situations, you 
will want to invest the time and resources for a 
full needs analysis. In the end, your needs analysis 
should answer the following questions:

• Is training the solution to your problem?

• What kind of training do you require?

• Which employees need training?

• What skills must trainees acquire?

• What are the specific job requirements?

• Do you need a SME to conduct the training?

• What instructional materials or equipment 
do you require?

THE END RESULT OF A NEEDS ASSESSMENT 
IS TO DETERMINE WHAT SPECIFIC JOB, 
SKILLS, OR KNOWLEDGE YOU WANT TO 
TRANSFER TO PARTICIPANTS.

Once you decide to use a SME to conduct 
training, you will often base your SME selection 
on a single criterion: job performance. Excellent 
job performance, however, does not automatically 
equate to being a good trainer. 

The following paragraphs detail selection 
criteria that you can use when selecting a SME 
to train. It’s rare for a SME to possess all of these 
criteria. If you can select the SME who meets the 
first criterion fully and at least half the remaining 
requirements, consider yourself fortunate. An 
individual can acquire the knowledge and skills 
associated with the other criteria, perhaps not 
overnight, but certainly with time and appropriate 
resources.

Subject Matter Expertise
SME trainers must have comprehensive 
knowledge of the subject they are teaching. 
This means possessing the skills, knowledge, 
and ability to meet the minimum standard for 
conducting the designed training program. Ideally, 

SME trainers will exceed these standards. Further, 
as Chuck Hodell writes in the ASTD Handbook, 
the following factors about experience should be 
taken into account: relevance, depth, timeliness, 
location, and training or teaching. 

Additionally, while it’s preferable to have an 
instructional designer develop the curriculum, the 
reality is that SMEs are often asked to design and 
deliver training. If you plan to ask SMEs to both 
design and deliver the training, it is essential that 
they exceed your standards.

Communication Skills
Good SME trainers must be able to communicate 
with learners. First, SMEs must have a confident 
and inviting presence, and be comfortable in front 
of a group of participants or in a one-on-one 
situation. Building relationships is also a key part 
of being an effective trainer. SMEs should be able 
to establish a rapport with other learners and be 
aware of how they interact with those learners. 

Familiarity With Adult Learning
Your SMEs should have some foundational 
knowledge about adult learning principles and 
how adults learn. For example, adults have 
a wealth of real-life experiences that factor 
into learning, which can be used as a base for 
acquiring new knowledge. What’s more, learning 
environments play a key role in adult learners 
acquiring and retaining knowledge. They learn far 
better in nonthreatening environments; that is, 
ones that are free from external distractions and 
encourage creativity and innovation.  

Enthusiasm
Don’t select SMEs who do not want to be involved 
in the transfer of training. Reluctant trainers make 
bad trainers, and no one will gain anything from 
the experience. If your goal is to affect the transfer 
of learning, find SMEs who are enthusiastic about 
their job and want to impart their knowledge  
to others.
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