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Measurement is convenient 
for the learning function 
when visible metrics such as 
revenue or time-to-quota are 
clear markers of the success 
of a learning initiative. Unfor-
tunately, not every program or 
initiative deployed has such 
easily aligned metrics, and 
there can be skepticism from 
internal clients for claiming 
business results with so many 
variables affecting success.

Social doesn’t have to mean unmeasurable. 
Seven methods can help learning leaders  
put hard numbers to soft investments.
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A learning function may be asked 
to implement many soft investments, 
such as leadership development,  
communication skills, or, more 
recently, social learning. For these 
investments, companies must go 
beyond surveys, smile sheets, and 
dashboards, and embrace a measure-
ment toolbox that keeps pace with 
new learning approaches.

In the last 40 years, the science of 
measurement has made exceptional 
strides—from advances in statistical 
modeling to computing power that 
simplifies the most complex math-
ematical calculations. Yet the learning 
industry has failed to take full ad-
vantage of this progress, and existing 
measurement models can fall short of 
delivering truly actionable information.

So, what are the alternatives?  
Plan a measurement approach that 
can look beyond the business impact 
of past programs to apply statisti-
cal certainty to the success of future 
programs. We propose seven steps for 
organizations to use when both past 
and future investment is critical to 
business success:

1. Assess the value of a business 
impact study.

2. Align support and stakeholders.
3. Identify strategic goals.
4. Determine metrics.
5. Collect the data.
6. Calculate the business impact.
7. Improve the impact for future 

investments.
Although these steps can be used 

with any human capital investment, we 
will discuss each of these seven steps in 
the context of a social learning initia-
tive (SLI) at a major technology firm in 
Silicon Valley. The company saw the po-
tential for social learning to encourage 
collaboration, produce ideas, and share 
user-generated content on demand; 
however, the question remained: Was it 
a good business investment?
1. Assess the value of a business 
impact study. The first question that 
should be asked is whether the benefit 
of understanding past investment is 
worth the time and resources required 

to assess business impact. Particularly 
in today’s economic environment, 
every resource is precious, and there is 
no room for vanity projects. Business 
impact studies are ideal for initiatives 
that have high organizational vis-
ibility, high expected operational or 
strategic influence, larger-than-aver-
age cost, or greater-than-average risk. 
Long-term or ongoing investments 
in which intermediate findings could 
be applied for a better final return are 
also good candidates.

In the case of SLI, the company 
had implemented a social learning 
strategy internally and was consid-
ering packaging the solution to sell 
externally. Knowing which corporate 
functions most benefitted from the 
use of social learning would help the 
company to strategically target and 
sell to future customers.

Other initiatives well suited to an 
impact study include employee de-
velopment programs such as peer-to-
peer mentoring, leadership training, or 
diversity initiatives. Does the program 
have a positive effect on employee  
retention or advancement? Do  
particular positions or demographic 
types benefit more than others? The 
answers to these questions provide 
tangible bottom-line advantages for  
an organization. Proving that a past  
decision was good is not nearly as 
valuable as helping to predict where to 
make future investment trade-offs.
2. Align support and stakeholders. 
When undertaking a new  
approach such as social learning,  
getting buy-in from a variety of  
stakeholders is essential. Consider 
what the social learning experience 
will be within the organization. Is 
there an existing culture of innovation 
and technology, or is there a need to 
build acceptance of a nontraditional 
learning approach? Which depart-
ments will gain the most by participat-
ing in or supporting the effort?

In the case of SLI, the application 
was developed first as a support tool 
for the sales and services team. This 
group was primed for ongoing training 

and was motivated to increase indi-
vidual sales, making it the perfect pilot 
for the new learning mode.

Building alliances with other groups 
has additional benefits. It raises the 
learning department to a strategic 
position within the company, un-
derscoring the connection between 
investments in people and broader 
business goals. Additionally, it breaks 
down barriers, allowing access to other 
departmental data that will be critical 
to the success of the impact study.
3. Identify strategic goals. In plan-
ning an impact study, the best place 
to start is at the end—that is, what will 
success look like? What strategic goals 
does your initiative hope to meet? 
Companies eager to jump on the 
bandwagon of trends, such as social 
learning, often miss this critical  
principle: First identify the desired 
business outcome, then find the right 
tools to make it happen.

The SLI system was tied both to 
the corporate vision and to specific 
business objectives. The vision of the 
company was to have collaborative 
network participation through shared 
innovation, community development, 
and open source leadership. The cre-
ation of SLI, a learning 2.0 model that 
embraces learning as collaborative 
and user-generated, was a real-world 
application of this concept.

On a practical level, the develop-
ment of a social learning model had 
the potential to offer bottom-line 
savings as an alternative to more 
cost-intensive instructor-led training 
and web-based training. Prior to the 
launch of SLI, the learning function 
recorded more than 6 million hours of 
formal training within an 11-month 
period at significant expense to the 
company. The portal allowed a greater 
diversity of content, reaching more 
unique users at the same or lower cost 
than before, and making more efficient 
use of subject-matter experts and con-
tent developers.
4. Determine metrics. At the outset of 
any human capital investment, learn-
ing leaders should ask, “How will I 
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connect my investment to the compa-
ny’s strategic goals?” Working back-
wards from the desired outcome can 
help identify the metrics that will help 
track the effectiveness of the initiative. 
This is an opportunity to break down 
the initiative into observable com-
ponents, identifying both key perfor-
mance indicators (KPIs) and business 
impact metrics.

To assess the business impact of 
SLI, study directors identified several 
essential metrics: usage (unique titles 
developed, hours of content viewed, 
and overall usage time), investment 
(time and cost for development and 
deployment), and content quality 
(user feedback and content ratings). To 
accurately evaluate the newly intro-
duced social learning system as com-
pared with instructor-led and web-
based training, metrics were collected 
for all three modes.

Once metrics are determined, study 
managers must ensure that the desired 
data exist. Generally, data are housed in 
four areas: operational (including sales 
numbers, customer retention numbers, 
customer service handling times, units 
of production, and safety scores); HR 
(including hire date, current position, 
employment history, ethnicity, and 
gender); finance; and, often, within 
third-party entities who are contracted 
to provide a service such as payroll. In 
the case of SLI, study managers identi-
fied operational and financial data 
sources for development and deploy-
ment information and human resource 
systems for user demographics.
5. Collect the data. Now that the 
framework of the study is complete 
and relevant data identified, the data 
must be gathered to calculate business 
impact. Today’s companies are awash 
in data, but very often, the informa-
tion is difficult to obtain, kept within 
departmental silos. This is the point at 
which alliances with stakeholders from 

other areas can allow access to rich, 
existing data sets.

To assess the value of SLI, the com-
pany needed a clear view of the entire 
learning investments over a two-
year period. While user data showed 
whether the social learning system 
was being accessed and how often, 
key information housed within opera-
tions enabled a comparative analysis 
of development expenses, delivery 
costs, and resource requirements for 
each of the learning modalities. Like-
wise, mining demographic informa-
tion from HR began to create a profile 
of which employees benefitted most 
from the social learning system.
6. Calculate the business impact. 
Now we can begin to explore impor-
tant findings about business impact: 
Who is using the social learning 
system and how frequently? What are 
the costs to develop and deploy con-
tent? How do these compare to other 
modalities? What is the quality of the 
content developed?

From this information, a learning 
leader can gather some interesting 
descriptive demographics for further 
study. However, concluding at this 
stage that a certain indicator has an 
impact on another indicator is a risky 
assumption. Factors studied are often 
correlated, or related, but determining 
true causation requires more advanced 
statistical methodology such as gen-
eral linear modeling.

The good news is that the method-
ology to determine true causation does 
exist. The results can arm a learning 
leader with irrefutable proof for which 
aspects of an initiative work, where 
these aspects have the most impact, 
and whether particular groups experi-
ence more benefit.

The company found that the  
use of SLI was widespread. From 
launch through the first 15 months of 
existence, nearly 11,000 active  

At the outset of  
any human capital  
investment, learning 
leaders should ask, 
“How will I connect my 
investment to the com-
pany’s strategic goals?”  
Working backwards 
from the desired out-
come can help identify 
the metrics that will 
help track the effective-
ness of the initiative.
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Does the methodology used in this social learning case study 
translate to other environments? In a word: yes. Any company 
can measure and isolate the impact of any human capital 
investment, even those previously regarded as unmeasurable.

For example, a leading packaged-food company with 
a major manufacturing division had undergone dramatic 
restructuring. The streamlined organization established 
several strategic goals: to cultivate leaders from within exist-
ing ranks and to align management with the new corporate 
vision. To this end, the company made a sizeable investment in 
a multilevel, multiyear leadership development curriculum. Its 
long-term timeframe, strategic significance, and considerable 
cost made it a good candidate for a business impact study.

Stakeholders from five distinct areas of the company, 
including plant operations, marketing, organization develop-
ment, and HR, gathered to identify the scope of the study and 
business performance indicators. They determined that the 
study would be conducted as a pilot, focusing on all frontline 
supervisors (both program participants and nonparticipants) 
at production plants throughout a 12-month period.

Business impact was evaluated on a plant and individual 
basis. Plant metrics included productivity, safety, quality, 
plant employee turnover, and engagement. Individual metrics 
included supervisor attrition, promotion rates, and perfor-
mance appraisal ratings.

The measurement study was designed to evaluate data 
changes during the study period and to isolate the effect 
of the training initiative on several factors. As such, a large 
amount and variety of data needed to be collected. Some 
of the data was descriptive such as plant size (number of 
employees), segment, platform, and plant manager. Other 
data sets described plant performance including productiv-
ity, quality scores, safety indices, and employee engagement. 
Plants were defined by segment, platform, size, and training 
penetration. To evaluate the effect of training, pre- and posti-
nitiative data were evaluated.

Business impact findings indicated a positive effect on 
investment, on plant and individual performance metrics, and 
on supervisor turnover and retention. Among the findings 
was an impressive drop in overall turnover of frontline plant 
supervisors, from 12.7 percent to 9.4 percent. But how could 
management be certain this was attributable to the training?

By applying advanced statistics to isolate the train-
ing from other factors, study managers confirmed that 
the leadership development curriculum was respon-
sible for the improved turnover rates. Turnover among 
trained supervisors was 6.1 percentage points lower than 
untrained supervisors—a value of $2.3 million in the first 

year alone. And, impact was strongest among less tenured 
supervisors (with fewer than two years of service). Within 
this group, turnover was 14.7 percentage points lower 
for those who participated in the development program. 
The program also had a positive impact on promotions, 
with participating supervisors almost twice as likely to be 
promoted as untrained supervisors.

In assessing the training’s impact on safety, a clear differ-
ence was established between small and large plants. Small 
plants with high training penetration levels saw a 1.55 point 
safety increase on a 10-point scale. However, large plants with 
the same training level saw only a 0.2 point increase.

The business impact study has provided tremendous 
support for the continuation of the leadership development 
program and ongoing investment in learning and develop-
ment. Predictive modeling offered opportunities to optimize 
the company’s investment for the future. From the findings, 
the company knew the value of training supervisors early 
in their management position to increase productivity and 
reduce turnover, and were alerted to seek alternative safety-
improvement interventions in large plant environments.

Building alliances with other groups 
has additional benefits. It raises the 
learning department to a strategic 
position within the company, under-
scoring the connection between 
investments in people and broader 
business goals.

At the outset of any human 
capital investment, learning 
leaders should ask, “How 
will I connect my invest-
ment to the company’s 
strategic goals?” Work-
ing backwards from the 
desired outcome can help 
identify the metrics that will 
help track the effectiveness 
of the initiative.

Predictive analytics allow 
companies to isolate the  
effects of individual invest-
ments by treating a corporate 
initiative as an observational 
study. We are able to  
move beyond relational 
correlations to  
true causation.

Measuring the Unmeasurable: Beyond Social Learning
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employees accessed SLI content at 
least once, representing nearly 40 per-
cent of the company’s workforce. Sales 
and services led usage (with 76 percent 
of all content views), while software 
engineers led content creation (with 45 
percent of all content hours created).

In addition, the content was found 
to be of high quality, as measured 
by user feedback, along with a com-
parison of test scores for those trained 
traditionally and those who chose to 
access content on SLI for test prepara-
tion in lieu of formal training.

In comparison to instructor-led and 
web-based training, SLI had several 
cost advantages. Although ILT requires 
less investment for development, the 
delivery costs for a live instructor are 
high. In contrast, WBT allows for low 
delivery costs and quick deployment, 
while demanding a large upfront in-
vestment in development (an average 
of 200 hours of development for every 
hour of final content). SLI shares the 
low delivery costs of web-based train-
ing but with greatly reduced develop-
ment and labor costs: The average 
development time was two hours for 
every hour of content.

Additionally, traditional instruc-
tional design and content develop-
ment expertise is not necessary in SLI’s 
peer-to-peer learning environment. 
The company determined that this 
represented a 28 percent reduction in 
the development rate used in cost cal-
culations. In all, SLI was shown to have 
a return-on-investment of 75:1 over 
web-based training, with a net gain of 
$29.5 million.

Within any organization, this  
would be valuable insight. We know 
that the investment was worthwhile: 
employees are adopting the new  
learning mode, and the system  
provides significant cost savings  
while maintaining a high level of  
quality. But important questions, 
which make the difference between 
simply proving the value of a past ini-
tiative and actually improving future 
investments, remain unanswered.

7. Improve the impact for future 
investments. It is at this point that 
predictive analytics takes center stage. 
Through statistical modeling, compa-
nies can answer forward-looking ques-
tions that inform not merely whether 
an initiative had value, but precisely 
how and why.

Let’s look at two specific questions. 
First, how do you know that the suc-
cess was a result of a particular initia-
tive and not another factor? A human 
capital initiative does not take place 
in a vacuum. A variety of factors exist 
that can complicate the results. For ex-
ample, were investment shifts respon-
sible for changes in hours delivered, or 
were there marketing differences? For 
many soft investments, there are likely 
to be a number of variables, such as 
executive sponsorship or companion 
organizational initiatives that can af-
fect business results.

Second, does the initiative have  
the same effect on all types of employ-
ees? We may be able to tell which users 
logged the most hours in a social  
learning system. But which users 
gained the most value? Did the learn-
ing environment contribute to employ-
ee retention? Did it lead to promotions 
into higher pay-scale positions?

Predictive analytics allow  
companies to isolate the effects of 
individual investments by treating a 
corporate initiative as an observational 
study. We are able to move beyond re-
lational correlations to true causation: 
Specific effects of a human capital pro-
gram are reported when there is a 95 
percent certainty of their impact. The 
resulting analysis opens up exciting  

possibilities for companies, turning 
data into truly actionable intelligence. 
Once a learning leader knows what 
aspects of a program have the greatest 
impact, future initiatives can be devel-
oped with known success.

In the case of SLI, the learning func-
tion discovered that the greatest need 
area for users was in software, which 
changed more rapidly than the hard-
ware the company sold. The search 
data and viewed content also informed 
the learning function where to focus 
its limited resources for developing 
formal content. An increased focus 
was placed on recruiting experts in 
software to contribute content and im-
plementing other initiatives to reward 
usage of SLI to help reduce service 
calls and response time.

Fortunately the tools required to 
conduct these types of analyses are 
now widely available and relatively 
inexpensive, and firms with expertise 
in these newer types of measurement 
are able to mentor a learning function 
early in their journey. 
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Predictive analytics allow companies to isolate  
the effects of individual investments by treating a 
corporate initiative as an observational study. We 
are able to move beyond relational correlations to 
true causation: specific effects of a human capital 
program are reported when there is a 95 percent 
certainty of their impact.
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