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WHAT IS
‘Learning Transfer’

In 1988, Timothy Baldwin and Kevin Ford wrote what is now considered a 
seminal article for the journal Personnel Psychology, “Transfer of Training: 
A Review and Directions for Future Research”.

In it, they defined ‘learning transfer’ as: 

“ the generalization of the skills acquired during 
the training phase to the work environment and 
the maintenance of these acquired skills over time”

While alternative terms have since been offered to describe this process 
– for example, ‘transfer of training’, ‘transfer of learning’, and ‘training 
transfer’ – they all refer to the same ideal: maximising learners’ ability 
to sustainably deploy the knowledge, skills and behaviours that comprise 
a newly learned capability across a range of workplace situations 
and environments.



And what is the problem?
Though there are many causes – and many approaches to 
minimising or overcoming them – the ‘learning transfer problem’ is 
straightforward to define and characterise: the majority of workplace 
training is simply not transferred.

The Association for Training Development estimated that the global 
training market was worth $306.9bn in 2013, an increase 5.2% on 
the previous year. Yet it is widely acknowledged that only 5% - 20% of 
what is learned during formal training is transferred and applied in 
the workplace in a way that improves performance.

A similar picture emerges if we consider rates of:

 return on training investment

  content transfer (As Will Thalheimer1  
has commented, “Our role as 
instructional designers is not  
just to maximize learning, but 
also to minimize forgetting”)

  translation into job performance 
(work by Brinkerhoff & Gill2 
found that fewer than 5% 
of trainees self-reported 
applying trained skills)

  the loss of transferred 
skills over time (especially 
when even initial rates 
are disappointing)

  1 Thalheimer, W., Spacing Learning Events Over Time: What the Research Says (Work-Learning Research, Inc., 2006)

  2 Brinkerhoff, R.O. and Gill, S.J., The Learning Alliance: System thinking in Human Resource Development [Jossey-Bass, 1994]



The transfer process that Baldwin and Ford detailed, shown below, 
indicates that training input and output factors have six direct or indirect 
effects on the conditions of transfer.

While this model has been subsequently refined and reviewed by 
researchers, there is one lesson that organisations should be able to 
immediately draw: well-designed training alone is not the answer. 
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Figure 1: A Model of the Transfer Process – Baldwin and Ford (1988)
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And in Practice?
Academic research into the learning transfer problem, and into 
practices and activities that can alleviate it, has been conducted for over 
fifty years and issues have been identified at every stage of the learning 
process and in several different dimensions.

Although it has often been treated as such, learning is not an event but 
a process, and furthermore one that takes place in a complex context: 
many factors influence its subsequent impact.

Quite apart from the content and the intentions of the learning 
programme, learning transfer is influenced by how learners are 
prepared, who is trained (and the criteria for selecting them), and 
by what comes after.

The ‘post-learning event’ stages are particularly critical, and are often 
overlooked. But any approach that suggests that learning ceases 
at the end of the last session of formal learning is akin to suggesting 
that a marriage ends once the rings have been exchanged.



In a sequence of national surveys, ASK® explored the frequency of 
use in current L&D practice of six clusters of learning transfer actions 
and activities, which can be mapped against a timeline of training 
programmes as follows:

Analysis was highly revealing. The clusters with the highest average 
level of use – Event Delivery, Research, and Pre-event Communication, 
which also contained the most frequently used individual practices – 
are also those where trainers and L&D professionals are the dominant 
stakeholders, and have their greatest authority and remit to influence 
organisational activity. 

CAUSES
for Celebration

 
DURING THE TRAINING

 
AFTER THE TRAINING

 

BEFORE THE TRAINING

 
  Research (ie Intervention Design)

  Pre-event Communication

  Learner Selection

  Participant Pre-work

PROGRAMME STAGE LEARNING TRANSFER CLUSTER

 
  Event Delivery

 
  Workplace Environment



...and Causes for Anxiety

While organisations must hope – or, better yet, insist – that training will 
improve workplace performance, our research identified a fundamental 
concern: the Workplace Environment cluster’s learning transfer practices, 
known to have the most positive effects, were the least frequently used.

Nor was there compelling evidence that this has been identified as a 
problem and outsourced for a solution. Post-event support for transfer 
and application was considered to be the least important selection criteria 
when choosing external training providers.

Of 66 surveyed practices with proven efficacy in enhancing training 
effectiveness, respondents reported using only 26 either usually or 
frequently. All of these feature the trainer as the most heavily involved 
stakeholder, and are enacted before or during a learning event. Meanwhile, 
the 10 least frequently used practices all feature the Line Manager as the 
most heavily involved stakeholder, and occur in the workplace before or 
after the learning event.

A clear prioritisation of Event Delivery in both use of learning transfer 
practices and in provider selection underlines the important contribution 
that is already being made by trainers, but much remains to be done in 
other areas and particularly in those where trainers do not hold sway.

There is a sense of organisational dots not being joined: our research 
also revealed a decline in practices associated with accountability for 
transferring and applying learning and in stakeholder consultation. While 
these may be aspects that lie outside the remit of L&D practitioners, 
they suggest that the biggest potential gains lie in redoubling efforts 
to ensure L&D strategies are fully aligned with other HR priorities (eg 
performance management, reward and remuneration) and with broader 
organisational activities.

Otherwise, the good work and the adherence to best practice seen in the 
training venue – and its on-screen equivalents – will not lead to better 
work... or better workers.



HOW TO PROVIDE TRAINING
The Lazy vs The Effective Way

The 
Effective 

Way

 
   Define learning outcomes 
and align with business 
needs

   Consult stakeholders

   Invite proposals for review

   Agree evaluation 
measures and follow-up 
actions before sign-off

 
   Who has learning agility?

   Allow learners to choose

   Who is motivated to learn 
and perform?

   Who is open to new 
experiences?

 
    Offer training, explain why

    Explain the benefits

    Line Manager commits to 
support AFTER the event

   Preparation pack

   Get Senior Executive 
endorsement

DESIGNING THE COURSE SELECTING THE LEARNERS BEFORE THEY START

The 
Lazy Way

  Pick a topic

  Google for providers

   Send a purchase order to 
the cheapest

  Who’s floundering?

   Who keeps asking?

   Who deserves a day out?

  Let’s send everyone!

   Tell them where the 
training is

   Tell them what it is about

  Assume that is enough

DESIGNING THE COURSE SELECTING THE LEARNERS BEFORE THEY START

1 2



 
    Offer training, explain why

    Explain the benefits

    Line Manager commits to 
support AFTER the event

   Preparation pack

   Get Senior Executive 
endorsement

 
    Tell stories and engage 
emotions

    Know how and why, as 
well as what

     Allow learner reflection

   Relate models to reality

   Safe practice

 
    Continued support from 

Coach, Mentor, Manager

    Level 3 and 4 evaluation

     Recognise and reward 
improvements

    Return On Investment 
report

BEFORE THEY START DURING THE TRAINING

   Tell them where the 
training is

   Tell them what it is about

  Assume that is enough

   Focus on the skills and 
knowledge

   Outline models and 
theories

   Level 1 evaluation

   Business as usual

BEFORE THEY START DURING THE TRAINING AFTER THE TRAINING

AFTER THE TRAINING
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As the preceding pages have shown, learning transfer and application 
are affected by a wide range of factors before, during and after any 
training programme. While your L&D supplier can offer advice and support 
throughout design, delivery and evaluation, a strong working relationship 
with a commitment to openness and collaboration is essential. Different 
stakeholders – including trainers, line managers and senior leaders – can all 
positively influence learning transfer, but their relative impact varies across 
the full range of stages and factors.

ASK® can, however, offer services that address two specific challenges that 
we have frequently encountered in our client partnerships.

Identifying cost-effective, easily implemented ways to 
measure whether learning transfer has taken place and 
workplace performance has improved

In line with the Engage, Learn, Transfer, Evaluate methodology that underpins 
all ASK® programmes, we can work with you to develop an evaluation strategy 
that will yield the evidence you need to make a valid assessment. Our 
evaluation strategies normally propose some or all of the following:

 Level 1 – Satisfaction

 Level 3 – Behavioural Change (using our ProMES methodology)

 Level 4 – Impact (using our ProMES methodology)

In measuring business impact, ProMES provides a month-by-month 
assessment that:

 uses quantitative and qualitative metrics that you already collect

 enables problem identification and solution finding

 is ‘bottom-up’, so ownership remains with participants

 provides a single overall index of leadership ‘productivity’ 

 enables comparison between business units.

ADDRESSING
Two Major Issues
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Supporting and motivating learners to apply new learning once 
formal training has been completed

Learners need help to extract meaningful personal development from 
the learning they receive. Their newly acquired skills need encouragement 
and deliberate practice, and to be understood in their day-to-day 
context, yet these potential improvements are all too often lost.

ASK’s approach to the difficulties that learners can face in the post-training 
workplace environment includes the use of our Personal Development 
Mentors (PDMs). In the weeks and months after a training programme, 
they conduct confidential sessions where learners can discuss work 
matters they may feel otherwise unable to raise and work with their PDM 
to identify individual areas for improvement and development. By staying 
in touch with learners once their training is over, PDMs help them make 
their learning personal, meaningful, effective and sustained.

Visit our website and 
download our free guides: 
Engage, Learn, Transfer, 
Evaluate and Personal 
Development Mentors.
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ASK Europe plc 
Trent House 
University Way  
Cranfield Technology Park 
Bedfordshire  
MK43 0AN 
United Kingdom

t: +44 (0)1234 75 75 75 
e: hello@askeurope.com

askeurope.com

We offer cost effective blended 

leadership development programmes 

built on our methodology:

ENGAGE, LEARN, TRANSFER, EVALUATE. 

We are all about making learning stick 

and improving workforce performance 

in YOUR organisation.

Contact us for more details!


