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The biggest  problem with the ROI  claim  is the let ter I , which stands for 
" I nvestment ."  Cont rary to almost  all thinking in this profession, 
t raining is not  an investment  -  it  is simply an expense. While 
" investment"  sounds more important  than "expense,"  t raining is 
nonetheless, an expense. " I nvestment"  is a business term  that  implies 
the adding of capital to an organizat ion. Unfortunately, "human 
capital"  does not  qualify. Unt il a t raining vendor will sell a course to 
you, and then buy it  back for more than you paid, you did not  invest  in 
t raining, you spent  money on t raining. Peter Drucker was r ight  when 
he said, "Market ing and innovat ion make money. Everything else is a 
cost ."  
 
Not  yet  convinced it ’s worth the money to spend on an expensive 
consultant  or t raining sem inar? Read on. 
 
True, it  m ay take some t ime to see return on investment . However, in 
almost  all cases, soft  skills’ t raining is well worth the t ime and money 
in the long run. As Nierenberg points out , the results may not  be 
immediate but  improving interact ion and people skills leads to bet ter 
assignments down the road. "Your most  important  elem ent  is your  
human capital,"  she says. "Unless you have the soft  skills, you can’t  
get  to the hard skills."  
 
Company management  wants to know that  the money they are 
spending on t raining is well spent . They want  to know that  they are 
get t ing a sufficient  return on their  t raining investment  (ROI ) . 
I mprovement  factors include increased product ivit y, reduct ion of 
waste, and improved employee retent ion. 
 
Measurement  of t raining ROI  starts with defining the reasons and 
goals for the t raining, determ ining how much the t raining will cost ,  and 
ver ifying the amount  of return. 
 
Quest ions you m ay have to include before you spend on 
t ra ining :  
 
What  is the reason for the t raining? 
What  is the investm ent  in t raining? 
How is the return m easured? 
   
Start  w ith t ra ining goals 
 
A company may provide t raining to their  workers, managers, 
customers, and somet imes suppliers. The ult imate reason for t raining 
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them should be to improve the profits and repeat  business of the 
company. I t  is preferred that  this improvement  is measurable, so that  
an effect ive ROI  can be determ ined. I f there are no well defined 
"measurable goals"  then don’t  even start  the t raining process. 
 
Reasons to t ra in w orkers 
 
The reason to t rain workers and managers is so they will learn to do 
their  jobs bet ter or perhaps learn new skills or technologies that  can 
be applied to the company’s goals. Somet imes workers and managers 
are t rained to sat isfy government  requirements, to ensure safety, or to 
prevent  lawsuits or other forms of company loss. Managers are often 
t rained in people-handling skills. Also, companies may allow workers 
to take t raining sim ply as a way to keep them happy in their  jobs. 
 
I nvestm ent  in t ra ining 
 
I n order to t rain personnel a company must  pay for the development  
of t raining mater ial and the t ime spent  by the t rainers in the 
classroom. This is either absorbed through an in-house t raining 
department , paid to outside t raining companies, or a combinat ion of 
the two. 
 
Costs include paying for t ime off from  work, paying t rainers, and t ravel 
and lodging expenses. 
 
Tim e spent  by w orkers 
 
Workers and managers must  often take t ime off from  work to at tend 
t raining classes. Not  only is the company paying wages for no work 
done, but  it  may also lose opportunit ies for more sales or product iv ity 
dur ing the absence of the personnel. For off-site t raining, the company 
may also have to pay for t ravel and lodging. The burdened hourly rate, 
est imated loss of product ivity, and t raining expenses must  be 
calculated. 
 
Keep t rack of costs 
 
Obviously, if a company wants to determ ine their  ROI  for t raining, 
they must  account  for all the money spent , especially the hidden 
expenses. 
 
Measuring the ROI  
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The greatest  factor in measuring the return-on- investment  for t raining 
is the definit ion of what  the t raining is to achieve. Measuring the 
amount  of money generated by a group before and after the t raining, 
and then comparing that  improvement  with the cost  of the t raining is 
the way to measure the ROI . 
 
I f no m easurable goals 
 
Very often there are no specific or measurable goals to achieve for a 
t raining session. This is especially t rue in many of the "soft  skills"  
taught  to m anagers. I t  is very difficult  to measure the results of a 
manager style t raining sem inar. I n fact , the goal for such t raining 
m ight  be something like:  "To be a bet ter manager,"  whatever that  
means. I f there is no way to measure the effect iveness of the t raining,  
the company m ight  be bet ter off simply giving the people money to go 
on a vacat ion.  
 
Having specific goals or  Key Perform ance I ndicators ( KPI )  
 
I f the goal is to improve the product ivity of a worker in a certain 
process, a metr ic m ust  be determ ined that  leads to a company bot tom  
line number. Before and after t raining measurements must  be made to 
determ ine the effect iveness of the t raining sessions. Then the costs 
involved in t raining the personnel can be compared with the real 
improvement  of profits to determ ine its ROI . 
 
For example, safety t raining has a specific goal of reducing the 
accident  rate. Stat ist ics can be made that  will ver ify the effect iveness 
of such t raining. 
 
The reason to t rain should be to improve the company’s bot tom line. 
The investment  in t raining consists of the cost  of the t raining and the 
t ime spent  by the personnel from  their  jobs. By measuring the effect  
on the company profits before and after t raining, and then comparing 
with the costs of the t raining, a company can determ ine their  return-
on- investment . 
 
Key perform ance indicators 
 
So the best  place to start  is ident ifying key performance indicators 
(KPI s) . But  then what? 
 
"Start ing with the KPI , ident ify the key act iv it ies that  have to happen 
for successful achievement  of the m easure and for each act ivity, 
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ident ify the competency requirements, especially those with most  
leverage over the outcome,"  says Tony Dunk, pr incipal of HR 
consultancy CDA’s t raining and development  business. 
 
For example, the KPI  m ight  be a customer retent ion measure, where 
one cont r ibut ing act ivity is to reduce customer losses by dealing with 
complaints effect ively, so a key soft  skill is dealing with angry 
customers. I n this case, Dunk says that  we can measure the customer 
losses both before and after the ’dealing with angry customers’ 
t raining, quant ify the improvement , and set  it  against  the cost  of the 
t raining. 
 
"Where it  is difficult  is to take a generic t raining Programme on 
handling diff icult  customers, and answer the quest ion ’what  is the ROI  
for the Programme’ when it  isn’t  within the context  of a specific KPI ,"  
says Dunk. 
 
"This is why t raining departments often find it  diff icult  to establish ROI  
for their  curr icula, because their  needs analysis often dr ives generic 
development  across the organisat ion, without  a real understanding of 
the financial need being addressed in specific areas of the business. 
That  and the fact  that  they only tend to do it  when the budget  comes 
under scrut iny."  
 
Hence one needs to keep in m ind that  ROI  on generic programs is not  
really measurable. 
 
Donald Taylor is st rategic alliances director at  management  software 
company I nfoBasis and chairman of the Learning Technologies 
conference. He says that  when calculat ing the ROI  on any t raining, 
results need to focus on core areas such as product iv ity, morale and 
staff turnover, which are in line with business needs and are of clear 
value to the organisat ion. 
 
" I t ’s crucial that  alignment  to business needs is done up front  with 
t raining, so that  when you are asked ret rospect ively whether there has 
been value added, you have clear answers,"  he says. 
 
Skills audit  
 
According to Taylor, this means ensuring that  t raining is aligned to an 
ongoing skills audit . " I f you are on top of which skills each role 
requires and because roles are defined by business needs, it  can 
illust rate how t raining br idges that  gap,"  he says. 
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Declan Mulkeen, market ing director at  comm unicat ion and cultural 
awareness t raining provider Communicaid, agrees that  for soft  skills 
t raining it  is vital to understand that  effect ive programmes will have an 
impact  on end behaviour. 
 
"Once it  is clear what  changes in behaviour you require and you have 
determ ined their  potent ial impact  on business performance, it  is 
possible to t ranslate them into tangible metr ics, which can be 
measured financially,"  he says. 
 
Mulkeen cites the example of measuring the ROI  on cultural awareness 
t raining given to employees before being sent  on an internat ional 
assignment . "Assignments are very expensive for any organisat ion, 
with costs typically four to f ive t imes’ the annual salary of the 
employee. By providing pre-assignment  t raining, you can reduce the 
failure rate. As you understand what  you want  to measure and possess 
a clear vision of the outcomes you require, it  is then possible to 
establish ROI ,"  he says. 
 
However, Mulkeen does have a word of warning:  on its own ROI  
cannot  determ ine whether t raining has been t ruly successful.  "Don’t  
forget  delegate feedback, line manager and team 360-degree reviews 
as well as pre-  and post - t raining assessments and exam inat ions. Other 
measures of t raining should always be considered to evaluate whether 
it  was a successful init iat ive,"  he adds. 
 
Top t ips 
 
1)  Before measuring ROI , make sure the t raining solut ion is aligned 
with core business needs 
2)  Use an ongoing skills audit  to provide evidence of why t raining in 
specific areas is needed 
3)  Be clear on object ives and ident ify key performance indicators 
(KPI s)  to measure t raining against  
4)  Est imate outcomes from the start  – do not  start  t raining 
Programme unless the init ial expectat ion of benefits improvement  is 
just ified by the cost . 
 
The benefits that  w ould be felt  anyw ay w hether you do ROI  
calculat ion or  not : 
 
Whilst  qualitat ive results are hard to quant ify, we believe there are 
many tangible benefits to invest ing a lit t le more t ime to ensure that  
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soft -skills t raining is as effect ive as it  can be. These include 
creat ing/ enabling:  
 
a)  Dynam ic w orking culture  – Team members become bet ter 
equipped to problem solve posit ively and proact ively, and they have 
the determ inat ion to st r ive for excellence. 
b)  Successful im plem entat ion of change  -  Effect ive leadership, 
individual mot ivat ion and improved communicat ion br ings act ive 
involvement , and commitment  to planned changes. 
c)  I ncreased sat isfact ion  – I mproved communicat ion and an open, 
dynam ic working culture improves overall sat isfact ion and 
commitment . 
d)  Reduct ion in staff turnover  -  A more sat isfied and commit ted, 
less st ressed workforce is less likely to move on. Salary and other 
benefits become less im portant  when team mem bers feel respected 
appreciated and supported. 
e)  More efficient  m eet ings -  Open and honest  comm unicat ion and 
effect ive facilitat ion of meet ings saves t ime and improves collaborat ive 
problem solving and decision-making. 
f)  Meet ing of deadlines – More effect ive communicat ion and 
negot iat ion between departments means that  targets are more likely 
to be met  because of increased t ransparency, t rust  and rapport . 
g)  I ncreased product ivity  – Through effect ive leadership, improved 
mot ivat ion and communicat ion, indiv iduals and teams are bet ter 
equipped to achieve results. 
h)  Saving of m anageria l t im e  -  I mproved team communicat ion and 
collaborat ive problem solving results in fewer conflicts and fewer 
demands on m anagement  t ime. 
i)  Reduct ion in com plaints – I mproved collaborat ion, negot iat ion 
and resolut ion of problems results in fewer gr ievances, and a reduct ion 
in internal and external complaints. 
 
I n summary, 'Soft  Skills' Training can and does offer ROI  through 
sustainable and valuable improvements, part icular ly when:  
 
1)  I t  is st rategically linked to indiv idual, team and organisat ional needs 
2)  I t  addresses individual, team and organisat ional at t itudes to change 
3)  I t  is supported by on-going reinforcements by managers and team  
members 
4)  I t  is followed by real opportunit ies to pract ice “how to” . 
 


