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IN T H I S A R T I C L E 

instructional Strategies 

When unveiled 20 years ago, 

behavior modeling was predicted 

to do wonders for training. It has. 

And, now, an enhanced version 

is keeping up with our 

changing times 

B Y A L I C E P E S C U R I 

IF YOU ARE BEING PRESSURED to make 
training yield greater results and to 

improve your organization's perfor-
mance through training interventions, 
behavior-model ing-based training 
with some new and exciting enhance-
ments is still the best methodology for 
building skills and producing lasting 
behavior change. But first, a bit of 
background. 

Twenty years ago in these pages we 
(James Robinson and current author 
Byham) wrote about a bold new train-
ing concept that we believed could 
measurably improve supervisory per-
formance in the day-to-day skills nec-
essary for leading people (see page 30 
for an excerpted version). This ap-
proach was behavior modeling. When 
it was marketed for the first time back 
in the 1970s, we predicted in the then-
Training & Development Journal that it 
could do wonders for organizations 
and their learners. Well, it has! 

Over the past 20 years, our compa-
ny has trained more than three mil-
lion people to use behavior model-
ing. In fact, training pract i t ioners 

C A N D W I L L I A M C . 

around the world still use this training 
approach as the basis for many hu-
man resource solutions. 

So the next question is, how well 
does a 20-year-old methodology hold 
up today? The workplace is changing 
constantly, so it's no surprise that the 
way people want and need to learn is 
changing, too. Does this mean that be-
havior modeling won't work? No. Be-
havior modeling in training is still the 
best way to develop skills and change 
behavior. With enhancements to a ba-
sic five-step process, you can respond 
to pressing organizational needs and 
changing learner requirements and 
continue to use the behavior modeling 
methodology to improve the perfor-
mance of your organization's work-
force. This article will focus on 
changes in the workplace and the way 
we're responding by enhancing the 
behavior modeling process. 

Behavior modeling 
over the years 

First, though, let's look a little more 
closely at how behavior modeling has 

B y h a m 

been applied in training over the years 
to help organizations close perfor-
mance gaps. The traditional behavior 
modeling training design presents five 
critical components to ensure effective 
learning. 
I Content overview. The facilitator 
identifies the skills to be learned and 
presents factual content about the 
topic. 
I Positive model video. Learners see 
the skills demonstrated, generally on 
video. 
* Skill practice. Learners practice us-
ing and applying the skills in a one-
on-one exercise. 
• Feedback. Participants receive feed-
back on how well they used the skills. 
I Application on the job. Learners 
discuss how they will apply the skills 
in the workplace. 

Until the widespread introduction 
of behavior modeling in 1974. training 
interventions relied on lectures and 
theory. The idea of minimizing theory 
in training and, instead, concentrating 
on a learning structure that included 
situation-specific behaviors a person 
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could learn and apply, presented quite 
a leap In the approach to training. 

So, what makes behavior modeling 
so effective as a learning design, and 
why do we need to ensure that this 
methodology remains strong today? 
There are a number of reasons that 
help to explain our success with this 
methodology over the years: 
I The learning addresses the impor-
tant issues facing leaders—the first au-
dience for this type of training 20 years 
ago. Training in improving poor work 
habits or using effective disciplinary 
action, for example, is the kind of 
hands-on, relevant guidance learners 
have appreciated. 
I People like its s tep-by-s tep ap-
proach to dealing with situations. They 
also appreciate the positive model, 
which gives learners a visual demon-
stration of the skills being used and a 
target to shoot for. 
ft The safe haven of classroom prac-
tice eases people 's fears and elimi-
nates the risk of tiying new skills for 
the first time on the job. 

O t h e r e l emen t s also have con-
tributed to the success of behavior 
modeling. Stringent instructor certifi-
cation requirements ensure appropri-
ate delivery of behavior modeling. It's 
generally recommended that learners 
be trained in small groups, usually 
limited to 16 people, allowing each 
participant to practice the skills every 
session and to allow them to obtain 
in-depth coaching and feedback. And 
the importance of management sup-
port t h r o u g h o u t the o rgan iza t ion 
commonly is built into imple-
mentation plans. 

As this approach has been ap-
plied over and over, the success 
of behavior modeling has been 
documented. It shows increases 
in learner competence and be-
havior change affecting bottom-
line results. Our own research 
substantiates this. (See "Return 
on Investment" on page 28. ) 

• New training 
designs need to 

include a variety 
of roles and 
contexts m 

change to meet the resulting chal-
lenges. Let's explore some of these 
changes. 

Today's organization is flatter and 
less hierarchical. Employees take on 
more responsibilities as their organi-
zations try to do more with less. As a 
result, people have more demands on 
their time. The "do more with less" 
credo applies to training as well as 
other parts of the organization.With 
time, money, and resources precious-
ly guarded, it's no wonder that orga-
nizations demand solutions that offer 

return on the organization's invest-
ment as well as that of learners ' . 
Through it all, of course, the work-
place operates in a world that's fluid 
and changing. That's why we need to 
focus on building and developing 
skills—not rote responses—that can 
be internalized and applied flexibly 
as changing situations dictate. 

As for learners themselves, w h o 
they are and how they learn has 
changed. They come to training with 
varying educational levels and skill 
sets, and they're identified more by 
roles than job functions or titles. For 
example, more and more people are 
taking on leadership roles and posi-
tions.When we wrote about behavior 
modeling in 1976. it was aimed most-
ly at the supervisory level. Because 
organizations are flatter, an audience 
now might include team members as 
well as team leaders and higher-level 
manage r s . Of t en , especia l ly with 
more virtual work groups and team 
structures, learners are people who 
have to influence others to do some-
thing even though they have no posi-
tion p o w e r at all. Ins tead of con-
cen t ra t ing on na r row topics and 
managerial levels, new training de-
signs need to inc lude a variety of 
roles and contexts from which people 
can approach the skills to be learned. 
The emphasis should be on develop-
ing the appropriate competencies for 
the roles and contexts in which learn-
ers will be using the skills. 

The way people want to learn is 
changing, too. They are no longer sat-

Major Modeling 
Process 
Components* 

Con ten t and 
Analysis/Positive 
Model 

Op t ion I: Opt ion 2: Opt ion 3: Op t ion 4: 
Classroom-based Classroom and Self-study and Non-classroom-
Delivery Self-study Classroom based Delivery 

i . f s- mi 
Classroom Classroom Self-study Self-study 

What's changing 
Change is like a row of dominos: 
Once a move is initiated, other 
pieces fall accordingly. In busi-
ness this means that when an 
organization begins to change 
to stay competitive, the work-
p lace and the w o r k e r s must 

Practice and 
Feedback 

^ • • I f * • • • • a? a? 
Classroom Self-study Classroom Self-study 

" Application activities are built in throughout. 
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isfied to come to class, listen, learn, 
and go out and apply the training. 
They now want to have the option of 
learning on their own time and in 
their own way. They want to explore 
content, expect to be challenged, and 
demand a high level of involvement 
in the learning process. They want 
things tailored to their own needs, 
pace , and learning style. They are 
used to being entertained by televi-
sion and movies , and they expect 
training to do the same. 

Another important element is the 
rapid change in technology. It gives 
us many more choices in how we de-
liver training. Advances such as CD-
ROM and teleconferencing create op-
portunities to learn at home, at the 
workstation, in the learning lab. or in 

MORE BANG FOR THE BUCK 

The fol lowing delivery combina-
tions offer the maximum efficiency 
and e f fec t iveness for a behav io r 
modeling implementation. 

Option I : Classroom-based 
delivery 
All the components of the behavior 
modeling process are delivered in a 
classroom format. 
ft Helps learners new to the behav-
ior modeling process gain a solid 
unders tanding of the process and 
content, especially the ability to give 
effective feedback. 
I O f f e r s l ea rners the benef i t of 
group discussion. 
I Enables facilitator to check learn-
ers' understanding and proficiency 
of skills. 
I Lets facilitator intervene during 
the skill practice to fine-tune or cor-
rect the use of a skill. 
I Allows the skills being learned to 
b e p o s i t i o n e d in the con tex t of 
broader organizational needs and 
objectives. 
I Builds teamwork across organiza-
tional departments/units. 

Option 2: Classroom and 
self-study 
In this option, the cognitive learn-
ing. positive model, and application 
care are c o n d u c t e d in class, fol-

classrooms. These advances can aug-
ment or replace current training offer-
ings. 

To enable you to develop and de-
liver training that boosts your organi-
zation's performance, you should be 
considering how to incorporate flexi-
bility in design, a wider range of de-
livery options, and enhanced learning 
alternatives. So how is behavior mod-
eling meeting these challenges? Be-
low we describe enhancements rela-
tive to the components of behavior 
modeling. 
O v e r v i e w of t h e c o n t e n t . T h e l e a r n i n g 

design must offer different ways to 
hold learners ' a t ten t ion and mee t 
varying needs for depth of content. 

To illustrate this, we will use our 
organization as an example. We used 

lowed by on-the-job skill practice 
with a coach or study group. 
I Saves classroom time. 
I Offers same benefits as in option 
1 regarding group discussion and 
posi t ioning organizat ional issues 
and objectives. 
I Works best when learners have a 
good understanding of the process, 
the ability to give effective feedback, 
and the commitment to personal de-
velopment (that is, they will practice), 
ft Requires manager or peer sup-
port to help with and reinforce the 
practice process. 

Option 3: Self-study and 
classroom 
Here, the cognitive learning, posi-
tive model, and application compo-
nents are completed through self-
study, and skill practice occurs in a 
classroom format. 
ft Provides an option when class-
room time is at a premium, 
ft Requires communication within 
the training to reinforce how the 
skill area being learned meets orga-
nizational req u i rements. 
ft Relies on good work standards 
(that is, participants will do the pre-
work). 
ft Lets learners work at their own 
learning pace and in their own time 
to master the content and analyze 

to approach the basic components of 
behavior modeling (cognitive infor-
mation. positive model, skill practice, 
feedback, and application) in a linear 
fashion, applied repeatedly regardless 
of topic. This process provided all the 
content up front and then employed 
repetition to build the knowledge and 
skill of die learner. 

In our learning design today, we 
can take a very different tack to meet 
varying learner needs and hold peo-
ple's attention, enabling them to ab-
sorb and retain more knowledge and 
skills. Behavior model ing 20 years 
ago was like throwing learners a 12-
inch snowball (all the content they 
need to learn). They might catch it. or 
they might not. If they did hold onto 
it, it might not stay in one piece for 

the key behaviors required, 
ft Allows classroom time to be used 
for focusing on skill practicing un-
der the guidance of the facilitator 
and also ensures the practice will 
take place. 

Option 4: Non-classroom-
based delivery 
All c o m p o n e n t s of the behav io r 
model ing process are comple ted 
through self-study and on-the-job 
skill practicing. 
ft Proves very useful for refresher 
training. 
ft Offers valuable option for just-in-
time training for an individual based 
on bus iness n e e d s ( for instance, 
dealing with an upcoming change 
or handling conflict). 
ft Works best when some classroom 
tra ining has b e e n comple t ed , or 
learners have worked with a trained 
coach or facilitator to ensure under-
standing of key content and process, 
ft Works well for follow-up train-
ing, especially when there's a limit-
ed amount of time to get through 
classroom topics (for instance, three 
units will be completed in class, and 
any remaining are the responsibility 
of the learner). 
ft Provides an alternative that might 
better meet organization time or ge-
ographic constraints. 
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RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

Behavior modeling produces re-
sults . Our o rgan iza t ion , Devel-
opment Dimensions International, 
recently assembled a research com-
pendium describing behavior mod-
eling's effectiveness over the past 
two decades (Interaction Manage-
in e nt ® Resect rcb Compen di u m. 
1995). This learn ing des ign has 
demonstrated positive results at all 
four levels of training evaluations: 
participant reaction, learning, appli-
cation to the job, and organization-
al performance change. 

Behavior model ing has been 
proven effective in all industries, 
from finance to manufacturing to 
health care, and at all educational 
levels. For instance, we studied the 

very long. Today's approach is more 
like tossing a 3-inch snowball (some 
content) that they can easily catch 
and letting them add snow (addition-
al skill and knowledge) to it a little at 
a time. Eventually they build a 12-
inch snowball and benefit from the 
e x p e r i e n c e that wen t a long with 
building it. 

Here are some examples of how to 
incrementally build content and skill: 
ft Start with a basic overview of the 
content, followed with immediate ap-
plicat ion. Then add more content 
throughout the training to increase 
the learning challenge. 
ft Use mul t ip le pos i t ive learn ing 
models to show more than one type 
of situation in which to use the skills, 
and increase the difficulty of those sit-
uations to present more challenges, 
ft Add further content, challenging 
situations, and application opportuni-
ties between skill practice situations 
to increase the level and difficulty of 
subsequent skill practice. 

Interspersing content information 
in chunks throughout the training 
holds the attention of the learner, in-
creasing retention and skill building. 
This approach helps learners discover 
ideas and skills on their own and fo-
cuses people on the ways they can ap-
ply their learning to their own situa-
tions. Today 's more sophis t ica ted 
learners want more rationale, realism, 

results of MBA students who were 
evaluated in a comprehensive assess-
ment center after they were trained 
via behavior modeling in 10 learning 
units focused on leadership skills. 
The students scored consistently 
liigher than students who did not re-
ceive the behavior modeling training. 

Research by Paul Taylor of the 
University of Waika to in New-
Zealand shows that behavior model-
ing has proven effective in a variety 
of international locations as well. 
Taylor's meta analysis of 97 behavior 
modeling studies from a variety of 
sources worldwide found a relation-
ship with on-the-job behavior in 96 
studies and die lack of relationship 
in only one (Taylor, 1994). 

• Interspersing 
content information 

throughout the 
training holds the 

attention of the 
learner, increasing 
retention and skill 

building • 

and content to help them apply a skill 
to a variety of different situations. 

It's important to go beyond lecture 
and small group discussion to include 
engaging simulations and substantive 
case studies. 

While simulations have been a fre-
quently used method of training, they 
have not normally been part of most 
behavior model ing programs. Be-
cause simulations get the learner's at-
tention through self-discovery, inte-
grating simulations into the content 
component of behavior modeling is 
an important feature. 

The fact is, some content can't be 
taught; it needs to be experienced or 
felt. Simulat ions and exper ien t ia l 
learning can help people feel the con-
tent. such as what it's like to be em-
p o w e r e d or to be in the midst of 
change. Simulations encourage par-

ticipants to become aware of their 
own feelings about and reaction to 
these issues so they will be better 
able to apply the learning. For in-
stance, after experiencing how they 
themselves respond to change, peo-
ple can better help others deal with 
change. Engaging learners' emotions 
and feelings in this way has proved 
extremely effective in increasing their 
understanding and interest, as well as 
in spurring them to deve lop these 
new skills. 
The positive model. Positive model 
v ideos can be presen ted in a new 
con tex t and play a larger role in 
building skill. 

Step two of traditional behavior 
modeling presented a positive model 
video immediately after reviewing the 
con ten t to be l ea rned . Learners 
viewed the video and discussed the 
skills they saw applied. One alterna-
tive is to present the video different-
ly—as an in-depth case study. 

Here's how this approach works. 
The learners are given a written case 
s tudy to ana lyze—for example , a 
leader who needs to talk to an em-
ployee about a performance problem. 
They review the background informa-
tion and as a group discuss how best 
to apply the information or skills they 
learned in the content Overview. This 
group discussion gives the instructor 
a chance to ensure accurate under-
standing of the skills to be learned. 
After the group members are satisfied 
that they are well-prepared for the 
discussion (i.e., can effectively apply 
the skills and have a good plan in 
mind), they view the positive model 
video which provides an answer to 
the case. (The video itself is present-
ed as just one way of handling the 
discussion, but not the only way.) 

This case s tudy me thod gives 
learners a chance to practice applying 
newly learned informat ion to the 
analysis. It spurs learners to explore 
opportunities, choose preferred alter-
natives, and raise issues that affect 
potential results. The benefit of this 
case study approach is exploration, 
practice, and application of the skills 
very early in the learning sequence. 
Part icipants are more actively in-
volved in the learning and the video 
is more engaging. This adds up to in-
creased retention and faster learning. 
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Participants are also better pre-
pared to plan their skill practice 
b e c a u s e they have had a 
chance to practice preparation 
as part of the case study. Of 
course , this a p p r o a c h to the 
positive model video requires 
more t ime in the ana lys is 
phase , but it results in faster 
skill p rac t i ces wi th g rea t e r 
learning. 
Skill practice, feedback, and ap-
plication. We must provide par-
ticipants with more opportuni-
ties for s e l f -d i agnos i s and 
self-directed learning. 

A variety of tools can be de-
veloped and incorporated into 
behavior modeling so that par-
ticipants can target their developmen-
tal areas and enjoy a richer learning 
experience. These tools include self-
assessment of current competence , 
feedback from others (including 360' 
assessments) , and pa t te rned inter-
views to gather data on current job 
performance issues. By gathering this 
information in advance, participants 
can focus their learning and skill prac-
tice time on the areas most important 
to their individual development. 

For example , let's say a learner 
wants to develop some key interper-
sonal skills, p e r h a p s ma in t a in ing 
another person's self-esteem, using 
empathy, or learning to disclose ef-
fectively. If the pre-class learn ing 
shows that this person is excellent at 
showing empathy but needs to devel-
op skills in disclosing personal feel-
ings, the person can direct his or her 
learning, practice, and feedback ses-
sions to meet that particular need. 
The ability to focus the learning pays 
big dividends in learner involvement, 
skill acquisition, skill transfer, and re-
turn on time devoted to learning. In-
corporating these new approaches in-
to your behavior modeling training 
also provides a method for learners to 
be accoun tab le for d i rect ing their 
own education and improving their 
own job performance. 

The skill practice remains the crux 
of behavior modeling training, but we 
need to develop more options for car-
rying it out. 

A good portion of behavior model-
ing training—providing the content, 
reviewing and analyzing the positive 

Behavior modeling 
can employ a 

variety of tools 
so participants 

can enjoy a 
richer learning 

experience • 

model, and conducting application 
activities—can be handled outside the 
traditional classroom thanks to ad-
vances in technology. For instance, 
we can now incorporate video-based 
and CD-ROM-based self-study vehi-
cles for acquiring content informa-
t ion, ana lyz ing a case s tudy , and 
viewing and analyzing the positive 
model. The video and CD-ROM inter-
active simulations can prepare people 
for a variety of situations—such as 
handling employee responses of de-
fensiveness, compliance, and with-
drawing before they actually practice 
skills. The use of self-study can re-
duce classroom time, provide great 
just-in-time refreshers and skill build-
ing, and prepare individuals for the 
real skill builder—live skill practice. 

While technology allows much of 
the training to occur outside the tradi-
tional classroom, no electronic med-
ium can fully replace the complex 
dynamics of a human interaction. We 
believe skill development and skill 
transfer still are best developed and 
enhanced by participating in a live 

skill practice process. We rec-
o m m e n d that i n e x p e r i e n c e d 
learners participate in at least 
one or t w o uni ts in the tra-
ditional classroom so they can 
have the s t rong a n c h o r of a 
trained facilitator/instructor to 
answer questions, provide feed-
back, and coach them on the 
p roces s . Learners then can 
move to other delivery options 
tailored to their learning style, 
time demands , and organiza-
tional desires. 

Regardless of the option cho-
sen. three ingredients are criti-
cal to the success of any skill 
practice: sound preparation, a 
live interaction, and feedback 

by a trained observer . A variety of 
ways and settings exist to accomplish 
the skill practice: 
I traditional classroom or workshop 
environment 
I on-the-job study groups 
I one-on-one skill practice with a 
trained, on-the-job coach 
I practice audiotapes critiqued by a 
trained coach or facilitator 
) a c o n f e r e n c e call b e t w e e n the 
learner, skill practice partner , and 
coach. 

Behavior modeling is most effec-
tively applied when used to teach a 
set of core skills that can be used in a 
number of situations covered in indi-
vidual learning modules . The core 
skills are the key learning focus. We 
have found that most learners require 
at least five skill practice opportuni-
ties across various modules to be able 
to apply the skills on the job. For 
many it might take more. The new 
skill practice opt ions should allow 
l ea rne r s to c o n d u c t a suf f ic ien t 
amount of skill practice. 

Obviously, all skill practicing op-
t ions p r e s e n t e d he re e n h a n c e the 
flexibility of the delivery method , 
how skills are developed, and the use 
of classroom time. These alternatives 
can be configured to match organiza-
tional and learner needs. (See "More 
Bang for the Buck'on page 27.) 

What's next? 
Looking ahead, we already know that 
technology-supported delivery meth-
ods will be the norm. CD-ROM, dis-
tance learning for interactive skills, 
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self-directed learning options, and in-
creased learner responsibility for skill 
acquisition are becoming a reality 
now. Down the road are opportunities 
for virtual reality simulations, as well as 
desktop electronic support systems to 
augment and support the training 
process. We also see a need for more 
peer coaching and support as the man-
ager's time becomes more precious. 

As you have seen, the workplace 
and the people who work in it are 
constantly changing. So, too, must be-
havior modeling. With these enhance-
ments to your behavior model ing 

process, you can minimize or expand 
classroom time, provide basic or ex-
panded content, and have a learning 
process that is both flexible and effec-
tive for learners, whether they are se-
nior managers or front line employees. 
You can also ensure that people are 
learning processes that they can apply 
in complex and changing environ-
ments and that workers can handle 
more diverse and dynamic interactions 
required for success. • 
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Interaction Modeling: 

A Supervisory • -
Training Concept 

In February 1976, Training and Development Journal 

unveiled the then hold, new supervisory training concept 

called interaction modeling—a foreru n ner of beha vior 

modeling. Here's a condensed version of the original. 

B Y W I L L I A M B Y H A M A N D J A M E S R O B I N S O N 

CAN TRAINING MEASURABLY improve 
supervisory skills in such areas as 

increasing productivity, reducing em-
ployee absenteeism, handling discrim-
ination complaints, and overcoming 
resistance to change? 

Although many managers would be 
skeptical, a number of leading compa-
nies are attempting to change supervi-
sory behavior in these critical areas as 
well as others, and there is research to-
day to show the effectiveness of sever-
al of the training programs. 

These training programs use a new 
training concept called interaction 
modeling, which is quite different 
from traditional supervisory training 
programs. No theory is taught; in-
stead, for each situation, practical 
steps are provided. Positive models of 
behavior are presented and on-the-
job application is stressed. 

Interaction modeling programs dif-
fer according to individual needs and 
objectives of using organizations, but 
most have the following elements: 
l The subject matter is targeted to real 

needs of the group by identifying, prior 
to training, die difficult human interac-
tion situations confronted by the super-
visors to be trained, e.g.. improving 
work habits, utilizing effective discipli-
nary action, delegating responsibilities, 
orienting new employees, and so forth. 
I Six supervisors are trained at once, 
ft The training is structured so that 
one difficult human interaction situa-
tion is learned at a time, 
ft A step-by-step approach for han-
dling each difficult interaction situa-
tion is provided. 
ft A positive model using the step-by-
step approach shows learners how 

each difficult situation can be handled, 
ft Practice in handling the difficult 
situations is provided each learner, 
ft Confidence is developed as super-
visors discover they are developing 
skills to handle difficult situations 
which previously they had not been 
able to handle effectively, 
ft A receptive and supportive on-the-
job environment is built so that the 
trained supervisors do in fact use 
their skills on the job. 

Learning by mistakes 
In spite of its popularity, there are a 
number of reasons why allowing 
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