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How To Ensure 
Transfer of Training 
BY PAUL L. GARAVAGLIA 

HERE ARE SOME METHODS FOR 

MAKING SURE THAT THE MONEY 

YOU SPEND ON TRAINING 

ACTUALLY IMPROVES TRAINEES' 

JOB PERFORMANCE. 

More than ever, training eval-
uation must demonstrate 
improved performance and 

financial results. As HRD profession-
als, we need to show organizations 
that they're getting good returns on 
their investments in training. To do 
that, we need to find out whether 
the skills and knowledge taught in 
training get transferred to the job. 

We've been asking that question for 
more than 30 years. Still, studies show 
that only about 15 percent of compa-
nies measure training transfer, defined 
as the effective and continued applica-
tion to trainees' jobs of the knowledge 
and skills gained in training. 

One reason measuring training 
transfer has become so important is 
the rise in training costs. In 1992, orga-
nizations in the United States invested 
more than $45 billion in employee 
training, according to an October 1992 
Training magazine report. Yet, few 
firms can show that their training 
expenditures result in observable 
behavior changes on the job. As HRD 
practitioners, we can't allow the 1990s 
to be remembered as the decade in 
which so many were trained at such a 
great cost with so few results. 

The job of HRD practitioners is to 
assess the value of what participants 
gain from training and the extent to 
which training increases job produc-
tivity. In reality, training evaluation 
often assesses only whether immedi-
ate instructional objectives have been 
met—specifically, how many items 
trainees answer correctly on posttests. 
That isn't enough. The people evalu-
ating training must examine job-skills 
transfer and effectiveness. 

Most traditional evaluation models 
are divided into four levels: reaction, 
learning, behavior, and results. The 
value of the information gathered at 
each level increases as the evaluation 
moves from measuring reaction to 
measuring results. Generally, results 
or follow-up evaluation is considered 
the most intensive level. But many 
organizations do only reaction-level 
evaluations. 

In measur ing training t ransfer 
through evaluation, consider the fol-
lowing aspects: 
» why training transfer should be 
measured 
» when transfer should be measured 
» who should measure transfer 
I how to measure transfer 
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I which instructional- and perfor-
mance-technology techniques can be 
used to increase transfer. 

Why measure transfer? 
In order to demonstrate the value of 
t r a in ing to an o r g a n i z a t i o n , i t 's 
important that the HRD department 
p lan , b u d g e t for , a n d i m p l e m e n t 
transfer measures. When a company 
is cutting costs, senior managers can 
start to view training as a frivolous 
e x p e n s e . To avoid losing training 
dollars, the HRD depar tment must 
demonstrate through evaluation the 
w a y s in w h i c h t ra in ing i m p r o v e s 
product iv i ty . Simply put , t ransfer 
measurements can provide data to 
justify training costs. 

Another reason to measure trans-
fer is to verify the effect iveness of 
training curriculums. Feedback from 
such evaluat ions can he lp trainers 
and instructional designers upda te 
and redesign training programs. 

In Evaluation: A Tool for Im-
proving HRD Quality, Nancy Dixon 
writes that measurements taken after 

training must answer three questions: 
How should the training program be 
changed? What kinds of assistance 
do trainees need after they return to 
their jobs? What p reven t s t ra inees 
from implementing what they learned 
in training? 

Transfer measurements can account 
for and d o c u m e n t the na tu re and 
extent of on-the-job transfer and also 
lead to measuring organization-wide 
results. Gaining a degree of compe-
tence matters only if the competence 
translates to improved job per for -
mance. Transfer measurements com-
pare responses at the completion of 
training with responses in a later fol-
low-up, thus gauging the longevity of 
new skills. 

When should transfer be 
measured? 
Trainers disagree on w h e n to mea-
sure the transfer of training, includ-
ing the t ime f r a m e fo r t h e ini t ia l 
measurement, as well as intervals for 
ongoing assessment. 

Some evaluators collect the initial 

data immediately after training ends; 
others wait one, three, or six months. 
Those w h o prefe r to take the first 
measurement at three months tend 
to t h i nk i t 's i m p o r t a n t to g ive 
t ra inees e n o u g h t ime to apply the 
new skills at work, but not enough 
t ime to forge t w h e r e they l ea rned 
them. Generally, it's appropr ia te to 
measure the initial transfer of train-
ing three to 12 months after training, 
with six months being the most com-
mon time frame. 

In order to measure the longevity 
of behavior changes, most training 
eva lua to r s r e c o m m e n d f o l l o w - u p 
t ransfe r m e a s u r e s at s ix -month or 
yearly intervals. 

Who does the measuring? 
Many training staffs lack the skills, 
knowledge, and unbiased viewpoints 
about evaluation that are necessary to 
p e r f o r m one . N e e d l e s s to say, a 
p o o r l y d e v e l o p e d or i m p r o p e r l y 
administered evaluation instrument 
will p rov ide inaccura te measu res . 
Some training staffs neglect evaluation 
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because they don't have the time or 
because they lack the suppor t of 
senior managers. So it may be neces-
sary to contract with professional 
evaluators to determine whether on-
the-job behavior has changed. 

The instructional designer who 
designed a training course should 
not be involved in evaluating it. A 
colleague or consultant who wasn't 
part of the original deve lopmen t 
process is likely to be more objec-
tive. Also, the t ra iners w h o con-
ducted a course should not evaluate 
it. They tend to think that if trainees 
mastered a skill during training, then 
trainees are prepared to implement it 
on the job. 

To save money, consider using in-
house training staff to measure exist-
ing programs and external profes-
sional evaluators to measure new 
training programs, where internal staff 
are more likely to be biased. Trainees 
can create self-reports, and line man-
agers and supervisors can measure 
the degree of transfer. After all, super-
visors are the end-user clients. 

How can transfer be 
measured? 
You can choose from many methods 
for measuring transfer of training. 
Each needs to focus on the training 
ou tcome, wh ich usual ly must be 
changed behavior. 

One m e t h o d for measur ing 
changed behavior is to obtain reports 
from supervisors. Supervisors are in 
excellent positions to provide data 
about trainees' strengths and weak-
nesses. Also, supervisors can report 
changes in the du t ies and tasks 
t ra inees p e r f o r m on the job. Re-
questing information from supervi-
sors gets t hem involved in the 
process, and the data they provide 
tend to be relevant. 

Supervisors can provide informa-
tion that can help trainers revise train-
ing programs to meet managers ' 
needs. But sometimes supervisors 
don't have the time or motivation to 
complete written reports. Also, the 
reports can be more subjective than 
objective. And it can be costly to con-
duct and control a reporting system. 

An alternative method of evaluating 
behavior changes on the job is to con-
duct surveys and questionnaires. You 
can use different questionnaires for 

trainees and supervisors, or the same 
questionnaire. If you need further eval-
uation, tiy surveying trainees' peers. 

Surveys and questionnaires pro-
vide different perspectives from all of 
the trainees and supervisors, without 
costing a lot in time or money. But 
sometimes questionnaires come back 
incomplete or inaccurate. Or they 
don't come back at all, particularly 

when they are mailed to potential 
respondents rather than distributed 
in person. 

Another method for measur ing 
t ransfer is to deve lop act ion or 
implementation plans. Before com-
pleting training, participants create 
action plans and send copies to their 
supervisors. 

By creating the plans, t ra inees 
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make contracts with themselves to 
implement the skills learned in train-
ing, thus increasing the likelihood 
that transfer will occur. By sending 
copies to their supervisors, trainees 
get them interested in their plans and 
progress. And after trainees have 
achieved their initial objectives, they 
can make additional plans of action. 

Action plans are similar to perfor-
mance contracts. They show what is 
to be done, by whom, and at what 
time in order to achieve goals. But it 
can be difficult to implement a plan 
and to get commitment throughout 
the entire process. And response 
rates tend to be low. 

Another low-cost way to get evalu-
ation information is to interview 
trainees and supervisors in order to 
validate certain evaluation findings. 
The interviews can be conducted with 
individuals or groups, face-to-face or 
on the telephone. Interviews are eas-
ily adapted to different jobs and 
departments, but it's not always easy 
to find time to schedule interviews. 

Observat ion involves viewing 
trainees in their work areas in prac-
tice situations, actual on-the-job situ-
at ions, or job simulat ions. Such 
"qualification sessions" enable evalu-
ators to observe actual behavior in 
work situations. 

Observation is very effective for 
repetitive tasks. And it avoids the 
bias that participants, supervisors, 
and managers can bring to reporting 
systems. But observers can be 
biased, too. Observations require 
constructed instruments in order to 
avoid observer bias. 

Observations can be costly, time-
consuming, and obtrusive, due to the 
fact that an on-site observer must be 
present. It's preferable that trainees 
don't know they're being evaluated; 
observers can use such unobtrusive 
measures as measuring the use of ref-
erence materials by looking for frayed 
edges, bent pages, and so forth. 

Self-reports and pe r fo rmance 
appraisals are used less often than 
o ther a p p r o a c h e s for measur ing 
training t ransfer . Never theless , 
trainees can be accurate, sensitive 
judges of their own achievement lev-
els in their self-reports. Performance 
appraisals can provide base lines 
with which to compare changes in 
on-the-job performance, as long as 

the appraisals are specific, accurate, 
and up-to-date. 

No matter which method is used to 
measure training transfer, it's best also 
to measure the responses of a control 
group that didn't receive the training. 
That increases the validity of the eval-
uation, but it isn't always feasible. 

How can transfer be 
increased? 
In Transfer of Training, John 
Newstrom writes that 40 percent of 
skills learned in training are trans-
ferred immediately, 25 percent remain 
after six months, and only 15 percent 
remain a year later. Instructional 
designers can increase the likelihood 
of training transfer by building certain 
techniques into the training's design. 

Using many different examples 
increases training transfer by present-
ing various contexts in which trainees 
can expect to use the skills and 
knowledge learned in training. In 
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addition, varying the training setting 
shows trainees that a classroom isn't 
the only place in which knowledge 
and skills can be learned. 

Analogies also help increase train-
ing transfer, by showing how impor-
tant principles can apply in various 
situations. Training transfer tends to 
be better when learners understand 
the general principles behind the 
skills they are learning. Understanding 
those principles can turn neophytes 
into experts, giving trainees a 
broader, deeper knowledge and more 
tools for problem solving. 

For example, in Training: Program 
Development and Evaluation, Irwin 
Goldstein cites an experiment that 
shows how the transfer of principles 
improves the transfer of learning and 
skills. Two groups practiced shooting 
at an underwater target until each 
group was able to hit the target con-

sistently. Then the depth of the tar-
get was changed, and one group 
was taught the principles of light 
refraction through water. In the next 
target-shooting session, the group 
that learned about refraction per-
formed significantly better than the 
group that did not. 

One innovative technique for teach-
ing principles is computer simulation. 
Computer simulations help trainees 
learn principles that apply to the real 
world, not just to the simulations. 

When trainees don't have relevant 
information about new skills and 
knowledge, or when they have infor-
mation they don't realize is relevant, 
it's advisable to use "advance orga-
nizers'—relevant concepts that are 
taught to trainees before they learn 
the actual t raining material . For 
example, if the training content is 
about supply and demand, a relevant 
advance organizer might be a discus-
sion of the high cost of advertising 
for the Super Bowl. 

Though advance organizers have 
been known to p roduce mixed 
results, results tend to be positive 
when the organizers are properly 
designed and the effects are mea-
sured by a t ransfer test. Advance 
organizers provide a stable frame-
work of knowledge to which new 
learning can be anchored. 

Drill and practice techniques can 
help trainees reach a level of auto-
matic implementat ion on the job. 
Intensive drilling is especially effec-
tive with tasks and environments that 
remain the same from situation to sit-
uation. When different elements of 
the task do vary, it's important that 
trainees practice in different situa-
tions. Training transfer can increase 
when trainees practice an original 
task, label ing and ident i fy ing its 
important features. 

Using mnemonics (memory aids) 
can increase transfer of training. 
Mnemonics create mental images that 
make instruction meaningful . Ex-
amples of mnemonics include con-
necting new information to something 
that is already known and forming 
bizarre, unusual, or exaggerated men-
tal associations. 

Visual displays of in format ion 
boost training transfer. Trainees tend 
to group together in their memories 
elements that are similar or are pre-
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