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

Benchmarking 

Here are some real-life case studies of 

best practices in leading co mpa n ies, 

elected by the Benchmarking Forum 

of the American Society for Training 

and Development. Technology-based 

and performance-oriented, these 

practices herald common training 

approaches for the near future. 

B Y L E S L I E O V E R M Y F R - D A Y A N D G E O R G E B E N S O N 
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ARE COMPANIES really using technology to deliv-
er training? If so. how? Which techniques are 

successful in developing knowledge-based train-
ing for exper ts? H o w can my training g r o u p 
get involved in o u r company ' s reengineer -
ing e f for t—before p e o p l e c o m e to us for 
training? 

T h e s e a r e h a r d , b u t i m p o r t a n t , 
q u e s t i o n s fo r t ra in ing p ro fess iona l s . 
The search for n e w techn iques is a con-
stant activity. Competi t ion, downsiz ing, and 
reorganization cont inue to affect organizations, 
including training depar tments . As they d o m o r e 
wi th less, p r ac t i t i one r s s e e k ideas fo r m a n a g i n g 
change while still providing high-quality instruction. 

Here a re s o m e s u c c e s s s tor ies f r o m c o m p a n i e s 
that are m e m b e r s of the American Society for Train-
ing and D e v e l o p m e n t B e n c h m a r k i n g Forum—the i r 
best and most successful training practices, as well as 
the me thods they use to identify such practices. 

In 1995. the Benchmarking Forum selected 14 "best 
o r successful practices" f rom its 48 members . The selec-
tions are wide-ranging—from electronic training deliv-
ery to success fu l r eo rgan iza t ion of a t ra in ing depa r t -
men t . Most fall in to the new-p rac t i c e ca tegory; m a n y 
reflect current t rends in the training field. 
Aetna Life & Casualty: Redesigning the Education Depart-
ment. Most training profess ionals k n o w that they need 
to link thei r d e p a r t m e n t s a n d p r o g r a m s m o r e closely 
w i t h t h e b u s i n e s s e s t h e y s u p p o r t , e s p e c i a l l y in s u c h 
highly compet i t ive a n d rapidly chang ing industr ies as 
heal th care . T h e Fo rum recogn ized the e d u c a t i o n d e -
partment at Aetna Health Plans for its redesign of the de-
par tment and for the training s t a f f s contr ibution to the 
organization's overall reengineering effort. 

In the past, Aetna's education depar tment consisted of 
managers w h o supervised teams of training specialists as-
signed to major internal-customer groups . Because staff 
members focused on o n e area, they tended to develop a 
d e e p knowledge of that area without gaining more 
g loba l u n d e r s t a n d i n g of t h e bus iness . This cus-
tomer al ignment also n e e d e d to be adjusted each 
time that the business reorganized. So, the depart-
men t e m b a r k e d o n a large-scale redes ign of the 
home-office training unit. 

Each staff m e m b e r selected a team on which to 
p a r t i c i p a t e b a s e d on o n e of f o u r c o n c e p t u a l 
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m o d e l s . T h e t eams had six w e e k s to 
deve lop a proposal that expanded the 
conceptual model into a work ing de-
sign. Each team presented its ideas at 
an all-staff meet ing; m a n a g e m e n t se-
lec ted the w i n n i n g ideas to c rea te a 
new structure for the depar tment . 

T h e r e d e s i g n e d d e p a r t m e n t — 
which includes innovations proposed 
by all of the teams—is flatter and now 
run by a smal le r t e a m of m a n a g e r s 
ra ther than m a n y single manager- led 
teams. It's structured around business 
needs , in l ine w i t h Aetna ' s bus ine s s 
plan. T h e n e w s t ruc ture e m p h a s i z e s 
the deve lopmen t of multiskilled edu-
cators instead of training specialists as-
signed to a specific business group. It 
also includes the following elements: 
) a 3 6 0 - d e g r e e - f e e d b a c k r e v i e w 
process 
I an internal network of coaches 
l a resource-allocation team 
» a commi tment to the ongo ing de-
velopment of staff m e m b e r s 
I project managers with increased re-
sponsibility and customer exposure. 

The new structure has met Aetna's 
expectat ions: strategic positioning for 
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l c h a n g e s ; i n c r e a s e d 
skill levels of staff m e m b e r s in the ed-
uca t i on d e p a r t m e n t ; a n d m o r e dis-
p e r s e d l e a d e r s h i p a m o n g t r a i n i n g 
staff m e m b e r s , w h o have s h o w n an 
i n c r e a s e d s e n s e of o w n e r s h i p f o r 
their work . In addi t ion , productivi ty 
and qual i ty levels a re h igher . T h e r e 
has also been an increase in informa-
tion shar ing and employee -deve lop -
men t oppor tun i t i e s . T h e cost of the 
redesign was minimal, and education-
al services weren' t interrupted. 

The educat ion depar tment has also 
changed the way it does business. For 
example , it formed a par tnership with 
the c u s t o m e r adminis t ra t ion depar t -
men t d u r i n g the p l a n n i n g s t ages of 
the reengineer ing process. Educators 
w o r k e d wi th b u s i n e s s p r o c e s s spe -
cialists t o c o n d u c t a n e e d s ana lys i s 
and then deve loped the training. The 
t ra in ing t e a m a l so w o r k e d with hu-
man r e sou rces tc> c rea te and imple-
m e n t a c h a n g e - m a n a g e m e n t p l a n . 
These partnerships enabled the train-
ing a n d e d u c a t i o n d e p a r t m e n t t o 
proactively assess training needs up-
front during a business change, which 
minimized the need to revise training 
materials. The educa t ion depa r tmen t 

also gained visibility and set a prece-
dent for future partnerships. 

Aetna's Health Plans Training and 
Education depar tment ' s best practices 
clearly demonstra te the success of de-
veloping flexible, multiskilled educa-
tors, that t r a in ing is a key fac to r in 
success fu l b u s i n e s s t ransi t ions , and 
that the training depar tmen t must be 
i n v o l v e d c lose ly w i t h t h e b u s i n e s s 
g roups it supports . 
Andersen Worldwide: Concept Map-
ping and Pattern Matching. T ra in ing 
p ro fe s s iona l s f r equen t l y seek be t te r 
me thods for clarifying training needs 
u p f r o n t and eva lua t ing t ra ining out-
c o m e s la ter . A n d e r s e n ' s Cen te r f o r 
Professional Educat ion uses concep t 
m a p p i n g a n d p a t t e r n m a t c h i n g t o 
clarify expected employee competen-
cies and evaluate the effectiveness of 
training designed to deve lop the com-
p e t e n c i e s . In this c o n t e x t , t h e pu r -
pose of concept mapp ing is to paint a 
clear picture of training expecta t ions 

• C o n c e p t m a p p i n g 

shows the r e l a t i v e 

i m p o r t a n c e 

o f e a c h 

c o m p e t e n c y a r e a • 

and priorities by explicitly integrating 
multiple s takeholder views. After the 
training is complete , the expectat ions 
are compared to the outcomes. 

For m a n y t ra iners , it's a s t a n d a r d 
practice to ask stakeholders to identify 
a n d p r i o r i t i z e t h e i r e x p e c t a t i o n s 
t h r o u g h b ra ins to rming and negot ia -
t ion . W h a t ' s u n i q u e a b o u t c o n c e p t 
mapping and pattern matching are the 
sophisticated statistical tecliniques that 
e n a b l e the integrat ion of inpu t f rom 
different people. The result is an easy-
to-understand m a p that shows the rel-
ative importance of each competency 
area. This m a p is the founda t ion that 
gu ides the training des ign , deve lop -
ment. implementation, and evaluation. 
Andersen practitioners have used this 
m e t h o d t o c o m p a r e h o w wel l t h e 
learning and performance outcomes of 
training are meeting the initial expec-
tations. T h r o u g h the u s e of c o n c e p t 
m a p p i n g and pat tern match ing , An-

dersen has advanced the increasingly 
popular notion of using these outcome 
measures to assess "return on expecta-
tions," or ROE. 
T h e Boe ing C o m p a n y : Knowledge 
Modeling. Most training professionals 
find it challenging to convey complex 
information and p romote knowledge-
b a s e d skills. T rad i t iona l ly , t ra in ing 
staffs have used job-task analyses to 
d e v e l o p c o u r s e c o n t e n t . But t a sk 
ana ly se s a re i n a d e q u a t e for jobs or 
tasks w i t h h e a v y cogn i t ive c o m p o -
nents—in other words , tasks that ex-
perts think about a lot before they act. 

The Forum recognized Boeing for 
meet ing the un ique training needs of 
its many knowledge-based employees 
t h r o u g h t e c h n i q u e s b o r r o w e d f r o m 
the field of artificial intelligence. These 
techniques shortened the nine-month 
learning curve for new users of com-
p l e x c o m p u t e r - a i d e d d r a f t i n g a n d 
mode l i ng so f twa re , k n o w n as CAD-
CAM. B o e i n g n o w u s e s the Knowl-
e d g e Ana lys i s a n d Des ign S u p p o r t 
methodology (KADS) to identify and 
transfer the "thinking" of expert CAD-
CAM users. KADS makes nonobserv-
able thinking processes explicit. 

B o e i n g ' s KADS a n a l y s t s i n t e r -
viewed and observed expert users in 
o r d e r t o i d e n t i f y t h e i r t h i n k i n g 
processes for solving problems, deal-
ing with uncertainty, and minimizing 
risks. Then, the analysts worked with 
course developers to identify learning 
objectives and to integrate the expert 
CAD-CAM p r a c t i c e s in to a t r a in ing 
curriculum. Though KADS was origi-
nally d e v e l o p e d to build au toma ted 
k n o w l e d g e - b a s e d sys t ems , B o e i n g 
has also used it effectively in instruc-
tional des ign , r e f e rence documen ta -
tion, and process improvement. 

In a field c o m p a r i s o n of 70 engi-
neers trained in the expert CAD-CAM 
practices and 30 untrained engineers, 
the benefi ts of the new approach be-
came evident. All of the trained engi-
neers were able to perform a construc-
t ion t a sk ; l e s s t h a n half of t h e 
untrained engineers could. In addition, 
the s lowes t t ime for the task a m o n g 
the trained engineers was equal to the 
fastest time among the untrained engi-
neers. The conservative estimate of re-
turn on inves tment for o n e p rogram 
was 4,000 percent per year—based on 
less product ive t ime lost a m o n g new 
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users, less inefficiency a m o n g current 
users, reduced errors in data, and less 
d e m a n d on comput ing resources d u e 
to inefficient data. 
Digital Equipment Corporation: Tech-
nology Solutions. The role of advanced 
t e c h n o l o g y a n d a l te rna t ive de l ivery 
s y s t e m s a r e of g r o w i n g in t e r e s t t o 
training professionals. In this spirit, the 
Benchmarking Forum recognized Dig-
ital E q u i p m e n t for severa l p rac t i ces 
that are among the leading-edge appli-
cations of communicat ions technology 
found in training. These practices pro-
vide a w i n d o w on the future and high-
light the potential of the Internet and 
o ther compu te r ne tworks fo r training 
and performance support. 

T w o of D i g i t a l ' s b e s t p r a c t i c e s 
demonst ra te the benefi ts of using the 
World Wide W e b to deliver training. 
O n e , Digital cu r ren t ly ma in t a in s its 
curriculum catalog on the W e b for in-
s t a n t a c c e s s t o e m p l o y e e s l o c a t e d 
a n y w h e r e in t h e wor ld . This on- l ine 
sys tem h a s increased c o u r s e enro l l -
m e n t b e c a u s e of t h e e a s y a c c e s s , 
s ea rch capabi l i ty , a n d u s e r - f r i e n d l y 
graphical interface. 
In addition, the hypertext format and 
g r a p h i c s c a p a b i l i t y of the W e b e n -
ables Digital to p rovide the following: 
I sequential curriculum maps 
l pre-course skill checks 
I links to contacts within the training 
department for course information, the 
course-enrollment system, and educa-
tion resources outside of Digital. 

Digital also uses the Web to deliver 
a b a s i c f i n a n c e c o u r s e f o r 
managers . In the past, inter-
nal i n s t r u c t o r s t a u g h t t h e 
course, which includes such 
topics as interpret ing a bal-
ance sheet and using ratios. 
But lately, Digital h a s h a d 
f e w e r f i n a n c e e m p l o y e e s 
a v a i l a b l e t o i n s t r u c t . T h e 
W e b enables Digital to offer 
a s e l f - p a c e d , c o m p u t e r -
based course that employees 
c a n a c c e s s at t he i r c o n v e -
nience from any PC system, 
el iminat ing travel e x p e n s e s 
and time away f rom work. 

T h e c o u r s e c o n s i s t s of 
e i g h t m o d u l e s , i n c l u d i n g 
pre-module self-assessments, 
exercises, review quest ions, 
documenta t ion, and real-life 

examples from Digital's annual report. 
The course's reference guides provide 
just- in- t ime, j u s t - w h a t - y o u - n e e d re-
sources. W e b delivery also offers the 
unique benefit of being able to update 
the course instantly from a single site 
without having to recall diskettes. 

Digital e s t ima te s that t h e cos t of 
course convers ion f rom pape r -based 
t o e l e c t r o n i c wi l l b e r e c o u p e d 
through the el imination of paper , re-
p r o d u c t i o n , p o s t a g e , a n d ins t ruc tor 
expenses . Cost-control efforts also led 
to the deve lopmen t of an al ternative 
m e t h o d for delivering hands-on train-
ing to technic ians w h o service Digi-
t a l ' s c o m p l e x c o m p u t e r p r o d u c t s . 
Like many companies , Digital has re-
duced expendi tures for capital equip-
ment and travel in recent years, creat-
ing ins tead a central ized location for 
e lectronic del ivery—a remote-access 
l ab wi th va r ious h a r d w a r e a n d soft-
ware accessible in real time f rom sites 
a r o u n d t h e w o r l d . Use r s at r e m o t e 
sites also receive either lecture mater-
ial or t ra ining videos. This a p p r o a c h 
p r o v i d e s t echn ic ians wi th h a n d s - o n 
e x p e r i e n c e w o r k i n g w i t h c o m p l e x 
compu te r products and ne twork envi-
ronments . In fact, the training system 
uses the actual technology they work 
wi th , as well as buil t- in s imu la t ions 

C A L L FOR BEST PRACTICE N O M I N A T I O N S 

The AST!) Benchmarking Forum has n o w o p e n e d its 
Bes t /Success fu l Prac t ice se lec t ion p r o c e s s to ASTD 
m e m b e r s a n d t h e g e n e r a l publ ic . If y o u k n o w of a 
success stoiy in training and workforce deve lopment , 
p l e a s e n o m i n a t e the p rac t i ce a s a Bes t /Succes s fu l 
Practice to be recognized at t h e 1997 ASTD Interna-
tional Conference and Exposition. 

A c o m p l e t e d q u e s t i o n n a i r e w h i c h d e t a i l s rea l -
world examples of training practices and measures of 
s u c c e s s will b e r e q u i r e d f o r e a c h n o m i n a t i o n . T h e 
Best /Successful Practice nomina t ion packe t conta ins 
all relevant details including categories of submission, 
se lect ion criteria, and t imelines. Please call Lisa Lu-
c a d a m o at 703/683-8154 to reques t a Best /Successful 
Practice nominat ion packet . 

and exercises. A full-time administra-
tor is available onl ine to moni tor ses-
sions and answer trainees' questions. 
As n e t w o r k t e chno log i e s , the Inter-
ne t , a n d v i d e o - b r o a d c a s t i n g t e c h -
niques cont inue to advance, it will be 
easier, faster, and more cost-effective 
to implement these approaches . 

Digital's most versatile technology 
a p p l i c a t i o n w a s d e v e l o p e d by t h e 
l ea rn ing-and-deve lopment arm of its 
customer-services depar tment , which 
serves 20,000 employees w h o install, 
ma in t a in , a n d se rv ice t h o u s a n d s of 
Digital's and other suppliers ' products 
w o r l d w i d e . With s o m a n y produc t s , 
technicians often have to provide ser-
v ice to a c u s t o m e r w i t h o u t h a v i n g 
complete or up-to-date information for 
d iagnos is and repair. So, the depart-
ment developed the Multivendor Cus-
tomer-Service Learning Utility to pro-
vide access to and retrieval of training 
a n d d o c u m e n t a t i o n fo r t e c h n i c i a n s 
whenever and wherever they need it. 

The MCS Learning Utility is an elec-
t ronic-del ivery sys tem with W e b ac-
cess through high-speed modems and 
mult iple servers. Using a "search en-
gine." course maps, and modular out-
lines, t echn ic ians can select training 
courses and documenta t ion and then 
download them to a laptop. The sys-
tem also p rov ides h a n d b o o k s , refer-
ence guides, schematic diagrams, and 
s imula t ions . With the MCS Learning 
Utility, Digital a n t i c i p a t e s i m p r o v e -
ments in technicians' productivity and 
skills, as well as reduced training costs. 

Tektronix Education Con-
sortium: Partnering. Shrink-
i n g r e s o u r c e s a r e a c o m -
m o n p h e n o m e n o n in many 
t ra in ing d e p a r t m e n t s . Sev-
eral technology-based busi-
n e s s e s in t h e P o r t l a n d , 
O r e g o n a r e a h a v e b e e n 
work ing toge ther to broad-
e n e d u c a t i o n a l o p p o r t u n i -
t i e s f o r t h e i r e m p l o y e e s . 
T e k t r o n i x j o i n e d wi th Se-
quent , Intel, Wacker-Siltron-
ic, Hewle t t -Packa rd , Auto-
mated Data Processing, and 
M e n t o r G r a p h i c s t o s e e k 
inter-company opportunities 
fo r mee t ing sha red training 
n e e d s . T h e c o m p a n i e s ' 
t r a i n i n g m a n a g e r s m e e t 
month ly to discuss ways to 
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W H A T M A K E S A BEST PRACTICE! 

T h e r e a re n o s t anda rd m e t h o d s or 
published criteria for identifying and 
e v a l u a t i n g p r a c t i c e s as b e i n g t h e 
"best." The search for best practices 
is itself a n e w practice. As w e learn 
f rom e x p e r i e n c e , the m e t h o d s will 
cont inue to evolve and improve. 

ASTD's Benchmarking Forum aims 
to identify the best practices in train-
ing, broadening the term ' best prac-
tices" to "best a n d successful prac-
tices." The tenn "best" implies that an 
ultimate criterion exists against which 
all practices are judged, that only one 
practice can be the best, and that it's 
applicable to all organizations. Based 
o n the F o r u m ' s r e sea rch , p rac t ices 
that are effective in one organization 
don't necessary work in another. And 
if only o n e pract ice is j udged best , 
equa l l y e f fec t ive p rac t i ces m a y b e 
eliminated unfairly. 

To select best and successful prac-
tices. the Fonim invites member com-
panies to complete a narrative ques-
tionnaire using a modification of the 
Critical Incident Technique. Respon-
d e n t s g ive r ea l -wor ld e x a m p l e s of 
p rocesses , m e t h o d s , activities, a n d 
techniques that have resulted in effec-
tive performance. The quest ionnaire 
he lps de f ine the focus, criteria, and 
context of a practice, and provides in-

pool their resources and to expand the 
availability and content of their courses 
cost-effectively. 

This consort ium led to the creation 
of the Regional W o r k f o r c e Tra in ing 
Center , w h i c h s e c u r e d severa l s ta te 
grants to p romote Portland's economic 
development . The center has also im-
proved educat ional oppor tuni t ies for 
employees of the consort ium compa-
nies. Because the consor t ium shares 
i n t e rna l c o u r s e s a n d c o m b i n e s re-
sources for supplier-provided training, 
Tektronix has b e e n able to expand its 
c o u r s e o f f e r i n g s a n d c a n c e l f e w e r 
classes d u e to underenrollment. 
Texas Instruments: Automated Evalu-
ation. Tra ining profess iona ls are fre-
quent ly asked to document the long-
t e r m o u t c o m e s of t h e i r t r a i n i n g 
p rog rams . But it's diff icult to ob ta in 
f e e d b a c k f r o m p a r t i c i p a n t s a f t e r 

formation about the incidents that led 
to adopting the practice. 

T h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e is s t ruc tured 
as follows: 
I purpose , aim. a n d background of 
the practice 
I c o n t e x t , m e a n i n g w h e n a n d 
where the practice w a s adop ted 
I incident , including a descr ipt ion 
of the processes, methods , and tech-
niques. as well as an explanation of 
wha t m a k e s th is p rac t i ce d i f fe ren t 
from others 
I impact and outcomes, including a 
d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e i n d i c a t o r s a n d 
measures of results, h o w the practice 
s u p p o r t e d goals, the dura t ion of its 
effect, and the lessons learned. 

This format provides a consistent 
f r a m e w o r k for all m e m b e r c o m p a -
nies to nomina te their training prac-
t ices . F o r u m m e m b e r s can s u b m i t 
practices in two categories: 
• p roven pract ices that h a v e b e e n 
i m p l e m e n t e d success fu l ly and that 
d e m o n s t r a t e pos i t ive , m e a s u r a b l e 
results 
I new practices that are innovations 
planned for the near future or are in 
the early stages of implementation. 

New practices reilect the applica-
tion of n e w training trends, though 
they often lack measured outcomes. 

they've returned to their jobs. Due to 
cost and t ime constraints, this step is 
of ten sk ipped . So, Texas Ins t ruments 
d e v e l o p e d an a u t o m a t e d e-mail sur-
vey sys tem to ob ta in f e e d b a c k f r o m 
participants for course managers . 

In the past at TI. the evaluation of 
t raining t ransfer w a s a nons t anda rd -
ized process that w a s both time- and 
labor-intensive. Now. the au toma ted 
sys tem e n a b l e s c o u r s e m a n a g e r s t o 
register courses online for evaluation. 
The system s e n d s an e-mail message 
to all par t ic ipants 90 days a f te r they 
comple te a course asking t h e m to fill 
out a short ques t ionnai re . T h e seven 
quest ions, which can be cus tomized, 
garner information about skills transfer 
to o n - t h e - j o b p e r f o r m a n c e . T h e 
responses are recorded online, and the 
results are compiled in a database that 
course managers can reference. 

Typically, new-practice nominat ions 
an t i c ipa te the prac t ice ' s affect a n d 
h o w it will be measured . The aim is 
t o i n t r o d u c e i n n o v a t i v e , o f t e n 
u n t e s t e d , p r a c t i c e s a n d to f o l l o w 
their success over time. Companies 
that n o m i n a t e n e w p rac t i c e s la ter 
submi t f o l l o w - u p informat ion . T h e 
select ion criteria, wh ich reflect the 
overall goals and interests of Forum 
members , he lp ensure that the prac-
tices are un ique and innovative and 
that they expand the thinking about 
b o t h t h e p rac t i ces a n d the role of 
t raining. T h e criteria for new-prac-
t ice a n d p r o v e n n o m i n a t i o n s in-
clude the following quest ions: 
l H o w h a s t h i s p r a c t i c e s h o w n 
measurab le results and success de-
partmentally and organizationally? 
» What can Fo rum m e m b e r s learn 
from this practice? 
I H o w will the practice transfer to 
other organizations? 
I Does the practice reflect a current 
trend or issues that are of interest to 
the Forum as a whole? 

Twice yearly, a review panel made 
u p of ASTD a n d F o r u m m e m b e r s 
evaluates submiss ions according to 
the criteria. The re ' s n o limit to t h e 
n u m b e r of practices that can be se-
lected as a best or successful practice. 

The Automated Evaluation Project 
has increased the use of evaluations, 
reduced cycle time for data collection, 
and provided a s tandard measure for 
evaluating the transfer of skills and be-
havior to the job. Texas Ins t ruments 
estimates that it will experience signifi-
cant savings in labor costs to conduct 
eva lua t ions . It has a l r eady seen im-
provements in both the quantity and 
quality of participants' feedback. 

Special-interest practices 
The Forum also selected several prac-
tices that reflect HR-management is-
s u e s . Four f o c u s on a s s e s s i n g e m -
p l o y e e s ' ski l l l e v e l s a n d t h e ski l l 
r equ i rements for jobs and the efforts 
to c lose skill "gaps": d i f fe rences be-
t w e e n t h e r e q u i r e d a n d actual skill 
levels. All of the practices aim to im-
prove per formance of the workforce. 
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Allstate Insurance Company: Task and 
Skill Profiles. In 1989, Allstate reorga-
n i z e d s e v e r a l p r o c e s s i n g c e n t e r s 
a r o u n d the c o u n t r y in to t h r e e da t a -
m a n a g e m e n t centers . Task and skill 
profiles were used to assess the skills 
of the employees in those locations to 
match their existing skills to the skills 
required in the new environment and 
to d e v e l o p l e a r n i n g a g r e e m e n t s to 
bring them u p to the required levels. 
This process resulted in the closure of 
h u n d r e d s of skill g a p s a n d e n a b l e d 
every employee in those three centers 
t o t ransi t ion to their n e w roles wi th 
minimal impact on productivity. This 
success led to the implementat ion (70 
percent comple te ) of a skills manage-
men t sys tem and an e m p l o y e e skills 
and t ra ining da t abase , for all 60,000 
Allstate employees and agency staff. 

All e m p l o y e e s , i n c l u d i n g m a n -
agers, p repare a "learning agreement" 
to list thei r f u t u r e t ra ining n e e d s by 
priority, based on their job responsi-
bilities. E m p l o y e e s can take c o u r s e s 
based on the learning ag reemen t s to 
close any skill gaps.This approach in-
t e g r a t e s t ask a n d skil l p r o f i l e s f o r 
comprehens ive per formance manage-
m e n t . Al l s t a t e c r e d i t s th i s p r o c e s s 
with significantly increasing employ-
ees ' u n d e r s t a n d i n g of their jobs, re-
ducing training e x p e n s e th rough tar-
ge t ed training, increas ing e m p l o y e e 
satisfaction with training, and improv-
ing customer-focused performance . 
Digital Equipment Corporation: Indi-
vidual A s s e s s m e n t S tandards and 
Guidelines. Digital Equipment has de-
veloped s tandards for managing indi-
vidual competency data in order to en-
sure that it has current, accurate, and 
u s e f u l i n f o r m a t i o n w h i l e p r o t e c t i n g 
e m p l o y e e s f r o m misuse of the da ta . 
T h e s t andards w e r e crea ted b e c a u s e 
v a r i o u s a p p r o a c h e s to a s s e s s m e n t 
w e r e be ing used across the country , 
a p p r o a c h e s b a s e d o n d i f f e r e n t as-
sumpt ions or k n o w l e d g e abou t wha t 
constituted correct practice. 

A wor ldwide Assessment Standard 
was created by the Development and 
Learning organiza t ion , work ing with 
business managemen t , legal, and HR 
funct ions. The s tandard is suppor t ed 
by guidel ines and resources for man-
age r s t o e n s u r e that the s t a n d a r d is 
p r o p e r l y a p p l i e d . Digi ta l h a s a l s o 
f o r m e d a C o m p e t e n c y , Assessment , 

a n d M e a s u r e m e n t G r o u p tha t p r o -
vides consul t ing to Digital's bus iness 
units for a fee. Digital anticipates that 
the benefi ts will include hiring peop le 
w i t h a p p r o p r i a t e skil ls , i d e n t i f y i n g 
training needs , p l ann ing appropr i a t e 
deve lopment activities for employees , 
and certifying employees . 
Sprint: The LINK Performance-Man-
agement System. In 1990, the Sprint 
Corporation was m a d e up of business 
uni ts wi th d i f f e r e n t HR s y s t e m s f o r 
p e r f o r m a n c e p l a n n i n g a n d a s s e s s -
ment, and n o c o m m o n culture or lan-
g u a g e f o r c o m m u n i c a t i n g S p r i n t ' s 
vision, values, and mission to employ-
ees. Now. Sprint uses the LINK Perfor-
m a n c e M a n a g e m e n t Sys tem w i t h a 
c o m m o n language for integrating busi-
ness objec t ives , e m p l o y e e - d e v e l o p -
ment plans, 360-degree-evaluation in-
struments, and educational courses. 

T h e sys tem inc ludes s even Sprint 
c o r e d i m e n s i o n s and 29 s u b d i m e n -
sions that share a language and value 
sy s t em for d e s c r i b i n g Spr int ' s w o r k 
and culture. The Sprint dimensions are 
defined through job analyses, employ-
e e and execut ive interviews, and ex-
ternal industry data. They are the foun-
d a t i o n of all t r a in ing , p e r f o r m a n c e 
management , selection, career devel-
opment , and assessment within Sprint. 

The LINK system opera tes continu-
ous ly in a c a scad ing fo rmat . B e f o r e 
the new calendar year, executives an-
n o u n c e the i r b u s i n e s s p l a n s . T h e n , 
four to six key business objectives are 
indentified for each associate aligning 
the Sprint d imensions and subd imen-
sions to suppor t the accompl i shment 
of the objectives. Each associate cre-
ates an individual deve lopmen t plan 
wi th input f rom a 360-degree instru-
ment. The LINK process also involves 
t w o interim reviews, o n e annual per-
f o r m a n c e a p p r a i s a l , a n d a y e a r l y 
s a l a r y a d j u s t m e n t . T h i s a s p e c t is 
un ique in that compensa t ion is based 
on w h e t h e r a n e m p l o y e e at ta ins his 
or her objectives as well as how. 
Texas Instruments: Job-Role Profiles. 
Texas Ins t ruments ' informat ion- tech-
nology group deve loped job-role pro-
files and a n integrated skills-manage-
men t system in o rder to ensure rapid 
r e s p o n s e to c h a n g i n g b u s i n e s s d e -
m a n d s and to facilitate a reorganiza-
tion from a hierarchical organization to 
a team-based one. The goal was to an-

a lyze a n d d o c u m e n t current job re-
quirements , project fu ture needs, and 
p r o v i d e t r a in ing o n skill g a p s . T h e 
group identified 43 job functions with-
in the i n f o r m a t i o n - t e c h n o l o g y envi -
ronment and developed seven to eight 
cr i t ical skill r e q u i r e m e n t s f o r e a c h 
funct ion—including skills in commu-
nication and teamwork, as well as job-
s p e c i f i c t echn ica l skil ls . T h e g r o u p 
c o m p i l e d t h e jobs a n d skills in o n e 
source distributed to all employees. 

T h e a p p r o a c h focuse s equal ly on 
business and personal needs in devel-
o p i n g e d u c a t i o n s t ra tegies . T h e job 
and skill profi les are used in the fol-
lowing areas: 
• self-assessments 
I career deve lopment 
I skill inventories 
• project assignments 
I curriculum deve lopment . 

Each job ' s skill r e q u i r e m e n t s a re 
tied to The Education Center 's cours-
es. II an employee recognizes a defi-
c i e n c y , h e o r s h e k n o w s w h i c h 
c o u r s e to take . Prev ious ly , skill as-
sessments w e r e conducted informally 
a n d ad -hoc . Now, a c o m p u t e r data-
base integrates job-role profiles, pro-
ject requirements , e m p l o y e e profiles, 
and skills training. 

Some of the practices mentioned in 
this article, such as Digital's use of the 
World Wide W e b to distribute its cur-
riculum catalog, are early examples of 
w h a t a re likely to b e c o m e c o m m o n 
pract ices in the nea r fu ture . Overall , 
the best and successful practices iden-
tified by ASTD's Benchmarking Forum 
ref lec t increas ingly a p p l i e d t ra ining 
trends. They ' re also examples of how 
successful training profess ionals can 
a c c o m m o d a t e o r g a n i z a t i o n s ' e v e r -
changing training needs. • 

Leslie Overmyer-Day is a senior re-
search analyst at Amerind, Inc., and 
a consultant to the ASTD Benchmark-
ing Forum. For more information 
about this subject, see Overmyer-Day s 
article "Benchmarking Training" in 
the November 1995 issue ofT&D. 
George Benson is project manager for 
the ASTD Benchmarking Forum. For 
more information about the forum's 
activit ies, call 703/683-8/ 59. 
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