
The True Cost of a 
Training Program 
Budgeting for a session involves more than adding up the priee 
of coffee, doughnuts, and folding chairs. Here's a simple method 
for determining your retum-on-investment. 

By C O L E M A N L E E F I N K E L 

The h u m a n resource profession was 
amazed to learn that c o m p a n i e s in 

this c o u n t r y s p e n d at least $100 

billion each year for training. T h i s startl-

ing f igure was c o m p u t e d by Thomas F\ 

Gi lbe r t back in 1976! ( T h e Amer i can 

Soc ie ty for Training and D e v e l o p m e n t 

e s t i m a t e s that co rpora t ions s p e n d a total 

of $210 billion pe r year on formal and in-

formal training.) Wha teve r inflation figure 

you want to add , the s u m should give you 

pause . It is a s tound ing . 
Of the total dollars f igured by Dr. 

Gi lbe r t , 9 0 p e r c e n t can b e charged not to 

direct e x p e n s e s of mee t ings , but to cos t s 

related to the a t t endees : that is, to salaries, 

benef i t s , and o the r overhead dollars. 

T h e s e par t ic ipant cos t s , t hough real, are 
general ly not inc luded in ca lcula t ing t h e 

cost of training. Cos t s generally are figured 

only for "out-of-pocket" expenses . We have 

to consider , too, tha t t h e a t t e n d e e at any 

scheduled training program usually is non-

product ive , w h e t h e r t h e p rogram is held 

at the company training facility or at an off-

site t ra ining center . 

' l b d i scuss cos ts , we shall use as an ex-

amp le m e e t i n g s that involve overnight 

stays. Any organizat ion, however, is enti t l-

ed to know t h e t rue cos t s of an off-si te 

m e e t i n g and to d e t e r m i n e for itself how it 

can increase its re turn f rom t h e mee t ing-

dollar i nves tmen t . 

In m a k i n g this a s s e s s m e n t , the realiza-

t ion will grow that every a spec t of a 

mee t ing should be evaluated to d e t e r m i n e 

how e a c h can be m a d e more cos t - and 

learning-effect ive. T h e i m p o r t a n c e and 

con t r ibu t ion of us ing a m o d e r n learning 

environment will take on added significance. 

Its cont r ibut ion to ge t t ing a greater re turn 

on t h e real inves tmen t in a m e e t i n g 
b e c o m e s even more crit ical. 
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You can determine true costs 
For tunate ly for t ra ining d i rec tors or 

o the r s w h o plan m e e t i n g s and t h o s e w h o 

approve their b u d g e t s , it is poss ib le to ap-

prox imate t rue costs of a mee t ing . In fact , 

such cos t s m u s t b e d e t e r m i n e d . The 

message is clear. W h e n a t t e n d e e cos t s are 

a d d e d to the t raining budge t , t h e respon-

sibility for m o u n t i n g a successful p rogram 

is p ropor t iona te ly higher. 

' lb obta in a re turn f rom the total invest-

m e n t , the quali ty of t ra in ing obviously 

m u s t rise to p r o d u c e an of f se t t ing level of 

improved j o b p e r f o r m a n c e . T h i s offers a 

new o p p o r t u n i t y for t h e t raining staff. 
'Jo capitalize on this oppor tuni ty , and to 

provide a tool for m e e t i n g p lanner s to 

analyze their actual mee t ing costs , we have 

devised a practical me thodo logy . It calls 

for ca lcula t ing t h e realistic s u m s invested 

in a m e e t i n g ra ther than s imply t h e direct 

and obvious e x p e n s e s . T h e m e t h o d we 

a d v o c a t e shou ld e n a b l e the p lanner of an 

off-site mee t ing to achieve two advantages: 

first, to identify a n d , secondly, to evaluate 

t h e a m o u n t of m o n e y invested in each 

t y p e of activity inc luded in his or her pro-

g ram. We bel ieve that this app roach sup-

plies a new realistic basis for not only 

m e a s u r i n g t h e cos t s of a mee t ing , but en -

sur ing the ef fec t ive use of m e e t i n g t ime . 
' Ib illustrate this m e t h o d , we are a s sum-

ing an organizat ion with t h e following 

charac ter i s t ics : 

• 5 0 0 e m p l o y e e s ; 

• 100 m a n a g e m e n t people , including 

first-line superv i s ion : 

• t h e equivalent of 10 days of off-site 

mee t ings pe r year, e i ther training sess ions 

or various types of mee t ings for managers ; 

• a t ra in ing d e p a r t m e n t cons i s t ing of a 

manage r a n d o n e secretary. 

Fur ther , for p u r p o s e s of our illustration, 
we p r e s u m e t h e s e addi t ional facts : 

• t h e t r a i n i n g d e p a r t m e n t m a n a g e r 

engages ou t s ide consu l t an t s and speakers 

to deve lop and c o n d u c t the mee t ings ; 

• 20 m a n a g e m e n t people, on average, at-

t end each mee t ing ; 

• t h e typical m e e t i n g lasts two full days. 

Model for purpose of 
comparison 

T h e s e are the characterist ics we used in 

arr iving at the illustrative cos t s s h o w n in 

Table 1. O u r e s t ima tes are broad averages 

and are intended only to create a model for 

p u r p o s e s of c o m p a r i s o n . We m a k e no at-

t e m p t to p lace a m o n e y value on the loss 

of p roduc t ive t ime f rom t h e job, a l though 

the cost is realistic and could be figured in-

to your ca lcula t ions . Tra in ing managers , 

o n c e they have reviewed the cos t s in t h e 

first two c o l u m n s of Table 1, w ill want to 

en te r the cos t s for their own c o m p a n i e s in 

the last two co lumns . T h e y may very well 

t h ink of o t h e r cos t s that e x p e r i e n c e tells 

t h e m shou ld b e inc luded . 

Table 1 shows that t h e per-day, per -

pc r son cos t for a m e e t i n g tu rns out to be 

S462 . Al though we have tried to make our 

illustration as t rue to life as possible , you 

shou ld c o n c e r n yourself m o r e with the 

methodology than t h e numbers. 

Effective use of time 
T h e r e is a n o t h e r a spec t of ge t t ing a 

re turn on m e e t i n g dollars that we should 

now consider : the effective use of time. We 

should weigh all t h e act ivi t ies that at-

t endees engage in while they are a t t end ing 

an off-si te mee t ing . In this way we can 

d e t e r m i n e how m u c h each activity con-

t r ibu tes to t h e learning goals to b e 

achieved . 

T h e c o n c e p t of t ime use in t h e partici-

pant 's training day is based on the principle 

tha t to e n h a n c e t h e re turn on t h e large in-

v e s t m e n t in a p rogram, e m p h a s i s mus t b e 
placed on the most efficient use of the total 

t ime p lanned for the training. T h e greater 

the number of hours—both in the informal 

t i m e s as well as in the s t ruc tu red par t s of 

the program—that can be used to generate 

oppor tun i t i e s for learning, t h e more the 

par t ic ipant w ill learn. Thus, t he re w ill b e 

a be t t e r re turn on t h e i nves tmen t in t h e 

training. 

If a c o m p a n y is to max imize its invest-

m e n t in a mee t ing , t h e t raining p e o p l e 

responsib le for its success must look at all 

t he hours in which learning can take place. 

T h e y m u s t cons ide r how to u s e to the 

fullest b o t h t h e formal and informal ac-

tivities associa ted with a mee t ing . T h i s 

way, they can h o p e to achieve greater in-

teraction and, thereby, enhanced skills and 

knowledge . 

The t raining profess ional should c o n -
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sider w h e t h e r t h e s e hours are indeed be -

ing invested profitably. Are they resul t ing 

in increased d iscuss ion and in teract ion 

relevant to the p rogram? If they are not , 
you are still spend ing m o n e y — b u t with no 

learning-return on your i nves tmen t . H e r e 

again, the properly des igned learning facili-

ty will play a major role in mak ing all hours 

of a m e e t i n g m o r e product ive . 
A reasonable approach calls for weighing 

every o n e of the 24 hours that par t ic ipants 

spend each day at t h e m e e t i n g site. T h i s 
approach takes a d i f fe ren t d i rec t ion f rom 

that of resul ts m e a s u r e d . Yet its goals are 

I the s a m e : to d e t e r m i n e w h e t h e r learn ing 

truly is tak ing place, and to d e t e r m i n e 

w h e t h e r t he re is a - b e t t e r way to organize 

mee t ing programs to e n h a n c e learning op-

I por tuni t ies . Provided each m e e t i n g hour 

can b e m a d e to work constructively toward 

the a c h i e v e m e n t of learn ing goals —and 

not jus t the formal par t of t h e program — 

I then oppor tun i t i e s for educa t iona l impac t 

are b o u n d to increase a long with t h e 

h o p e d - f o r h i g h e r d o l l a r r e t u r n o n 

inves tmen t . 
As a spr ingboard for deve lop ing a c o n -

I cept of t ime-use m a n a g e m e n t and im-

proved t ime-use e f fec t iveness , t h e r e are 

I several q u e s t i o n s to b e answered : 

• What principal activities make up a par-

| t i c ipan t s 24 -hour day in an off-si te 

management mee t ing or training program? 

• W h a t p e r c e n t a g e weight d o e s each of 

I these activities—or all that are appropr ia te 

I for your meet ing—deserve in t e rms of con-

I t r ibut ion toward achiev ing t h e learning 

I goals? 
• In what ways can each of t h e en -

i v i ronmen t s in which the various activit ies 

occur c o n t r i b u t e to the learning goals? 

• Shou ld t h e hours devo ted to each ac-

tivity b e ad jus t ed to p r o m o t e b e t t e r pac-

ing of learning and leisure t imes? 

• Should the various learning m o d e s — 

I classroom learning, individual study, t eam 

pro jec t s—be b e t t e r ba lanced? 

Activity time and importance 
As a gu ide to d e t e r m i n i n g t h e answers 

| to t h e above five ques t ions , u s e t h e fo rm 

in Table 2 to evaluate t h e t ime that par-

ticipants s p e n d , on t h e average, at each of 

the activities listed. T h e n in the right-hand 

I column, for each of the 10 activities, p lace 

a p e r c e n t a g e n u m b e r — 1 0 , 15, 2 5 

pe rcen t—tha t you bel ieve r e p r e s e n t s t h e 

I contribution of that activity in reaching the 

I educat ional goals for your mee t i ng . This 

exercise will help you focus on t h e relative 

importance of each of the env i ronmen t s in 

which t h e s e 10 act ivi t ies occur. 

Table 1—Costs for an off-site management meeting 
(two full days, 20 persons attending) 

Elements of cost 

Illustrative Company 

Cost per 
Total person 
costs per day 

Your Company 

Cost per 
Total person 
costs per day 

Development of pro-
grams (on annual basis) 
This element includes 
the following costs: 
1. Training dept. 

overhead 
2. Training staff salaries 
3. Use of outside 

consultants 
4. Equipment and 

materials for meetings 
(films, supplies, 
workbooks) 

Total:1 $100,000 $100 

(1) To determine per-day cost, divide $100,000 by the number of meeting days held per 
year (10). Then divide answer ($10,000) by total number of management people (100) at-
tending all programs = $100 per day of meeting. 

Participant cost 
(on annual basis) 
1. Salaries and benefits 

of participants (figures 
for average 
participant) 25,000 

2. Capital investment in 
participant (based on 
an average of various 
industries) 30,000 

Total:2 55,000 233 

(2) To determine per-day cost, divide total of $55,000 by 236 (average number of working 
days in a year) = $233 perday. 

Delivery of one meeting 
(for 20 persons in the 
meeting) 
1. Facility Costs: 

• Sleeping room 1,400 
• Three meals daily 800 
• Refreshment breaks 60 
• Misc., tips, 

telephone 200 
• Reception 200 

Total:3 2,600 66.50 

(3) To determine per-day, per-person cost, divide group total ($2,660) by number of par-
ticipants (20) and then divide resulting figure ($133) by number of meeting days (2) = $66.60 
per day. 

2. Meeting charges: 
• Room rental 
• Audiovisual rental 
• Secretarial services 

Total:" $2,500 $62.50 

(4) To determine per-day, per-person cost, divide group total ($2,500) by number of per-
sons (20) and then divide resulting figure ($125) by the number of meeting days (2) = $62.50 
per day. 

S u m m a r y : Total per-day per-person cost 

Illustrative Company Your Company 

Development of 
Programs $100 

Participant Cost 233 
Delivery of Meeting 

(Hotel, transportation) 129 
Total $464 
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Table 2—Evaluating time spent on and importance of activities 

Approx. Hrs. Importance 
Devoted to to Educational 

Activity Activity Goal 

1 hrs. Participation in principal meeting 
room % 

2. hrs. Participation in smaller group 
discussions in break-out rooms o/o 

3. hrs. At breaks % 
4. hrs. At three meals 0/n 
5. hrs. Washing, dressing, relaxing 0/o 

6. hrs. Sleeping % 
7. hrs. Reading or performing work related 

to program % 
8 hrs. Informal socializing and discussions 

with participants o/n 

9 hrs. Participating in outdoor or indoor 
activities 0/o 

10. hrs. Misc. activities such as walking, 
telephoning, writing, waiting o/o 

Total: 24 Hours Total: 100% 

Potential opportunities for 
learning 

T h e r e are two premises on w hich this 
approach to maximum time-use effec-

tiveness is based. First, most of the wak-
ing hours of a participant's day are poten-
tial opportunities for learning, w hether in 
formal or informal ways. Second, the 
various environments in which the day's 
activities occur arc critical in determining 
the nature, quality, and effectiveness of the 
individual activity itself. 

T h a t is to say, there are certain 
e n v i r o n m e n t s —call t h e m places or 

settings—that are more conducive than 
others to learning and an interchange of 
ideas. 

As an extension of the above two 
premises, to the degree that one can ex-
pose an individual to more hours of learn-
ing opportunities, learning will increase. 
The type of exposure may be classroom 

instruction, indiv idual assignment, team 
project, or informal socializing—provided 
the exposure takes place in the properly 
designed environment . 

T h e same principle is used in selling. 
Once salespeople can increase the number 
of hours they effectively spend talking 
face-to-face with customers, it is inevitable 
that more sales will result. 

Basic questions to answer 
As you go through this process for 

yourself, using the form outlined in Table 
2, you will obtain the information you need 

to develop answers to such basic questions 
as: 
• Are you getting the greatest possible 
return from the money that the meeting 
is costing your organization? 
• Are you spending the hours in your 
meet ing day—and the dollars that they 
cost—to produce opt imum benefits for 
your mee t ing part icipants and your 
company? 
• How can you schedule, design, and 

pace your meet ing day to maximize the 
impact of your learning hours? 

Considering the environments in w hich 
your activities occur, what can you do to 
design every environment appropriately so 
it enhances learning—whether the ac-
tivities are formal or informal? 

You are correctly concerned about the 
costs of meetings. Training managers in-
creasingly must ask themselves just what 
they get back from each training dollar in-
vested. T h e emphasis is justified. T h i n k 
again of Dr. Gilbert's $100 billion overall 
training bill—now probably closer to $150 
billion. Much of this bill you cannot con-
trol: the ongoing cost of wages, benefits, 

o v e r h e a d , c ap i t a l i n v e s t m e n t p e r 
employee. What you can hope to control 
is subject matter, methods , and—by 

receiving greater at tent ion—the environ-
ment or environments in which your 
meet ing takes place. 

Lowest-cost site may be most 
expensive 

T h e role of env ironment in training is a 

key factor contributing to a greater return 
on investment. Not only will a profes-
sionally designed and operated meet ing 
facility make a meet ing more productive, 
it also will make the meet ing more en-
joyable. It is your job to consider w hether 
facility costs as a percentage of the t o t a l -
that is, the total of the true meet ing costs 
you have identified—will or will not be off-
set by a corresponding increase in learn-
ing effectiveness. If you look for the least 
expensive place to hold a meeting, you 
may indeed find it the most expensive in-
vestment you w ill make—judging from a 1 

learning effectiveness s tandpoint . 

In the example that follows, take the 
cost per person, per day ($462) and add 
an additional $10, $20 or even $30 to hold 
the meet ing in a superior facility. T h e ex-
tra cost would be 5 to 7 percent. 1 lowever. 
if learning effectiveness were increased by 
a factor greater than 10 percent—and over 
20 percent is a realistic possibility—the 
desirability of the trade-off is obvious. 

"Make do" reduces learning 
activity 

T h i n k about the possibilities that the 
costs in Table 1 imply for making sure that 
your meeting will be worth the money, 
time, and effort it costs. O n e obvious step 
is to restructure your meeting day. Another 
is to select a site w ith environments that 
have been designed to enhance all of the 
learning opportuni ty hours—both at the 
formal sessions and the informal discus-
sions. To settle for environments that are 
not specifically designed for meetings— in 
which you "make do—you reduce learning 
activity and cut your return on investment. 

T h e r e can be no compromise with 

meet ing effectiveness. Ail organizations 
are besieged increasingly with problems of 
inflation, employee motivation, lagging 
productivity, foreign competi t ion, recur-
ring economic crises, and chronic shortage 
of able, experienced leadership on all 
fronts. Every factor that has an impact on 
greater learning must be examined: pro-
gram design, trainer effectiveness, pro-
gram adminis t ra t ion, and—grow ingly 
recognized—the selection of the facility 
that answers best the total environmental 
needs of your meeting. It is only by con-
sidering all of these factors that t ime and 
dollars spent on training can be put w here 
they w ill do the most good. 

This article is excepted, with the authors 
permission, from Finke/s recently published 
text'The Total Learning Environment: Its 
Critical Impact on Meet ing Success, n 
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