
MANAGING LEARNING 
PROGRAMS STEP BY STEP 

Lisa Downs

NOVEMBER 2015
ISSUE 1511

LEARNING & DEVELOPMENT

at work
TIPS, TOOLS & INTELLIGENCE 

FOR DEVELOPING TALENT



LEARNING PROGRAM MANAGEMENT OVERVIEW ............................. 1

SETTING THE STRATEGY .............................................................................2

DETERMINING ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES .................................... 8

PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION ......................................................10

MEASURING AND COMMUNICATING SUCCESS ................................ 13

CONCLUSION ................................................................................................ 15

REFERENCES & RESOURCES ......................................................................16

JOB AIDS

 Learning Program Vision Questionnaire ........................................... 18

 Learning Program Design Elements Prioritization Tool ................. 19 

 Learning Program Planning Checklist ............................................... 20 

 

TD at Work (ISSN 2373-5570, Electronic ISSN 2373-5589, ISBN 978-1-60728-318-8, Electronic ISBN 978-1-60728-319-5) is published monthly by the Association for Talent Development, 1640 
King Street, Alexandria, VA 22314. TD at Work is available for subscription in print or digitally. The subscription rate for the Monthly All-Access (12 print and digital issues, plus archive access) 
is $99 (ATD national members) and $139 (nonmembers). The monthly digital subscription rate for 12 issues is $69 (ATD national members) and $99 (nonmembers). Periodicals postage paid 
at Alexandria, Virginia, and additional entries. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to TD at Work, 1640 King Street Alexandria, VA 22314. Claims for replacement of subscription issues not 
received must be made within three months of the issue date. Copyright © November 2015 TD at Work and ATD. All rights reserved. No part of this work covered by the copyright hereon may 
be reproduced or used in any form or by any means—graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or information storage and retrieval systems—without the 
express written permission of the publisher. For permission requests, please go to www.copyright.com, or contact Copyright Clearance Center (CCC), 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923 
(telephone: 978.750.8500, fax: 978.646.8600). ATD Press grants permission for the material on pages 18-21 to be reproduced for personal use.

Need a trainer’s lifeline? Visit td.org/tdatwork.

Printed in the United States of America.

For help or inquiries about your subscription, please contact Customer Care at 
1.800.628.2783/1.703.683.8100 (international).

AUTHOR

Lisa Downs
Lisa Downs, MSEd, CPLP, is the owner of DevelopmentWise 
Consulting in Redmond, Washington, specializing in 
leadership coaching and consulting. Focusing on technical 
(STEM) professionals, she works with individuals and 
organizations to ensure they have the leadership and team 
performance solutions they need to be successful. Lisa has 
worked as a learning professional for EMC², The Boeing 
Company, PEMCO Mutual Insurance, and T-Mobile USA, 
and spent six years in the accounting industry.    

Community Manager, Learning & Development
Amanda Smith

Editor, TD at Work
Patty Gaul

Associate Editor
Caroline Coppel

Production Design
Iris Sanchez

VOL. 32 • ISSUE 1511 • NOVEMBER 2015

MANAGING LEARNING PROGRAMS STEP BY STEP

learning & development



COPYRIGHT © ATD Managing Learning Programs Step by Step    |    1

When it comes to managing learning 
programs, often the first question 
is, “Where do I begin?” It can be a 

daunting prospect to get a program in place and 
launched, and even to revise an existing learning 
program. With many moving parts and pieces, 
it can be a juggling act to ensure that things are 
running smoothly. Just know that you’re not alone 
in this endeavor and there are many places to go 
for help, including ATD.

Whether you are a new or experienced 
manager of learning programs, the information 
and tools provided in this TD at Work are designed 
to give you a road map to put a new program 
in place or revamp a program that you’ve been 
dissatisfied with for a while, or have inherited. You 
can follow this road map in its entirety or simply 
pull the information that is most useful to you. 

In this TD at Work, you will learn how to:
• Make the case for the importance of having 

a learning program.

• Create a vision and secure buy-in for your 
learning program.

• Identify roles and resources to help you 
deliver on your learning program.

• Prioritize program needs and ensure that 
the necessary infrastructure is in place.

• Decide an approach to learning program 
measurement and evaluation.

LEARNING PROGRAM 
MANAGEMENT OVERVIEW 
The world of work has changed, and will continue 
to change, rapidly. To keep pace, we need learning 
programs that address the needs of both the 
business and the learners. The 2015 Global Human 
Capital Trends report from Deloitte highlights the 
fact that many employees are “always on,” with the 
space between work and life all but gone, and with 
global teams operating 24/7. It also points out 
that the balance of power between employer and 
employee has shifted, with employees functioning 
more as partners or customers than subordinates. 

With these changes to take into account, learning 
program managers are in a prime position to work 
in close partnership with the business to ensure 
the learning and development (L&D) provided  
is effective.

WITH MARKETS, COMPETITION, AND 
CUSTOMERS CONSTANTLY CHANGING, 
IT’S CRUCIAL THAT LEARNING PROGRAMS 
ARE IN PLACE TO PROVIDE NEEDED SKILL 
GROWTH FOR EMPLOYEES AND LEADERS, 
AND SERVE AS A COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE 
FOR THE BUSINESS TO ATTRACT AND 
RETAIN TALENT.

One of the key trends in the Deloitte report 
is that organizations are actively looking at 
their approach to L&D to address increasing 
skill gaps. Based on surveys and interviews with 
3,300 business and human resources leaders 
across 106 countries, the report found that 
learning and development was an “important” 
or “very important” challenge to 74 percent of 
respondents. Yet only 46 percent believed they 
were ready to address this challenge. This 28 
percentage-point gap is not only a big plummet 
from a 75 percent readiness score the year prior, 
but it’s also an opportunity for high-quality 
learning programs to close the gap. 

With a growing economy and skills becoming 
increasingly specialized, the competition for talent 
has also increased. Engagement, leadership, and 
development are at the top of the list when it 
comes to current talent management challenges 
facing organizations. In PricewaterhouseCoopers’s 
18th Annual Global CEO Survey, the availability 
of key skills is seen as a threat to business by an 
average of 73 percent of those surveyed. With 
markets, competition, and customers constantly 
changing, it’s crucial that learning programs are in 
place to provide needed skill growth for employees 
and leaders, and serve as a competitive advantage 
for the business to attract and retain talent.
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Benefits of Learning Programs
There are a variety of benefits to having a learning 
program in place, not the least of which is 
helping people grow their skill sets and progress 
in their careers. When an organization makes 
the investment in its people and their continued 
learning, it goes a long way toward being 
considered an employer of choice and increases 
the likelihood of retaining talent. 

As human beings, we are never a finished 
product. There are always new things to learn and 
ways to grow regardless of age and experience 
level, and by having a learning program in place, 
we can provide the environment and opportunity 
for lifelong learning. Benefits such as increased 
morale and employee engagement, productivity, 
the ability to keep up with changes in how 
we work and the tools we use, and improved 
communication can all be realized with a well-
crafted, robust learning program.

Having a program in place is also an 
opportunity to ensure that an organization has an 
intentional strategy for addressing all aspects of 
the employee life cycle—hiring and onboarding, 
job skills training and leadership development, 
career development, and succession planning. A 
cohesive, integrated talent development plan then 
becomes part of the business’s overall strategy.

Challenges in Managing  
Learning Programs
One of the biggest obstacles to managing a 
learning program is a lack of time, whether real, 
perceived, or self-imposed. For many, a lack 
of capacity to build and execute on a learning 
program is an issue, as well as the time for 
participants and leaders to devote to a program.

Another potential obstacle is a lack of 
resources, human or monetary (or both), to spend 
on a program. It’s common for L&D to be thought 
of and treated as a cost rather than an investment, 
and has historically been one of the first things 
cut when there’s a downturn.

Increasingly, a challenge is also figuring out 
how to scale a learning program across multiple 
geographies, especially for global organizations. 
Being able to get the right learning to the right 
people at the right place and time can be easier 
said than done.

IN THE COMPETITION FOR TALENT, THOSE 
WHO INVEST IN THEIR PEOPLE WILL  
WIN OUT.

Finally, learning program managers may also 
encounter pushback from leaders as to why the 
investment in learning should be made now, as 
opposed to focusing on operations, sales, product 
development, customer support, or any other 
aspect of the business that’s perhaps viewed as 
more urgent or critical.

Regardless of the challenges you face, if you 
make a strong case for the importance of learning, 
you’ll find that when the next downturn happens, 
learning will be perceived as crucial to the 
success of the business instead of more overhead 
to be reduced. Review the Key Questions for 
Overcoming Obstacles sidebar, which will help 
you in this effort. In the competition for talent, 
those who invest in their people will win out.

SETTING THE STRATEGY 
Although it’s tempting to start your learning 
program management work by thinking of all the 
activities you can do and training you can provide, 
you’ll benefit more in the long run from first 
focusing on a strategic plan. A clear, compelling 
strategy is an excellent communication vehicle for 
your program. It’s a road map, based on collected 
data and aligned with business goals, that will 
show you what skills, knowledge, and abilities 
specific audiences need. 

The more you can tie your program strategy to 
the vision, mission, and goals of the organization, 
the better. This alignment communicates to your 
stakeholders that you’re aware of what they deem 
important and that you have the business acumen 
to ensure your learning program supports and 
contributes to the organization’s results. To set 
the strategy for your program, first attend to 
these four pieces:

• creating a vision

• assessing needs

• securing executive buy-in and support

• deciding on an approach to learning.
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KEY QUESTIONS FOR OVERCOMING OBSTACLES
Here are some questions you and your team can ask yourselves to anticipate and manage obstacles that may come up as you 
gain buy-in for your learning program.

1. How will the learning program make people’s lives easier?

2. We’ve gotten this far without a formal learning program. Why do we need one now?

3. What’s the anticipated budget and how will the organization benefit from spending the money?

4. What research do you have that supports your approach to the learning program?

5. How much time will senior leaders and managers need to invest in the program? Why and how will they need  
to be involved?

6. We have people spread out over _________ geographic areas/countries/cities. How do you anticipate scaling the program 
to reach them all?

7. How will you ensure that the time people spend in the program is worthwhile—will the program take their daily workloads 
into consideration?

8. How will you make sure participants have easy access to the learning and information they need?

9. How will the learning program help us attract and retain talent?

10. How will we know that the program is here to stay, instead of a trend that will change next year?

Creating a Vision
A great first step with managing a learning 
program is to set a vision for the program. That 
way, you and your stakeholders are clear about 
where it’s going, and which road you’ll take to  
get there.

The Learning Program Vision Questionnaire 
job aid, at the end of this TD at Work, can assist 
you in forming a program vision. The questions 
provided can help get ideas flowing for what you 
want the program to be, preferably phrased in a 
way that’s both aspirational and inspirational to 
your team and organization. The program vision 
should also stand the test of time, regardless of 
strategy and organizational changes. A vision 
statement like, “Leading the way through 
accessible, relevant learning for all” is timeless and 
flexible, while also containing multiple elements 
such as leadership, accessibility, relevance, and 
inclusion. Not the best vision statement by any 
means, but this gives you an idea.

A common approach for crafting a program 
vision is to facilitate (or have an external third 
party facilitate) a working session with you and 
your team with the outcome of documenting an 
initial vision. If it’s just you, talk with people within 
the organization to find out what they think is 
important for a program and what they see for its 
future to help write a vision statement. Circulate 
first drafts to get feedback, as it will likely go 
through multiple iterations before being finalized. 

Be sure to take into consideration the 
organization’s critical documents and artifacts, 
including its vision, mission, and values, as well as 
current business strategies, goals, and priorities. 
Incorporate these elements into your vision to 
align your learning program with what’s most 
important to the organization and its business 
results. Doing so will help you gain support for  
the program—your vision will demonstrate that 
the program isn’t something that’s just nice to 
have, but is intentionally a key part of the  
business strategy.
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