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Old Dogs, New Tricks 
T+D: How did you seek so lu t ions to t h e 

t rans fe r problem? 

Patterson: Vi ta lSmar t s r e s e a r c h e r s con-

ducted studies during several large client 

engagements . Much of our own learning 

h a s been through trial and error. We tried 

giving people credible feedback; deliver-

ing behav io r -ba sed t r a in ing o rgan ized 

around problem types; developing cuing 

m e t h o d s or entry conditions; and—final-

l y—lea rn ing a n d p r o v i n g t h e v a l u e of 

practice. All of those e lements have now 

been combined into this latest edition of 

Crucial Conversations. 

T+D: W h a t h a v e you l ea rned a b o u t t h e 

c o m p o n e n t s , or s t a g e s , of l e a r n i n g 

t ransfer? 

By Jennifer J. Salopek 

TRAINERS HAVE STRUGGLED for decades 

to solve t h e t r a n s f e r p r o b l e m : g e t t i n g 

peop le w h o ' v e d e m o n s t r a t e d t h a t they 

u n d e r s t a n d l e a r n i n g to ac tua l ly app ly 

w h a t t h e y h a v e l e a r n e d on t h e job. As 

U t a h - b a s e d V i t a l S m a r t s d e b u t e d t h e 

thi rd edi t ion of i ts Crucial Conversations 

cou r se in Augus t , T+D w o n d e r e d w h a t 

corpora te t ra iners could learn f r o m t h e 

make r of an off-the-shelf product. 

T+D t a l k e d w i t h Ke r ry P a t t e r s o n , 

c h i e f d e v e l o p m e n t o f f i c e r a t V i t a l 

Smarts , about h o w to apply n e w skills to 

t h e workplace. 

T+D: In creat ing the third edition of th is 

course, w h a t w a s your goal? 

Patterson: W e w e r e t r y i n g to c r e a t e a 

m e t h o d t h a t allows people to deliver t h e 

t ra in ing t h a t m a i n t a i n s t h e integri ty of 

t h e t r a i n i n g a s wel l as t h e i r p e r s o n a l 

credibility. 

You see, t h i s c o u r s e w a s or ig ina l ly 

d e s i g n e d t o b e t a u g h t o v e r s e v e r a l 

w e e k s , w i t h a w e e k in b e t w e e n s e s -

s i o n s . However , t r a i n i n g c o u r s e s , de-

sp i te the i r design, are o f t en ta i lored to 

m e e t t h e d e m a n d s of t h e i n s t i t u t i o n 

and, as such, are vulnerable to changes 

t h a t reduce—even nega te—the course 's 

i m p a c t . T h i s i s b e c a u s e c o m p a n i e s 

a r e b r i n g i n g p e o p l e in f r o m d i f f e r e n t 

locations, b u t also because it 's o f ten t h e 

c o r p o r a t e l e a d e r s w h o a r e de l i ve r i ng 

t h e t r a i n i n g . W e a r e d e a l i n g w i t h a 

t r a i n i n g c u l t u r e — t h e c o r p o r a t e u n i -

v e r s i t y — t h a t st i l l s e p a r a t e s l e a r n i n g 

f r o m leadership. 

T+D: You h a v e r e f e r r e d to t h e t r a n s f e r 

problem. W h a t is tha t? 

Patterson: Teach ing p e o p l e l e a d e r s h i p , 

i n f l u e n c e , a n d i n t e r p e r s o n a l ski l l s is 

f r a u g h t wi th chal lenges . As recent ly as 

two decades ago, research revealed tha t 

m o s t e f f o r t s f a i l e d . P e o p l e g e n e r a l l y 

gave t r a i n i n g good r e v i e w s . T h e y re-

t u rned to their work set t ings wi th a sin-

c e r e c o m m i t m e n t t o c h a n g e t h e i r 

behav ior , a n d t h e n w e n t back to t h e i r 

old h a b i t s . Tra in ing s co re s w e r e h igh , 

bu t change scores sat at zero. 

Patterson: If you w a n t to change behav-

ior, y o u h a v e t o i n f l u e n c e c o g n i t i v e , 

b e h a v i o r a l , a n d m o t i v a t i o n a l f a c t o r s . 

You m u s t provide appropr ia te cues; and 

you m u s t provide—and requi re—ample 

oppor tuni t ies for practice. 

T+D: P lease descr ibe t h e t h r e e t ypes of 

factors t h a t m u s t be inf luenced. 

Patterson: The first are cognitive factors . 

Once you iden t i fy a b e s t pract ice , par-

t i c i p a n t s h a v e to u n d e r s t a n d it. T h e y 

m u s t d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t t h e y u n d e r -

s tand, th rough a wri t ten test, w h a t they 

a r e s u p p o s e d to do, a l o n g w i t h w h e n 

a n d w h y . T h e y m u s t a l s o b e a b l e t o 

c r e a t e a s c r i p t of t h e i n t e r p e r s o n a l 

interact ion—they m u s t be able to gener-

ate t he actual words. 

Second, behav io ra l f a c t o r s m u s t b e 

t a k e n i n t o a c c o u n t . T r a i n e e s m u s t b e 

able to d e m o n s t r a t e t h a t t h e y can ac t 

ou t t h e n e w behav iors . We h a v e f o u n d 

t h a t t h r e e - p e r s o n r e h e a r s a l g r o u p s 

work well for th is step. And, a f te r a m e r e 

h a n d f u l of pract ices , m o s t pa r t i c ipan t s 

d e m o n s t r a t e a nea r -pe r fec t m a s t e r y of 

each skill. 
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Third, t ra in ing n e e d s to sa t is fy mot i -

va t iona l factors . Trainees m u s t feel t h a t 

t h e n e w skills are replicable a n d appro-

pr ia te . If t h e skills a re too v a g u e or too 

c o m p l i c a t e d , l e a r n e r s wi l l s w i t c h off . 

And, if t hey don ' t bel ieve t h a t a d o p t i n g 

t h o s e ski l ls will b r i n g pos i t i ve r e su l t s , 

they won ' t be mot iva ted to l e a m t h e m . 

As y o u i d e n t i f y b e s t p r a c t i c e s t h a t 

y o u w a n t t o t e a c h , you h a v e t o b r e a k 

t h e m down in to c o m p o n e n t p ieces t h a t 

p e o p l e v i e w a s l e a r n a b l e , t h e n m a k e 

t h e m complex enough to deal wi th gen-

u ine ly diff icul t cha l l enges to s h o w t h a t 

they ' re workable. 

T+D: I s n ' t d e s i g n i n g l e a r n i n g to t h e s e 

th ree fac tors sufficient? 

Patterson: Unfo r tuna te ly , n o — w h i c h w e 

l ea rned t h e ha rd way. To t e s t our th ree-

par t theory, we created tes t s to e x a m i n e 

t h e c o g n i t i v e , b e h a v i o r a l , a n d m o t i -

v a t i o n a l d o m a i n s . T h e n , w e h a d a n 

o p p o r t u n i t y to obse rve ou r g roup of 30 

l eade r s in ac t ion. As t h e y le f t t h e r o o m 

w h e r e t h e y h a d b e e n t e s t e d , m a n y of 

t h e m were m e t a t t h e door by employees 

w h o h a d e n c o u n t e r e d p r o b l e m s w h i l e 

t he i r b o s s e s w e r e away. As w e w a t c h e d 

t h e l e a d e r s in a c t i o n , w e w e r e d i s a p -

po in t ed to see t h a t m o s t of t h e m fai led 

to u s e t h e skills in w h i c h they h a d j u s t 

demons t r a t ed mastery. 

T+D: W h y d idn ' t t h e l e ade r s apply t he i r 

n e w skills? 

Patterson: We asked t h e m tha t quest ion di-

r ec t ly . A f t e r t h i n k i n g a b o u t i t f o r 

a few seconds, they said tha t they hadn ' t 

though t to use t he n e w skills. The people 

w i t h w h o m t h e y h a d w o r k e d fo r y e a r s 

h a d b r o u g h t t h e m p r o b l e m s t h e y h a d 

faced for years, and those leaders s tepped 

right back onto t he treadmill of habit. 

T+D: W h a t did you learn f rom t h a t failed 

experience? 

Patterson: We needed to f ind a way to cue 

peop le to u s e the i r n e w skills; t h a t w a s 

t h e miss ing link. In addit ion to knowing, 

doing, and want ing , peop le have to rec-

ognize w h e n it is t i m e to p u t n e w skills 

in to act ion. They have to learn to recog-

nize, and t h e n respond to, a cue or entry 

condit ion. If t ra iners don ' t provide those 

cues, t h e n learners will still score high on 

the i r tests, bu t will fail to actually imple-

m e n t t he skills back on the job. 

T+D: So, a f ter adding behavioral cues, you 

h a d a foolproof product . Right? 

Patterson: Not exactly. A n o t h e r t h ing w e 

learned was that , for m o s t people, t he ex-

igencies a n d d e m a n d s of the i r ordinary 

workday are so s t rong t h a t they need ex-

t raordinary pract ice in order to really in-

c o r p o r a t e n e w b e h a v i o r s . In t h e b e s t 

cases, practice would occur over eight to 

t e n w e e k s , a n d t h e i r m a n a g e r s w o u l d 

suppor t t h e m and follow up. 

However, in our close work wi th ou r 

consul t ing clients, we found t h a t people 

w a n t t o t r a i n a s q u i c k l y a s p o s s i b l e . 

A b o u t 80 t o 90 p e r c e n t of o u r c l i e n t s 

choose to deliver t h e con ten t in two full-

day, back-to-back sessions. They w a n t e d 

to provide practice, bu t were having trou-

b le o v e r c o m i n g t h e d e l u g e of dai ly de-

m a n d s . T h e y h a d t r i e d r e m i n d e r 

p o s t c a r d s , p o s t e r s , a n d c o a c h i n g , b u t 

w h a t they really n e e d e d w a s s o m e t h i n g 

t h a t will fly in today's t ra ining culture. 

T+D: W h a t else did your clients tell you? 

Patterson: They said, "We need re f reshers 

or s o m e t h i n g . " They w a n t e d to e x t e n d 

t h e lea rn ing . There ' s lots of m a t e r i a l in 

t h e course, a n d m a n y l ea rne r s su f fe red 

f r o m cognitive overload. They would get 

s o m e of it, bu t no t all of it. 

T+D: So wha t ' s t h e solution? 

Patterson: Techno logy-enab led prac t ice . 

We n e e d e d too ls for se l f -paced , fol low-

on l e a r n i n g . W e k n e w it 15 y e a r s ago, 

b u t w e h a d to w a i t f o r t e c h n o l o g y t o 

c a t c h u p . F ina l ly , t h e p o r t a l s h a v e 

opened , a n d w e can provide a p e r s o n a l 

c o a c h i n g e x p e r i e n c e t h a t t r a n s c e n d s 

t h e c lassroom. 

For t h e Crucial Conversations t ra ining, 

i t ' s c a l l e d t h e M a s t e r y M i s s i o n , a n d 

it a l l o w s e a c h l e a r n e r t o p r a c t i c e t h e 

n e w s k i l l s i n a s p e c i a l w e b - b a s e d 

env i ronment . 

T+D: Did you l e a m anyth ing in designing 

t h e Mastery Mission tha t ' s applicable to 

o ther in te rpersona l skills training? 

Patterson: We designed it so t h a t learners 

repeatedly follow six s teps through three 

separate levels of accompl i shment . Those 

six s teps are target, review, plan, practice, 

apply, and report and celebrate. 

T+D: W h a t d o e s " repor t a n d ce l eb ra t e " 

m e a n ? 

Patterson: Af te r prac t ic ing a crucial con-

v e r s a t i o n ( the app ly s tep) , l e a r n e r s re-

t u r n to t h e c o m p u t e r to repor t on w h a t 

w o r k e d a n d w h a t d i d n ' t . As t h e y c o m -

p l e t e e a c h level , a n o t i f i c a t i o n c a n b e 

sen t to a person of the i r choice—usually 

t h e i r s u p e r v i s o r or HR m a n a g e r . T h a t 

person can t h e n award the learner wi th a 

certificate of accompl i shment . 

T+D: W h y is it i m p o r t a n t to h a v e t h r e e 

levels of accompl i shmen t? 

Patterson: In m o v i n g t h r o u g h t h e t h r e e 

levels of mas t e ry , l e a r n e r s p rac t i ce t h e 

n e w skills, teach t h e m to others, and par-

t icipate in shor t surveys. Teaching o thers 

he lps solidify t h e concepts in t h e learn-

er 's m i n d as wel l a s d i s s e m i n a t i n g t h e 

ideas m o r e widely. After comple t ing level 

three , pa r t i c ipan t s will have he ld seven 

r e a l c r u c i a l c o n v e r s a t i o n s , t a u g h t s ix 

concepts , and taken par t in two surveys. 

They're able to apply the i r insights to on-

t h e - j o b c h a n g e s in b e h a v i o r , n o t on ly 

practicing and hon ing the i r skills, bu t al-

so improving key corporate ou tcomes . 

Jennifer J. Salopek is a contributing editor to 

T+D; jsaiopek@covad.net. 
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