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Preparation Learning 
Transfer
Maintaining skills until the 
point of application comes

People from all responsible companies learn 
new skills and knowledge in order to enhance 
their own capabilities and to a drive business 
forward.

Those capabilities are usually enhanced via 
development plans or through game-changing 
initiatives. While both intervention styles are 
credible not all employees will be able to use 
what they learn immediately in their work. This 
paper examines why that happens and how to 
maintain learning until it can be activated. 
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smallest cost per head as possible. This is one of the reasons 
for the rise of digital learning – created in one location and 
accessed via a computer, tablet or mobile phone by the user 
when intended for training. 

However, not all learning should be scaled. Indeed one of the 
more recent trends of designing and delivering MOOCs is hard 
to justify when completion rates can be as low as 10%(1). A 
figure that is fine for universities who want to market their 
brands, but terrible for companies that want to upskill their 
workforces. 

Having said that, there is no avoiding the scaling of learning, 
and in some cases it’s an essential need. So our job is to 
balance that need with strategies for transferring learning.

Why some training cannot be 
immediately applied to work

Preparation Learning Transfer

One common component of modern 
learning initiatives is the requirement that 
they be scaled to include as many 
employees as possible in a single hit. 

The reason why this is required is an industry given– the 
company either has a large and, or a widely dispersed 
workforce. Under those conditions it is perceived that the cost 
of delivering training in small cells on a global or even, a 
national scale in some cases, is huge.

To offset the cost, senior management search for and usually 
procure learning that can be delivered on mass for the 

(1) Jordan, K. (2013). MOOC completion rates: The data. e-Learning and Innovative Pedagogies.
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How to manage learning transfer in a 
scaled learning environment

There are many kinds of training that can be 
delivered on scale and used immediately by all 
employees. For example compliance training. 

If we think about compliance training such as financial 
regulatory rules or conditions of engagement between doctors 
and pharmaceutical companies, we can see that scaling 
learning is done due to a pressing need to understand and 
apply knowledge quickly, or face punitive fines. 

However, not all learning urgently needs to be understood 
and applied by everyone in a compliant way. When we scale 
training for other types of learning there is a likelihood that 
some people won’t need to apply what they learned 
immediately. 

As we know, learners can quickly forget what they learn and 
so the danger is that learning can become ‘scrap’ if some 
initiative isn’t taken to maintain skills until they are needed. 

A common example is when a whole business unit learns a 
skill – critical conversations training – but some members 
won’t need to use it until they’re promoted. In cases like this  
we have two choices: 1, leave it to participants to figure out 
how to maintain the skill. Or, 2, provide extra-curricular 
activities to maintain the skill until it can be used in real work. 

Preparation Learning Transfer

Create extra-curricular activities that help 
maintain skills until the activation time
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Maintenance of skills until the moment 
of activation

Preparation Learning Transfer

In the solution below, we can see how a participant enrolled in a critical conversations learning event 
maintains skills until needed in the workflow. The sequence plays out over time from left to right. 

To get people to maintain skills in an environment where there is no current need to apply them means getting creative. To do this 
we design some simple initiatives that can be leveraged to maintain skills. Making sure though that skills will eventually be used 
and how they intent to be applied is essential. So, we collect that data at the beginning and weave the intended use into the
instruction. During the event we ask participants to create an action plan and and support that with a maintenance pack. Following 
the event we give suggestions for application inside, encourage the practice of skills, send reinforcement activities, and invite 
participants to pep-talks. We also keep a record of everything people do and publish it, which helps motivate participants to keep 
going. 
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Why being creative enables 
maintenance of skills

The previous solution described four elements 
for transfer. The main elements that take place 
away from the gaze of the learning designer and 
requires some ‘out of box’ thinking.

Knowing how creative you can be with your design and 
particularly the suggestions you make for application outside 
of work will require serious collaboration through surveying 
the participants and checking with your company regarding 
policy restrictions. 

Once you are over that barrier you will need to communicate 
your plan well and get people excited to implement it. This is 
because the emphasis will mainly be on the individuals to 

follow through on your suggestions. Apart from getting people 
to try out and sustain their skills through extra-curricular 
activities you’ll still need to create work-based activities that 
utilise the group dynamic to maintain a sense of momentum. 

Linked to that concept is the need to compare and 
benchmark what participants do, possibly connected to some 
kind of reward system, as we did in the example. 

The key is to be as creative as you can within the constraints 
of your business to get scaled learning transferred.

Preparation Learning Transfer

Being as inventive and creative as you can helps 
when training application is delayed
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