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rigorously, owing to increasing demands

T raining needs to be evaluated more
and falling budgets.

What Makes
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Effective in an
Organisation?
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Introduction

This article looks at the links between training and
organisational effectiveness. It argues that the pressures
on training are increasing, but that most training that takes
place is not rigorously evaluated nor is it linked
systematically into organisational goals. It argues that the
competence-based approach offers a powerful tool to link
organisational goals and individual development directly
through measurable outcomes. It takes as an example the
competences for managers being developed by the
Management Charter Initiative (MCI)[1]. Unless these
links are actively made and sustained, training will continue
to be isolated and ineffective.

For the purposes of this article, I shall define training as
a structured means by which people learn new skills, and
knowledge which enables them to be more proficient in
their jobs. I contrast effectiveness with efficiency. To be
effective an organisation needs to bring together all its
constituent parts in such a way that they interact together
to produce an output greater than the sum of their parts.
It is above all an holistic approach to the total organisation.
Efficiency, by contrast, is concerned with maximising the

output of individual departments or functions at lowest
cost.

© Emerald Backfiles 2007

Evaluation of Training

Typically, evaluation has two main purposes: to prove that
worthwhile activity is taking place; and to improve the
quality of the activity. For training as a function, evidence
of success is becoming increasingly important. This is for
two reasons. First, the demand for training is increasing.
The demographic downturn of the early 1990s means that
organisations will no longer be able to recruit the skills
and knowledge they require as easily as they have in the
past. This is being reinforced by the speed of change in
the environment within which organisations are operating.
This is being driven particularly by technology, but the
trend towards more flexible, flatter, decentralised
organisational structures is creating new demands for
training. Staff expectations are also rising. Training is seen
as a way to personal and career development and demand
has never been higher. But all of these demand pressures
are having to be contained within static or shrinking training
budgets. This constraint provides the second motor for
the need to demonstrate evidence of success.

Without the existence of comparable, reliable measures
of success, informed choices about the distribution of
scarce resources cannot be made; and unless training is
systematically tied into the achievement of organisational
goals, it will continue to be a cost to be cut rather than
an investment to be made. Yet even in organisations with
a clear and proven commitment to training, the
effectiveness of training is, more often than not, not
rigorously evaluated. The commitment to training is an
act of faith by top management and as such is not
measurable. Pettigrew ef al.[2] found that firms with the
most positive attitudes to training typically employ soft
or secondary criteria relating to recruitment and retention
and career management rather than trying to seek out
a bottom-line or cost-benefit analysis of training.

It is possible to debate the value of this approach within
individual organisations, but across the economy as a
whole it has failed to provide the necessary stimulus to
ensure that training is a priority. A recent Government
report Training in Britain[3] found that 42 per cent of
employees could not imagine ever undertaking training,
that 52 per cent of the British workforce receive neither
off-the-job nor on-the-job training, and that 20 per cent
of-all establishments do not undertake any form of training.

No similar body of national data exists for the NHS, but
the anecdotal evidence confirms that a similar pattern is
reproduced. The bulk of training is focused into the
continued professional development of doctors and nurses.
Many authorities see training as a medium-term priority
to be addressed only when the immediate priorities have
been dealt with. It is worth noting that there is anecdotal
evidence that the monies for training tied to the resource
management, information management, and financial
management initiatives is helping to spread the training



net down and across health service organisations. What is
not clear is the extent to which organisations are able to
integrate the implementation of these separate initiatives.

Trainers themselves have conducted evaluations, but in the
absence of any clear direction from senior management
teams, these have tended to reflect their own priorities.
The focus has been firmly on the individual learner. Training
needs have classically been identified on an individual basis,
and often it has been individual learners who have defined
their own learning needs and the courses they wished to
follow. A survey recently carried out by the NHS Training
Directorate[4] showed that most managers had their training
needs identified through the Individual Performance Review
(IPR) mechanism or by ad hoc arrangements. But that even
where the IPR system was being used, it was usually
independent of any organisational goals or specialist input
from the personnel or training function. There is nothing
wrong with identifying training needs on an individual basis,
but if training interventions are to be effective within an
organisational context, a wider frame of reference is
needed.

In the quest for an effective evaluation tool for training,
it is useful briefly to review the purposes of the three main
players in a training exercise. These players are: the learner
him/herself; the organisation; and the training provider. An
effective evaluation tool will not only give these players a
technique to identify training needs and to evaluate a training
intervention against their own agendas, but will also provide
a common currency with which they can negotiate with
one another.

l | ]

There is dear evidence that unless
learning is reinforced quickly and
repeatedly it will not become
embedded in the learner O

For the individual learner five broad, overlapping purposes
can be identified: the desire to learn and develop new
knowledge/skills; a desire to develop a framework of
understanding of their experiences; a desire to develop their
contact network among their peers; a desire for
refreshment, to recharge the batteries; all of these coming
together to remotivate the individual to do his/her job better.

For the organisation four broad overlapping purposes can
be identified: the need for staff to have and update the
technical skills and knowledge to carry out their jobs; as
a tool to motivate, recruit and retain staff; as a workshop
where behaviours which the organisation wishes to
promote can be modelled and practised; and as a
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communication mechanism carrying messages both up and
down the line.

For training providers perhaps two main purposes can be
identified: first, that learners take away new knowledge,
understanding skills or confidence; and second, that they
actually put quickly into practice the newly acquired learning.
In many ways this second point is crucial to effective training.

There is a clear and sustained body of evidence that unless
learning is reinforced quickly and repeatedly it will not
become embedded in the learner. For an organisation
wishing to maximise the impact of its training programme
this has an important message. Training by its very nature
broadens opportunities both for individuals and for
organisations. Unless these opportunities to exercise their
new knowledge, skills and understanding are made available
to learners in the workplace, then not only will the
investment in the training medium be degraded, but the
motivating message of valuing staff and their development
wil be replaced rapidly by cynicism with inevitable
consequences. Implicit promises made in training about job
content and responsibilities must be fulfilled. As one
managing director drily observed: ‘‘If firms are losing people
as soon as they have trained them, they have likely got their
training right and everything else wrong’’[2].

I ]

There is a need to address
how the training will be put to use
once the formal fraining

intervention has ended [

To investigate the effectiveness of training then, is not
simply to carry out an analysis of the quantity and quality
of activity in the training room. There is also a need to
address the issue of how the training will be put to use
and supported once the formal training intervention has
ended. From the viewpoints of the individual, the
organisation and the training provider, an evaluation tool
needs not only to address both the technical skill or
knowledge content of the training need, but also the
organisational process to which the learning will be applied
subsequently. The start and end point of the evaluation
process is the individual in the workplace.

A number of evaluation tools exist, which to a greater or
lesser extent address these issues[5], but for the rest of
this article I shall concentrate on one, that of competences.

The Competence-based Approach

A competence is defined as the ability to perform in work
roles or jobs to the standards required in employment.
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Competences offer a bridge linking organisational strategy
and goals, the supporting broad human resource
programme and the specific requirement of training.

Once an organisation has laid in place its broad
organisational strategy statement setting out what it wants
to achieve, it becomes possible to pose the question: what
do people have to do to make this happen? These can be
developed into a series of statements of competence.
These statements of competence describe tasks that need
to be carried out in the workplace, the knowledge needed
to underpin the successful completion of the tasks and
examples of ways in which evidence of these skills and
knowledge can be assessed. Wherever possible, these
descriptions and performance criteria are directly drawn
from activity in the workplace.

As an illustration, Figure 1 is an extract from the
managerial competences being developed by the MCI[1].

The competence statements are organised like a
Christmas tree moving from the general statement of a
manager’s key purpose to the specific performance criteria
and range indicator.

Moving down the tree from the top, the key purpose sets
out the overall purpose of the occupation. For managers,
the MCI defines this key purpose as: ‘“To achieve the
organisation’s objectives and continuously improve
performance’’. The next tier down breaks this key purpose
into a series of key roles. For managers, there are four
key roles: ‘‘Manage operations’’, ‘‘Manage finance”,
‘‘Manage people”’, ‘‘Manage information’’. The next tier
down breaks these key roles into units of competence.
In the Management I standards, ‘‘Manage operations’’
is broken into: ‘“Maintain and improve service and product
operations’’; and ‘‘Contribute to the implementation of
change in services, products and systems’’. The next tier
down breaks these units of competence into elements of
competence. Thus the unit of competence ‘‘Maintain and
improve service and product operations’’ breaks into two
elements: ‘‘Maintain operations to meet quality
standards’’ and ‘‘Create and maintain the necessary
conditions for productive work’’. Finally these elements
of competence have a series of performance criteria and
range indicators specified for them. The performance
criteria indicate the outcomes which a manager has to
achieve consistently in order to demonstrate competent
performance. The range indicators describe the areas of

Key purpose
Key role 1 Key role 2 Key role 3 Key role 4
Unit of Unit of Unit of Unit of
competence competence competence competence
Element of Element of Element of Element of Element of
competence competence competence competence competence
Perfo_rmance Performance Performance Performance Performance Performance
criteria criteria criteria criteria criteria criteria
Range indicators
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application in which the manager must provide evidence of
competence. For the element of competence ‘‘Maintain
operations to meet quality standards’’ there are ten
performance criteria and eight range indicators. To give a
flavour, the first one of the performance criteria is: *“Systems
to monitor quantity, quality, cost and time specifications for
service/product delivery are fully and correctly implemented
and maintained’’. And the range indicators include:
““Specifications relate to: customer agreements; operational
means for meeting agreements; specific functional duties
within the organisation’’ and ‘‘Quality assurance is through
systems which are formal; informal’’.

Just by moving down the competence statement tree and
ending with one performance criterion a sense of the
comprehensive nature of competences can be gained. The
same type of detailed outcome statements can be reached
by moving through any of the key role statements derived
from the key purpose: ‘“To achieve the organisation’s
objectives and continuously improve performance’’. Thus
competences systematically link together organisational goals
and individual work activity.

Once an organisation has a set of competence statements,
it can set about systematically developing its staff profile
through recruitment and internal development to reach the
specified standards.

This can be represented as shown in Figure 2.

Three points are worth making in relation to this diagram.
First, recruitment and development are not alternatives. As
the external labour market tightens, it will become increas-
ingly important to offer training to bring applicants up to the
required organisational standard. There is also a lot of
anecdotal evidence that qualified people view a commitment
to further training and development as an important factor
in their decisions about which organisation to join.

Second, formal training is only one half of the development
process. On-the-job training and appraisal by line managers,
whether formal or informal, is arguably more important than
formal training interventions, It takes place in context, it
is ““live”’, feedback can be given immediately and it fulfils
the organisation’s promises and good intentions on staff
development.

Third, a competence has been defined as the ability to
perform to the standards required in employment. It is
important not to confuse competences with targets. A target
is the output which the combination of competences and
non-human resources will produce. Clearly if there is a
radical shift in resources or targets then it is unreasonable
to expect a corresponding shift in competence level to
compensate without a corresponding investment in human
resources.

The competence approach marks a radical break from other
styles of training needs assessment and evaluation. It focuses

Organisational

strategy

Identifies

Sets Goals

Set in terms of

Resources/ + Competences/
equipment values

Organisational
outputs

Delivered by
Recruitment Development
Appraisal Formal
of work training
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not on the content of the training but the needs of the job
to be done. Evaluation of this approach to training will then
be done primarily in the workplace not by assessing, for
example, the teaching ability of the trainer, the warmth of
the room or the quality of the handouts. These are second-
ary issues to the primary question: can the learning be
applied consistently in the workplace as evidenced by the
performance criteria specified in the competence statement?

[ ] ]

Training is much more
tightly focused on the particular
needs of the organisation and

the individval

The approach has a number of striking advantages. First
it enables an organisation to describe its processes in hard
output terms by identifying which competences are required
to achieve its goals, If all the competences are successfully
met then, all other things being equal, the organisation
should achieve its goals.

Second, the competence approach offers a systematic
framework within which to assess training needs, whether
this analysis is carried out by a line manager, training
specialist or the learner. This is what is required of the
individual. This is what the individual can do. This is the
shortfall and therefore the training need.

Third, the approach has clear advantages for learners. It
assesses their ability to do what is necessary, not their
ability to pass exams. It enables prior learning and
experience to be accredited. Thus, for example, a trainee
manager who learned budget control as treasurer of a
voluntary organisation would not have to relearn the skills
provided that she/he could demonstrate the ability to use
them properly. This means that learners do not have to
waste time relearning what they already know and that
training courses have to be more flexible to the particular
needs of the individuals. This is particularly important when
so much vocational training is informal and uncertificated.

Moreover, for the learner a competence-based approach
begins with the skills and knowledge which they already
have and develops them from there. It means that learners,
line managers, and training providers can evaluate better
the value of a particular course or development opportunity
to an individual.

While it is not necessary for an organisation to have its
competence statements validated by an external
organisation, to facilitate increased mobility and
comparability among staff at all levels, the Government is
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developing through the National Council for Vocational
Qualifications, a national set of competences for all types
of employment. These competences will underpin the
National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs). NVQs will be
available at five levels and will simultaneously bring
together previously existing, but non-comparable
vocational qualifications like those offered by City and
Guilds and BTEC. And it will offer certification where none
was previously available. Moreover, a system of credits
is being developed which will enable learners to
accumulate credits towards larger qualifications as they
move at their own pace through modular courses.

Overall, within this framework, training is much more
tightly focused on the particular needs of the organisation
and the individual. Measurable outcomes are specified.
Competences tie together the content and process of
development whether that takes place in a formal training
environment or through coaching on the job. They can
do this by using existing individual assessment systems
within a broad understanding of how the organisation
achieves its goals; by specifying clearly the additional or
new skills, knowledge and understanding needed; and by
offering a mechanism to assess whether the desired
outcomes have been achieved. The development of staff
is more closely integrated into the organisation’s goals and
structures. This will make training more effective.

The Challenges of Competence

The competence-based approach throws out a series of
challenges to organisations.

For organisations, it forces precise answers to the question
of what actually needs to be done by the organisation in
order to achieve its goals. Do many organisations actually
know how they add value?

C | [
Do many organisations

actually know how they
add value? O

However, this questioning process may produce some
unpalatable answers. A large part of the mystique and
power of professionalism is rooted in the mysteries of the
subject; the attitude that says ‘I intuitively know what
quality is but it’s much too difficult and complex for me
to describe’’. The competence-based approach veers
much more towards the prosaic values of the good pro.
who knows what needs to be done and goes out and does
it. Competence is about evidence, not opinion.



There is a further layer to this. The competence-setting
process can be seen as a dry, technical exercise. But
notions of what is and is not a skilled occupation and the
whole valuation of abilities and knowledge is a hot political
issue. This often manifests itself in demarcation disputes
between management and staff organisations, be they
trade unions or professional bodies. The process of
competence-setting is often difficult and painful,
particularly in an organisation as rife with professional
boundaries as the NHS.

The sheer complexity of the politics of the introduction
of competences into an organisation as large as the NHS
raises a longer-term threat to the power of the competence
approach. As time goes by it is reasonable to expect that
technological change and other environmental factors will
lead to changes both in work roles and in the standards
required in employment. But once the competence
statements have been put in place, there is a danger that
they will form the new boundaries between professional
and other groups, to be defended as vigorously as the
current borders are.

There are some who are mistakenly seeing the current
round of competence setting as a once-and-for-all process.
Competences will need to be updated at the point where
the descriptions of competence or performance criteria
no longer reflect the reality of the workplace.

I 1L

A competence assessment is a total
assessment of skills knowledge
and understanding O

Some observers have criticised competences on the basis
that they are about adequacy not excellence. Organisations
should be going for excellence and therefore competence
will not move organisations towards excellence. This is
a simplistic view. One of the great messages of quality
is the insistence on the costs of failure. How much of an
organisation’s ‘‘excellent time’’ is being absorbed by
rectifying failures to achieve basic standards of adequacy?
Are the best people in the organisation being used as
trouble-shooters? A unit general manager at a quality event
which I attended recently remarked to me, “‘A frightening
number of people in my unit think their sole job is to
correct mistakes made by others’’. An organisation that
can get the basics right first time consistently would be
able to release its ‘‘excellent time’’ to add value to the
‘‘adequate’’.

The costs of the work-based approach to the assessment
is a more substantive challenge. There is no escaping the
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truth that it is more expensive than more traditional forms
of assessment such as examinations. This is largely
because a competence assessment is typically done on
a one-to-one basis and is a total assessment of skills,
knowledge and understanding rather than the partial
assessment an examination offers. Three arguments can
be set against this,

First, the evaluation of ability, knowledge and attitude is
of a different order. Evaluative techniques like examinations
are proxy measures of ability; an inference is drawn from
this quality indicator that a person who has passed
academic tests can do this job. Work-based assessment,
by contrast, is a substantive, direct measure of
competence to perform a task.

Second, because the competence-based approach
explicitly ties together training, work activity and

organisational goals, it can be argued that rather than being
a cost, training is in fact truly an investment.

[ mi.
Training in the UK generally and in

the NHS in particular has always
been underfunded O

Third, because the assessment takes place in the workplace
there is no reason why these assessments should not be
carried out by supervisors within their line management
duties; supervising the quality of work carried out is, after
all, a prime function of the line management structure. Such
assessors will need to be properly accredited by an external
body. Any disputes could be dealt with by the existing
organisational procedures.

Finally, these are not new costs. They are simply the
hidden costs of not doing it properly before. Training’s
great curse is that because it has been seen as a cost,
not an investment, many of its costs and much of its activity
have been hidden. As these become more explicit, the
“‘cost’’ of training increases.

The issue of costs cannot and should not be ducked.
Training in the UK generally and in the NHS in particular
has always been underfunded. However, the mathematics
of the demographic changes are implacable and the
turbulence of the environment within which all
organisations are operating is inescapable. More will have
to be spent on training.

Competences, Training and the NHS

The present reform of the NHS provides an opportunity
for organisations to begin to make training interdependent
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with their goals. A number of themes come together to
make this possible. The decentralisation of more power
to individual units offers the chance to set a strategic
direction. The development of the internal market, with
much greater emphasis being placed on the accurate
specification of outcomes through the use of contracts,
offers an organisational framework within which training
can become more interdependent with organisational
goals. And finally the development of the competence
approach and the establishment of NVQs offers a vehicle
by which training and organisational success can be brought
together.

[ 1]

If training is to be effective
it needs to be evaluated
more rigorously [

It is still not clear how this will work out. To what extent
will units have meaningful local control when cash limits
are still set nationally? Will the new contracting procedures
actively reform activity or merely reflect current patterns?
And the national framework of competence-based NVQs
is still not fully in place and will not be for some time.
Moreover it is not clear what impact, if any, the
competence approach will have on update training for
doctors and nurses who take by far the largest slice of
the NHS training budgets.

The most important element in achieving the inter-
dependence of training and organisational strategy remains

the will to do it. Unless active steps are taken to bring
the two together, they will remain separate, with training
seen as merely an instrument to achieve success but
without the necessary supporting culture and systems for
it to be effective.

Conclusion

This article has argued that, with increasing demands and
static or falling budgets, if training is to be effective it needs
to be evaluated more rigorously and drawn more closely
into organisational goals and structures. A competence-
based approach not only offers organisations, individual
learners and training providers a systematic method of
identifying training needs, and assessing the effect of
training and development interventions, it does so in a
way which pulls together the three main players in training
and reinforces the central position of staff development
in an organisation. This will enable organisations to move
from a position where learning is fragmented, reactive and
ineffective to one where learning is integrated, dynamic
and effective.
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