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Although the HRD literature is fairly consistent in affi rming the recognition 
that employee learning is critical to organizational performance, there 
has been little agreement about how best to demonstrate the contribution 
of employee learning to the organization’s bottom line, with approaches 
varying from industry to industry and from organization to organization. 
Focusing on the professional services sector, an industry sector that has 
garnered little attention in terms of HRD measurement research, this paper 
draws on the analytical techniques from Grounded Theory to explore how 
15 professional service fi rm (PSF) decision-makers who are responsible 
for their fi rm’s learning and development strategy measure the business 
impact of professional employee learning. The outcome of this study is a 
preliminary theory, grounded in the interview data, that explains what 
learning opportunities are offered to professional employees and why, how 
the business impact of professional employee learning is measured, and 
how PSF decision-makers use those business outcome measures to make 
decisions. The unifying theme emerging from the study is Win Rate, a 
composite of multiple quantitative measures that include direct as well as 
indirect contributors to the fi rm’s bottom line. Implications of our fi ndings 
for HRD research and practice are also addressed.
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Learning and development plays a key role in addressing the skills gap affecting 
industry sectors and, ultimately, national economies worldwide. The professional 
services sector is feeling the pressure of that gap, right behind the manufacturing 
sector (Dobbs et al., 2012; Global Agenda Council on Skills and Talent Mobility 
& The Boston Consulting Group, 2011). With professional and business services 
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projected to be a major contributor to U.S. employment growth over the next 
decade (Henderson, 2012) and professional services accounting for nearly one-
fi fth of U.S. gross domestic product (GDP) (Serletis, et al., 2013), professional 
services fi rms have a stake in aligning their learning and development efforts 
with business performance goals. However, it is unclear as to how professional 
services fi rms measure the business impact of employee learning.

There is considerable research on the business impact of learning 
through training, including focusing on learning transfer (Brinkerhoff & 
Apking, 2001), designing instructional interventions with specifi c business, 
performance, and learning objectives in mind (Hodges, 2002), ROI models 
(Phillips, 1994, 1997a, 1997b), or descriptions of what organizations should 
be doing to ensure that training investments yield concrete business results 
(Wick, Pollock, & Jefferson, 2010). Other studies have examined the contri-
bution of training through the lenses of the various HRD stakeholders. For 
example, Garavan’s (1995) study of companies in Ireland indicated that top 
managers perceive business needs as driving training and development, while 
line managers believe training and development should be skills based and 
focused on current job performance, and training and development special-
ists take a broad view that encompases self-development, career development, 
and management development. However, none of these studies are set in a 
professional services context. One study that is in a professional services set-
ting (McLinden, Davis, & Sheriff, 1993) focused on the impact of a single 
training investment on the productivity of a tax consulting practice, with 
“impact” defi ned as the payback point or point in time when the total amount 
of consulting fees equals the total cost of the training. Further, studies about 
the business impact of learning vary in terms of what kind of learning is being 
measured (e.g., training, all forms of formal learning, informal learning) and 
in how business impact is defi ned (e.g, accounting-based measures, percep-
tual measures such as client satisfaction). In sum, although the HRD literature 
addresses issues of business impact in a number of sectors, the distinctive 
approach of the professional services sector to defi ning learning and to mea-
suring learning’s business impact has received less attention and may vary 
from the approaches in the published literature.

The applied nature of HRD suggests that a practitioner–researcher part-
nership in developing business impact measurement models is an excellent 
way of ensuring that the output of HRD research is more directly applicable 
to effectiveness in the fi eld (Lynham, 2000). As such, an industry-focused 
approach to measurement is a way of increasing the likelihood of usefulness 
to the practitioner. This is also consistent with the concept of utilization-
focused evaluation, which is based on the principle that an evaluation should 
be judged on its usefulness to its intended users (Patton, 2008). Consequently, 
business impact measurement and evaluation should be useful not only at the 
operational level, but to decision makers responsible for the identifi cation 
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of an organization’s learning and development strategies (e.g., chief learning 
offi cers, directors of talent management). 

We argue that there are specifi c characteristics of the professional ser-
vices sector that differentiate it from other industry sectors in which learning 
occurs, making it critical for HRD professionals to understand the industry 
context. The professional services sector is composed of three industry subsec-
tors within the large supersector of service-providing industries in the United 
States: professional, scientifi c and technical services, health care and social 
assistance services, and management of companies and enterprises. What 
differentiates the professional services sector is the high level of knowledge 
and education required of professional employees (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2013). Professional services fi rms (PSFs) are driven by client service, so that 
both employee and fi rm success is defi ned by the ability to acquire, serve, 
and retain clients (Broderick, 2010). Consequently, PSFs focus on attracting, 
developing and retaining the best talent who sell as well as deliver the fi rm’s 
services, with learning and development playing a central role (Lowendahl, 
2005; Xiao & Tsang, 2004). Moreover, PSF revenue models tend to rely on the 
billable time of their professional employees, making formal training events 
that require time away from the client or prospective client a loss of revenue. 
Taking all of these characteristics into account, Von Nordenfl ycht (2010) clas-
sifi ed PSFs as follows: (a) classic PSFs (e.g., law and accounting fi rms), char-
acterized by a high knowledge intensity, a professionalized workforce, and 
low capital intensity; (b) professional campuses (e.g., hospitals), characterized 
by a high knowledge intensity, a professionalized workforce, and high capital 
intensity; (c) neo-PSFs (e.g., management consultants), characterized by a high 
knowledge intensity and a low capital intensity, and (d) technology develop-
ers (e.g., research and development [R&D] fi rms,  biotechs),  characterized by 
a high knowledge intensity and a high capital intensity. It is this classifi cation 
that was utilized in conducting the present study.

Measuring the business impact of learning requires an understanding of 
the industry context and of how that context defi nes what constitutes oppor-
tunities for learning. Further, measurement of the business impact of learning 
requires an understanding of measurement and evaluation models prevalent in 
that industry sector and the business performance indicators that are included 
in those models. The purpose of this study is to address the knowledge gap 
surrounding learning and measurement in the professional services sector by 
exploring how decision makers in that sector who are responsible for the 
fi rm’s employee learning and development strategies view learning opportuni-
ties and what models are used to measure and evaluate the role of learning in 
advancing the fi rm’s business performance indicators. This would contribute 
to the development of an explanatory theory that can then be tested, provid-
ing HRD researchers and practitioners with a model on which to plan, design, 
develop, implement, and evaluate interventions.
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Theoretical Foundation and Research Questions

This section integrates a review of prior relevant research on learning oppor-
tunities, measurement and evaluation, and our research questions, in order to 
make the connections between the three explicit. 

Learning Opportunities

Much of the research on learning opportunities in work-related contexts tends 
to focus on the form of learning under investigation. Watkins and Marsick 
(1992) categorized the forms of learning as being formal, informal, and inci-
dental. Generally, formal learning refers to planned, intentional, and structured 
learning with prescribed and specifi c outcomes that are institutionally spon-
sored or endorsed. Training events are examples of formal learning opportuni-
ties in that training tends to involve systematic instruction and task-oriented 
actitivies focused on a specifi c job-related area (McGuire & Gubbins, 2010). 
Informal learning is generally deemed to be learner-directed, self-guided, and 
occuring in noninstitutional settings in which the learner learns through every-
day practices and activities (Eraut, 2000; Garrick, 1998; Marsick & Volpe, 
1999). Informal learning activities include participation in communities of prac-
tice, networking via social media or sharing resources such as books and articles 
with coworkers. Incidental learning occurs as an unintended consequence of 
some other activity, such as trial-and-error use of a new software package or net-
working at an event. The purpose of the activity is to complete a particular task, 
but other skills, abilities, or knowledge is acquired in the process, even though 
the individual undertaking the activity may not be aware of it.

The general consensus appears to be that about 80% of employee learn-
ing occurs through informal and incidental means and only 20% occurs 
through formal means (Berg & Chyung, 2008; Cross, 2007; Watkins & 
Marsick, 1992). Thus, it is not surprising that researchers are interested in the 
impact of informal learning on individual and organizational performance. 
For example, a survey of 188 managers in a Fortune 500 company in New 
England showed that core managerial skills as defi ned by the company tend 
to be acquired through informal learning activities, such as interacting with 
others and day-to-day job experience, rather than through formal activities 
such as training (Enos, Kehrhahn, & Bell, 2003). Other empirical studies 
have explored the contextual factors that promote or inhibit informal learning 
(Choi & Jacobs, 2011; Ellinger, 2005; Lohman, 2005), identifying an orga-
nization’s leadership, culture, infrastructure, and access to colleagues as the 
organizational contextual factors that, together with the personal character-
istics of the learners themselves (initiative, love of learning, commitment to 
professional development, etc.), infl uence employees’ informal learning. 

However, there has been considerable research challenging the formal 
versus informal dichotomy. A variety of studies have noted that work-related 
learning is the cumulative result of a blend of formal and informal elements, 
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with characteristics of formal learning to be found in informal learning sit-
uations and vice versa (Gherardi, 2006; Goldstein & Ford, 2002; Malcom, 
Hodkinson, & Colley, 2003; Rowden, 2007; Shipton, Dawson, West, & 
Patterson, 2002). Other studies have noted the challenges of isolating and 
measuring informal learning because of its unstructured, unplanned nature 
(Cseh & Manikoth, 2011; Marsick, 2003). This criticism holds if you include 
incidental learning as part of informal learning. However, informal learning 
can be conscious, structured, and planned. In short, it is critical to recognize 
and understand the role of all forms of learning when identifying learning 
opportunities within the context of an organizational setting.

This body of research offered a foundation for the following research 
questions:

RQ1. How do the decision makers in professional services fi rms who are 

responsible for the fi rm’s learning and development strategies describe the 

learning opportunities offered to their professional employees?

RQ2. What is the process for identifying the need for and fi rm support of 

formal and informal learning?

Measurement and Evaluation Models

Given the many approaches to and defi nitions of measurement and evaluation, 
we adopt Wang and Spitzer’s (2005) relatively broad defi nition of measure-
ment as the collection and analysis of data according to a specifi c standard, 
and evaluation as the making of judgments based on the measurement results. 
Studies of learning measurement and evaluation have largely focused on two 
target audiences: learning and development practitioners responsible for the 
design, development, deployment, and evaluation of the outcomes of learn-
ing initiatives, and organization decision makers charged with evaluating the 
extent to which all learning and development initiatives map to strategic goals 
and thus, determine the funding of such initiatives. Although all evaluation 
models have decision making as their intended output or usage (Holton & 
Naquin, 2005), the learning and development practitioner conducts evalu-
ation for program and process improvements as well as for determining the 
merit or worth of the learning initiative (Scriven, 1996). 

As noted in previous reviews of the HRD literature (DeSimone, Werner, & 
Harris, 2003; Han & Boulay, 2013; Wang & Spitzer, 2005), the roots of measure-
ment and evaluation of HRD initiatives lie in the literature on training evaluation, 
where the target audience for the evaluation is the learning and development 
practitioner and the goal of evaluation is to determine whether a particular train-
ing intervention accomplished what it was designed to accomplish based on a 
combination of objective learner assessments, such as quizzes conducted dur-
ing training and subjective posttraining assessments such as satisfaction surveys. 
Kirkpatrick’s Four-Level Evaluation Model—Reaction or how well the learners 
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liked the learning process; Learning or the extent to which the learners gained 
the knowledge and skills the training was supposed to provide; Behavior or the 
degree of performance of the newly learned skills; and Results or the tangible 
outcomes for the business in terms of reduced cost, increased production, and 
so on (Kirkpatrick, 1959, 1996)—is probably the most well-known of these 
models. Holton’s (1996) model bypassed learner reactions and took a deeper 
dive into individual performance and mediating variables that affect outcomes 
such as motivation to learn, perceptions of training, and transfer climate. Holton’s 
model also proposed linkages between learning, individual performance, and 
organizational performance. Other examples include the Kraiger, Ford, and Salas 
(1993) model based on three categories of learning outcomes (cognitive, skill-
based, affective) and the evaluation measures appropriate for each of these cat-
egories, and the Kaufman and Keller (1994) fi ve levels of Enabling and Reaction, 
Acquisition, Application, Organizational Outputs, and Societal Outcomes.

Evaluation models targeting decision makers seek to determine the con-
tribution of learning to an organization’s bottom line using fi nance-based 
indicators such as return on investment (ROI). Jack Phillips’s ROI model 
was among the earliest of these fi nance-based models. The Phillips model 
defi ned business impact in terms of an organization’s economic profi tability 
and focused on ROI as one measure of an organization’s fi nancial outcomes. 
The model monetized the results of a specifi c training program by asking 
participants or their supervisors to assign dollar values to those results and 
to provide a confi dence level ranging from 0 to 100% for the dollar values 
(Phillips, 1997a, 1997b). The Phillips ROI model has been lauded for enhanc-
ing awareness of the importance of evaluation and ROI measurement among 
decisions makers and scholars alike (Alexander & Christoffersen, 2006; 
Wang, Dou, & Li, 2002). Further, there have been a number of empirical 
studies using Phillips’s ROI to evaluate the impact of training and of other 
performance improvement interventions in a variety of industries and coun-
tries (Aksu & Yildiz, 2011; Czeropski & Le, 2010; Laing & Andrews, 2011; 
Percival, Cozzarin, & Formaneck, 2013). Other fi nance-based models include 
Robinson and Robinson’s (1989) training cost-benefi t model; Kaufman and 
Watkins’s (1996) Organizational Elements Model (OEM) training cost-conse-
quences analysis; and Wang, Dou, and Li’s (2002) systems approach to mea-
suring the monetary and nonmonetary ROI of HRD investments. 

None of these evaluation models are without criticism. The learning and 
development practitioner-focused models, particularly Kirkpatrick’s model, 
have been criticized for making assumptions about the relationship between 
training and job performance (Alliger & Janak, 1989) and for omitting per-
sonal and environmental factors that may affect learning outcomes (Giangreco, 
Carugati, & Sebastiano, 2010; Holton, 1996; Wick, Pollock, Jefferson, & 
Flanagan, 2006). The models targeting decision makers using fi nance-based 
indicators have been criticized for excluding indicators that do not lend them-
selves to monetization; for being backward-looking and, thus, unhelpful for 
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forecasting purposes; for subjectivity in relying on perceived monetary value; 
and for excluding nonmonetary returns (customer satisfaction, employee job 
satisfaction, etc.) that have an economic impact on business results (Russ-Eft 
& Preskill, 2005; Wang et al., 2002; Wang & Wang, 2005). Moreover, the 
models tend to focus on the training dimension of learning, with little empha-
sis on other forms of formal or informal learning. In addition, there is wide 
variation in the meaning of “impact,” with working defi nitions ranging from 
accounting-based indicators to perceptual measures of value. Finally, there is 
limited empirical evidence validating the models or the extent to which they 
have been adopted by HRD professionals in the fi eld. This turbulence led us 
to wonder whether PSFs might have their own approach to measurement and 
evaluation, resulting in the following research questions:

RQ3. What are the measures and metrics used to determine the extent to 

which formal and informal learning impact business performance in PSFs?

RQ4. To what extent and in what ways are the measurement results used 

by the fi rm’s decision-makers?

Research Method

The present study addresses the lack of an integrated theory in the literature 
as to how PSF decision makers responsible for the organization’s learning and 
development strategies describe and utilize learning opportunities and busi-
ness impact measurement in their fi rms. We deemed an inductive approach 
that allows theory to emerge from the words and experiences of PSF decision 
makers themselves to offer the best starting point. Consequently, we chose a 
modifi ed grounded theory approach for this study. Broadly speaking, grounded 
theory seeks to develop an explanatory theory of basic social processes, stud-
ied in the environments in which they take place, by examining causes, con-
texts, contingencies, consequences, covariances, and conditions, to understand 
the patterns and relationships among these elements (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 
Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Although there is more than one variant of grounded 
theory, our research uses the analytic procedures of Strauss and Corbin (1998) 
because of their more structured procedures for data analysis, particularly the 
coding of interview data, and because of their more pragmatic approach to set-
ting research questions in advance of data collection and linking those questions 
to the literature. Moreover, having previously worked for more than a decade in 
a technology-developer PSF, the lead researcher offered the kind of experiential 
knowledge that Strauss and Corbin consider supportive of theory building.

Participant Recruitment and Selection

Multiple steps were required to identify and select participants for this study. We 
began by searching the North American Industry Classifi cation System (NAICS) 
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database (United States Census Bureau, 2012) using the following criteria: (a) 
fi rms whose NAICS codes map to Von Nordenfl ycht’s (2010) four classes of 
PSFs (classic PSFs, professional campuses, neo-PSFs, technology developers); 
(b) offi ces located in the North, Mid- and South Atlantic regions, so as to be 
in the same time zone as the researchers; and (c) fi rms with 1,000 or more 
employees, based on the assumption that these larger fi rms were more likely 
than medium-sized and small fi rms to have a decision maker who is responsible 
for the organization’s learning and development strategies and possesses a level 
of knowledge and authority to respond to questions about the fi rm’s practices, 
policies, and business performance. A total of 258 PSFs met these criteria. 

Next, we scanned the websites of those 258 fi rms to fi nd the individuals 
who appeared to be our target decision makers (e.g., chief learning offi cers, direc-
tors of talent management) and sent e-mail invitations describing the study pur-
pose and participant inclusion criteria. Sample size was not predefi ned because 
grounded theory relies on theoretical sampling, which involves collecting and 
analyzing data to a point of detail where any new information gathered would 
not develop our model further (Creswell, Hanson, Clark Plano, & Morales, 
2007). Twenty-two people (a response rate of 8.5%) responded positively to our 
invitation. However, a follow up e-mail confi rmed only nine of these as being our 
target decision makers. To increase the pool of potential participants, we posted 
a call for participation to the chief learning offi cers network on LinkedIn.com, 
which yielded 13 positive responses, 10 of which met our inclusion criteria. The 
19 (9 NAICS, 10 LinkedIn.com) qualifi ed individuals were instructed to click on 
a link to a URL hosting an informed consent form and, if they agreed to partici-
pate, to provide their phone numbers so that interviews could be scheduled at 
their convenience. A total of 18 phone interviews were scheduled (one person 
opted out). Three of the 18 canceled their appointments due to internal organi-
zational issues (a corporate merger, a position change, and an internal restructur-
ing). Neither of the researchers conducting this study was acquainted with the 
participants prior to the start of this research project.

A total of 15 participants who met the inclusion criteria were interviewed 
for this study. Fifteen was our point of departure, with the understanding that 
we would seek additional participants if we needed new information to fur-
ther develop our model. As shown in Table 1, participants included 10 males 
and 5 females, most of whom are in the neo-PSF and technology developer 
subsectors and have job titles of director level or higher. The median number 
of years of participant experience in the fi eld is 19.0, and nearly all of the 
participants hold advanced degrees in either HRD-related or education-related 
disciplines. The median fi rm size is 8,000 employees.

Instrumentation, Data Collection and Analysis

The semistructured interview guide was grounded in our four research question 
areas: learning opportunities offered to professional employees, learning need 
identifi cation and the nature of fi rm support, measures and metrics used to 
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Table 1. Participant Profi les

Participant 
ID Gender

Services Subsector/Van 
Nordenfl ycht Classifi cation

No. of Employees 
(All Locations) Job Title

# of Years in 
Learning Field

Highest Degree 
Earned Certifi cation

A Female IT Services/ Technology 
Developer

4,500 Director of Talent 
Development

15 BA, Education, 
Psychology, & 
Spanish 

B Male Management Consulting/
Neo-PSF

56,827 Director of Talent 
Development

12 MA, Education 
& Human 
Development 

ASTD CPLP

C Male Management Consulting/
Neo-PSF

Not available* HR Training & 
Development 
Manager

22 BA, Systems 
Engineering- 
Operations Research 

ASTD CPLP

D Male Management Consulting/
Neo-PSF

56,827 Director 14 MA ASTD CPLP

E Male IT Services/ Technology 
Developer 

40,000 VP, Talent 
Management

19 EdD, Education  

F Female IT Services/ Technology 
Developer

38,000 SVP, Organization 
& Talent 
Development

20 EdD

G Female Healthcare Services/ 
Professional Campus

5,000 Senior Director, 
HR

10 MA, Teaching ESL ASTD CPLP

H Male Management Consulting/
Neo-PSF

3,200 Director, Learning 23 MA, Education 
Technology

I Female Healthcare Services/ 
Professional Campus                      

1600 Regional Director 
of Operations 
& Business 
Development 

6 MS, Negotiation & 
Confl ict Resolution 
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Table 1. Participant Profi les (Continued)

Participant 
ID Gender

Services Subsector/Van 
Nordenfl ycht Classifi cation

No. of Employees 
(All Locations) Job Title

# of Years in 
Learning Field

Highest Degree 
Earned Certifi cation

J Male Management Consulting/
Neo-PSF

8,000 Director, Strategy 
& People 

25 MPA, Organization 
Development Labor 
Relations

K Female        IT Services/ Technology 
Developer

90,000 Performance 
& Talent 
Development 
Leader

10 MA, Human 
Resource 
Development 

L Male Financial Advisory 
Services/ Classic PSF

6,000 Director, 
Institutional 
Human Capital 
Development

20 MS, Organizational 
Performance

M Male Financial Advisory 
Services/ Classic PSF

1,000 Manager, Learning 
& Development  

25 MS, Curriculum 
& Instructional 
Technology

N Male Management Consulting/
Neo-PSF

Not available* SVP, Consulting 25 PhD, Clinical 
Psychology

O Male Insurance Advisory 
Services/ Classic PSF

10,200 Sr. Talent 
Management 
Specialist 

7 PhD, Social/
Personality 
Psychology

Median: 8,000 
employees

Median: 19.0 
yrs.

*Although the NAICS database has no entry for this variable, this fi rm was included when the list was fi ltered for ≥1,000 employees.
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assess the business impact of formal and informal learning initiatives, and use of 
measurement results by decision makers. The guide was created in advance to 
ensure effective use of decision-maker phone time as well as consistency across 
all interviews. It also allowed for fl exibility to enable the researcher to pose 
probing questions as needed. Our lead researcher conducted the interviews over 
a 6-month period. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed, yielding 
255 pages of transcript data. Interview times ranged from 25 to 70 minutes and 
averaged about 30 minutes per interview. Each participant received a copy of 
his/her interview transcript to confi rm the accuracy of transcript content.

We used the process of constant comparison through three cycles of inter-
view transcript coding and analysis. Constant comparison involves comparing 
interview to interview and identifying themes or patterns in the data that might 
help the researcher to go beyond description to explanations of the relation-
ships within the data. In the fi rst cycle, one researcher read the transcripts line 
by line, highlighted key words, and grouped statements into broad ideas or 
codes that were written in the margins of each transcript. In lieu of a separate 
document for memoing—an analytical strategy to assist the researcher in mak-
ing sense of interviews and contribute to code development (Glaser & Strauss, 
1967)—the researcher wrote notes directly on the interview transcripts. At the 
end of this open-coding cycle (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), the researcher had a 
log of all the codes. The second researcher coded eight randomly selected tran-
scripts and created some additional open codes and notes. We compared our 
coding results and notes, discussed any discrepancies and the reasons for those 
discrepancies, and agreed on a solution. We then grouped the open codes via 
axial coding, the second cycle in the coding process. This involves categorizing 
the data based on relationships and patterns within and among the categories 
identifi ed in the data (Creswell, 2007) until core categories begin to emerge. 
Table 2 shows the themes identifi ed in the axial coding process in the order in 
which they appeared in the review of the transcripts. 

The third and fi nal cycle was selective coding, where data are saturated 
around core variables and main ideas are used to create a “storyline” that 
connects the codes to the research questions (Creswell, 2007). Constant com-
parison confi rmed the alignment of the codes into larger categories. The pro-
cess concluded when theoretical saturation (Bowen, 2008) was reached, no 
new concepts were emerging from the data, and thus no additional interviews 
needed to be conducted. Data analysis revealed no substantive differences 
across the four PSF subsectors. The results of the selective coding cycle and 
their relationship to the present study’s four research questions are the basis 
for the remaining sections of this article.

Findings

One of the key theoretical themes addressed by the research was learning 
opportunities offered, which relates to RQ1. As illustrated in Figure 1, our 
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Table 2. Themes, Main Categories, and the Emerging Core Category 
From the Axial Coding Process

Themes Categories

Learning opportunities Client demand

Organizational support

Leadership development

Regulatory requirements

Industry learning

Technical training

Career development programs

Compliance training

Certifi cations

Coaching/mentoring

Soft skills training

Internal knowledge systems

Employee-initiated activities

Learning need identifi cation Talent management plan

Succession planning process

Pre-/in-/post-engagement client surveys

Individual performance reviews

Individual development plans

Employee engagement (satisfaction) survey

Regulator assessments

Learning inventory utilization

Employee output/productivity

Win Rate (emerging core category) Proposal Win Rates

Extended, renewed contracts

Referrals

Add-on business

Follow-on business

Recompete wins

Expertise area requests

Successful project completions

study found that for all of the participating PSF decision makers, learning 
opportunities were driven by three key factors, namely, Client Demand, 
Leadership Development, and Regulatory Requirements. To determine 



A View From the Professional Services Sector 287

HUMAN RESOURCE DEVELOPMENT QUARTERLY • DOI: 10.1002/hrdq

Client Demand, participants in our study stated that their fi rms conduct sur-
veys before, during, and after service engagements to determine a practice’s 
strengths and weaknesses. Informal/verbal client reports on successful com-
pletion of individual projects are also captured and documented. Those data 
are used to update learning offerings (technical training, industry knowledge, 
“soft” skills, etc.) but also as a gauge of business impact, which relates to RQ3 
of this study. Participant D summed up the importance of Client Demand as 
follows: 

Our strategy opens with what we call an outside-in perspective, which is, 

we look at our clients and what their expectations are. We do an annual 

client service assessment where they tell us, “You guys are really good at 

XYZ but you’re not so good at ABC.” And that’s the data we use in updating 

our programs, but that’s also the data we use for business impact. What 

we’ve found is that there’s a pretty good correlation between high client 

service assessment scores and additional business, follow-on business, 

renewal of contracts, those kinds of things. Here’s one example that I’ll 

give you. Some of our clients have said, “Boy, you guys are awesome in the 

execution of the work, but you really don’t understand my business and I 

Figure 1. Theoretical Model of PSF Measurement of Learning’s Business 
Impact
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think you would benefi t and get more business from me if you understood 

what it is that we do, the drivers and the trends, and the business 

challenges that we face versus just executing on what I ask you to execute 

on.” So we quadrupled our investment in industry talent development 

this past year, and we’ve created a mastery competency-level development 

program and we’re going to run about 5,000 professionals through it. So 

that’s an example of where we see the success or lack of success of our 

development efforts.

The participants in our study identified employees for Leadership 
Development, the second driver of learning opportunities, through individual 
performance reviews and the fi rm’s succession planning process. Individual 
performance reviews document learning goals and development and are 
linked to the fi rm’s talent management plan, often using integrated perfor-
mance management systems and targeting the heaviest investments toward 
Leadership Development programs. These fi ndings on learning need iden-
tifi cation also address RQ2. Participant F summed up the role of Leadership 
Development by saying:

We have programs where people who are defi ned or identifi ed as having 

high potential are actively groomed and put in special programs. We 

provide the basic infrastructure for employees. On the other hand, 

we’ve got 42,000 employees, so while it’s expected that employees and 

their managers have a development discussion as part of their annual 

performance appraisal process, the active grooming of employees 

where the organization intervenes and takes a very personal approach is 

probably limited to those employees identifi ed as high potential; other 

employees work with their managers. And we do say that employees have a 

responsibility to manage their own careers.

The third driver of learning opportunities is what federal, state, or indus-
try regulators require for a professional service provider to be in compliance. 
For example, Participant G remarked, “We’re in a highly regulated industry 
where certain things are government required, that we have to get our people 
to do. It’s compliance.” 

RQ3 produced the study’s central category, Win Rate. This core category 
is a composite of several quantitative measures of business growth, ranging 
from proposal Win Rates to extended/renewed contracts to follow-on busi-
ness. For example, Participant J stated, “I fi nd that the most important thing 
in terms of our performance at learning, more than anything else, is repeat 
business and organic growth. Intuitively and explicitly, I see a relationship 
between what we’re doing and organization improvement.” 

When probed as to whether there may be factors other than learning that 
contribute to the fi rm’s Win Rate, nearly all of the participants acknowledged 
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that there are other infl uences. However, none of the participants were using 
a formula/algorithm to assess the relative contribution of either the com-
ponents of Win Rate or any other factors that contribute to the fi rm’s wins. 
Nevertheless, Win Rate was deemed to be the strongest indicator of the busi-
ness impact of learning. Participant B offered some detailed insights into this 
composite measure as follows:

When I look at Win Rate, yes, there are some confounding variables such 

as price and the like, but the Win Rate assumes that we know who we are 

relative to one or many content areas; we know what we are competitive 

in, and we’re going to choose those things that are in our strike zone to bid 

on. And if we are able to win in a higher percentage of those, then we have 

implemented what we have learned via all our learning opportunities more 

signifi cantly. If we weed out those that we lose on price, you have an even 

more substantial metric. So do we make good selections in what we choose 

to pursue, and in those cases that we choose to pursue, did we articulate 

our story so convincingly that we were able to win? And if you’re able to 

reduce the pool for analysis by those jobs that you lost on price—in other 

words, take those out—then your Win Rate is your indicator of success.

Thirteen of the 15 PSF decision makers participating in this study used 
the Win Rate as an element for planning the fi rm’s talent needs, which relates 
to RQ4 of the present study. Using a variety of reporting tools such as execu-
tive dashboards and balanced scorecards, participants looked at wins by prac-
tice and expertise areas as well as by client. High-performing practices were 
targeted for candidates to be placed into the Leadership Development pipe-
line, which cycles back to RQ2. However, when it comes to making  decisions 
about what learning opportunities (other than leadership development) to 
support, the participants in our study seemed to rely on their direct reports. 
As Participant E stated, “If the line managers have the budget, they just go out 
and get what they think they need for their organization. For larger efforts, 
they need to communicate what the strategic intent is of the program and 
what the cost-benefi ts would be of making that kind of decision.” A few par-
ticipants mentioned checking for any formal training programs with relatively 
low levels of employee participation, to make sure that practice managers 
were regularly assessing the benefi ts of the fi rm’s training inventory.

Discussion

One of the themes emerging from the data is the fi nding that PSFs invest in a 
variety of learning opportunities (RQ1) based on client demand, the leader-
ship potential of individual service professionals, and on regulatory require-
ments. This fi nding is consistent with the literature describing the breadth and 
depth of learning opportunities that PSFs offer their professional employees 
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as being an indicator of the alignment of learning and development with busi-
ness needs. For example, Swart and Kinnie (2010) noted the linkage between 
responsiveness to client needs, learning and development activities, and tal-
ent management planning, with an emphasis on short-term versus long-term 
needs as driving the speed with which learning opportunities are offered. 
Recent international studies have also shown the relationship between tal-
ent planning and learning opportunities. For example, Beausaert, Segers, 
and Gijselaers (2011) identifi ed relationships between personal development 
plans, learning activities, and performance. This also affi rms our fi nding of 
the linkages between learning opportunities and learning need identifi ca-
tion (RQ2). Our fi nding that PSFs strategically invest in individuals identi-
fi ed as high potential illustrates what Leonard (2005) described as leadership 
development, which implicitly operates under the assumption that not all 
individuals are likely to derive equal benefi ts from a learning intervention. 
Further, some PSFs deem it appropriate to reserve standard leadership oppor-
tunities for elite candidates because they are likely to gain signifi cantly from 
those opportunities and thereby impact the organization’s success (Bledsoe & 
Robinson-Walker, 2010; Leonard, 2005). 

The central category that supports and links the themes emerging from 
this study and serves as the fulcrum of the study results (Strauss & Corbin, 
1998) is Win Rate. At fi rst glance, it would not seem particularly surprising 
that PSFs deem Win Rate to be the critical indicator of the business impact of 
learning (RQ3). Win Rate has long been accepted as a critical success factor in 
business development growth in the professional services sector, along with 
a recognition of learning as a contributing factor to the fi rm’s ability to win 
(Anderson-Gough, Grey, & Robson, 2000; Teece, 2003). However, defi nitions 
of Win Rate may vary from company to company. Some companies adhere to 
the accounting-based defi nition of number (or dollar value) of contracts won 
divided by the number (or dollar value) of contracts bid, while others factor in 
the costs (marketing, staff, etc.) of the bids won versus the bids lost.

In the present study, Win Rate is a composite of seven measures, fi ve 
of which have a direct link to all of the income recorded in the fi rm’s fi nan-
cial records or what accountants call the booked revenue. The other two mea-
sures—number of referrals and expertise area requests—are indirect links 
because they do not always convert to wins. On the one hand, a composite 
measure aligns with studies that show multiple measures as enabling manage-
ment to get a better understanding of how investments in learning, like other 
investments, contribute to a fi rm’s overall performance (Coscarelli, Burk, & 
Cotter, 1995; Thatchenkery, 2005; Wick, Pollock, & Jefferson, 2010). On the 
other hand, the PSF decision makers participating in our study offered no 
insights into the relative weight given to each component of the Win Rate 
composite measure and thus the extent to which each component infl uences 
their talent management decisions. Hence, the relative impact of these compo-
nents, together with other acknowledged but unnamed factors infl uencing the 
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Win Rates appear to be hidden variables for which our theoretical model can-
not completely account. This may refl ect a debate currently under way in the 
professional services sector about redefi ning success by focusing on the inter-
action between profi tability, client success, technical excellence, national and 
organizational cultures, the development of individuals, and the stature of the 
profession itself (Galperin & Lituchy, 2014; Houlder & Williamson, 2012). 

Limitations

Although our study provides insights into the measurement of the business 
impact of learning in professional services fi rm settings, like all other empiri-
cal studies, this study has limitations. One potential limitation is the reli-
ance on the self-reports of PSF decision makers as the sole source of data. 
Self-reported data have been criticized for built-in biases, such as unchal-
lenged acceptance of the veracity of what participants say during interviews 
(Breakwell, 2006) and being descriptive of behaviors rather than refl ective 
(Spector, 2006). However, it is precisely their perceptions of learning’s impact 
on the business that frames our study participants’ decisions. Moreover, indi-
vidual perceptions and beliefs about a particular phenomenon are essential to 
a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 

Another potential limitation is the fact that the fi rms represented in this 
study are large enterprises (median number of employees = 8,000). It is pos-
sible that small and medium-sized PSFs could have different metrics and 
methods for measuring the business impact of employee learning, including 
a different defi nition of Win Rate. Additionally, the present study refl ects the 
views of learning and development professionals exclusively. The views of 
other members of the fi rm’s leadership team (e.g., chief fi nancial offi cer, chief 
operating offi cer) may be different. This, however, would fall under theory 
testing, a worthy topic of a subsequent study but not the focus of the present 
study. 

Contributions of the Study

Despite some limitations, this study offers several contributions to HRD the-
ory. By fl eshing out patterns of relationship among the themes extracted from 
interviews with 15 decision-makers in the professional services sector who 
are responsible for the fi rm’s employee learning and development strategies, 
we offer a grounded understanding of what the business impact of learning 
means in a PSF context and what the factors are that contribute to learning 
impact measurement, and describe the rationale for these. With little pub-
lished research on measuring the business impact of learning in the profes-
sional services sector, this study uses evidence from practice to generate the 
beginning of a theory explaining the factors that make up learning’s business 
impact measurement. The fi ndings of this study also suggest the need to step 
back from the notion of a “best measurement model” for learning impact on 
the business and focus on the measures and metrics that the fi rm’s leadership 
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deems to be important, namely, those that refl ect client responses to the fi rm 
services/behaviors. 

There is no lack of evidence that fi rms are not capturing measures that 
show what the leadership values. For example, some studies argue that C-level 
decision makers have not been presented with meaningful evidence about 
the positive relationship between learning activities and business success 
(O’Leonard, 2013; Short & Harris, 2010), while others cite the application of 
a one-size-fi ts-all approach to measurement for all learning and development 
programs, regardless of the impact of these programs on the business or the 
industry sector in which the business operates (Barnett & Mattox, 2010). 

Implications for Practice

The measures of learning’s impact identifi ed in this study indicate that mea-
sures agreed upon by the organization as a whole are a blend of measures of 
multiple operational and functional areas. To obtain consensus about which 
specifi c measures are deemed important across multiple areas, learning and 
development practitioners in the professional services sector can apply the 
same needs assessment process—described so well by Participant D—inter-
nally as they do with external clients. Specifi cally, learning and development 
practitioners can begin the process of learning impact measurement iden-
tifi cation in their own fi rms by deconstructing business goals into a series 
of questions such as “what observed behaviors indicate that an employee is 
applying new learning or new knowledge?” or “what are the consequences of 
not addressing the performance gap identifi ed in this area?” To get detailed 
input from busy executives and share that input across multiple areas in the 
organization, practitioners can conduct digital Delphi interviews. The Delphi 
interview involves the systematic solicitation and collation of viewpoints on a 
particular topic obtained from a set of carefully designed and sequential open-
ended questions interspersed with summarized information and feedback of 
opinions derived from earlier responses (Fan & Cheng, 2006; Grisham, 2009; 
Scott & Walter, 2003). The practitioner can then convert these into a short list 
of measures and metrics and put them into a short, digitally administered sur-
vey in which executives rank the relative importance of each measure based 
on alignment with the organization’s strategic goals. Executive sign-off on the 
fi nal list would be the last step. 

This same process can also be used at the division and departmental 
level. When coupled with data from the win/loss analysis—described by 
Participant B—practitioners could begin to identify those hidden variables 
that shape their own fi rm’s composite Win Rate measure. Integrating this 
process with each strategic planning cycle would enhance the practitio-
ner’s ability to establish and maintain alignment between organizational 
goals and learning and development efforts. In sum, by taking a “fi rm-as-
client” view using existing needs assessment and win/loss analysis prac-
tices, learning and professional development practitioners can generate 
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an agreed-upon set of measures to be used as a baseline against which to 
measure progress or to compare the current state of learning impact and a 
target future state. 

Future Research

A major contribution of the present study is a preliminary grounded the-
ory explaining how PSFs measure the business impact of employee learn-
ing. We deem our theoretical model to be preliminary because it does not 
fully account for additional, unspecifi ed infl uences on impact measurement 
of which participants purported to be aware but seemingly do not consider in 
their decision making. With a dearth of research on this topic, there is ample 
opportunity for future research that expands upon and tests the preliminary 
theory by uncovering those hidden variables and determining the relative 
contribution of those variables to the model. Further, replication of our study 
with participants from small and medium-sized PSFs can be invaluable in 
understanding organizational, governance, and cultural variation both across 
and within professions that may affect how the business impact of employee 
learning is measured. 

Another research opportunity lies in testing the model at one or two 
levels down in the fi rm’s decision-making structure. For example, it would 
be insightful to explore how practice managers perceive learning impact mea-
surement and the extent to which their perceptions align with those of the 
senior decision makers. Similarly, perceptions of the practice consultants who 
perform as well as sell the practice services would enable comparison of what 
those who interface directly with the clients designate as indicators of their 
contribution with those of their managers. This would assist in identifying 
gaps between what the fi rm’s leadership values and what employees believe is 
(or should be) valued. Future research could also explore the process of decid-
ing what to measure, why the chosen measures are deemed to be important, 
and how those measures are communicated throughout the organization to 
promote a shared understanding of learning’s contribution to the business, 
as well as contributing to HRD theory building as it relates to measurement. 
This would produce an organizationally accepted system of accountability for 
measuring learning as part of overall HRD performance, a key objective of 
strategic HRD.
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