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From basic training through to advanced specialisation, a career in 
the Armed Forces is a continuous learning journey. With training such a 
critical element across Defence, measuring the impact and effectiveness 
of learning can deliver a range of benefits to those responsible for 
delivering learning programmes and Defence as a whole. 

This ebook explores the value of getting started on a learning 
measurement programme for Defence learning teams and partners.
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At LEO Learning we often talk 
about the ‘business impact’ of 
learning. What does this mean in 
practice?
In short, our learning measurement approach 
seeks to make the link between the learning 
intervention (be that digital, face-to-face, or on-
the-job) and a change in behaviours. It then aims 
to prove the impact of learning interventions on 
wider business goals by linking those behaviour 
changes to performance across the business.

In many commercial organisations, these goals 
may be sales or profit-based. But there are 
also other critical changes that define business 
success.

The ‘business impact’ of learning is the impact 
that learning has on key success measures within 
an organisation. Whether they’re private or 
public sector, any organisation has challenges to 
overcome and targets it is working to achieve.

For example, retention, recruitment, productivity 
and capability are all KPIs that can play a 
significant role in overall business performance, 
regardless of sector or industry.

From our discussions with Defence learning 
teams, we understand that some may not 
immediately relate to the idea of measuring the 
‘business impact’ of learning.

By moving away from the initial association with 
simply proving learning’s effect ‘on the bottom 
line’, Defence learning teams understand they 
have a key role in influencing the performance  
of the organisation and Defence outputs as  
a whole.

What is the 
business impact 
of learning in 
Defence?
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The importance of measuring the business 
impact of learning takes on a different shape in 
Defence. While there may not be commercial 
considerations, there are still business 
challenges.

For example:

 � Recruitment – competing against industry 
to attract sufficient numbers of recruits with 
the right potential and skills

 � Retention – keeping hold of talent and 
supporting development

 � Developing and delivering capabilities – 
as required by the Front Line Commands at 
the right time

 � Managing and mitigating risk – operating 
in high-risk environments means that efforts 
to manage safety and reputation are vital

 � Managing dynamic teams – the Whole 
Force Approach and increased use of 
Reservists

 � Budget and resource constraints – the 
‘built’ estate is reducing and training 
budgets are under pressure so more 
efficient use of resources and time is critical

A learning measurement strategy that seeks 
to map the effectiveness of learning provision 
in addressing and managing these types of 
challenges is not only possible for Defence, it has 
the potential to highly benefit Defence strategy 
as a whole.

What is the 
business impact 
of learning in 
Defence?
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What business 
change are we 

driving?

leolearning.com @leolearning

LEO Learning’s chain of evidence
Our measurement approach aims to identify the chain of evidence that links the learning intervention, the acquisition of new knowledge and skills, and the 
resulting change in behaviours with wider business performance change.

LEO Learning’s Chain of Evidence model follows aspects of the Kirkpatrick model in the sense that it focuses on key areas of the effect continuum, from 
learning engagement to business change.

This approach 
recognises that a 
holistic view of learning 
evaluation should 
include capturing 
learner engagement, 
knowledge and skill 
uptake, as well as 
looking at behaviour 
change and the 
impact on business 
performance.
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• Business objectives

• Drivers

• Success measures

• Learning objectives

• Learner needs

• Understanding & 
recall

• Competency

• Confidence

• Motivation

• Learning reach

• Learner 
engagement

• Learner journeys

• Application of 
learning 

• Behavioural  
change

• Performance 
change

• Shift in bottom line 
measures

• Business KPIs

• Value for money 
[ROE]

• Return on 
investment [ROI]

Business &  
Learner Needs

Business &  
Learner Needs

BUSINESS &  
LEARNER NEEDS ENGAGEMENT KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS  

& ATTITUDES
PERFORMANCE 

BEHAVIOURS BUSINESS CHANGE

Has the learning 
landed?

Has learning taken 
place? 

Have the 
performance 

behaviours changed?

Has business 
performance 

improved?

DRIVERS LEARNING DELIVERY LEARNER CHANGE &  PERFORMANCE BUSINESS IMPACT
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BIG DATA APPROACH - ANALYSIS & REPORTING
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Learning is at the 
core of Defence 
operations
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Many businesses self-identify as 
‘learning organisations’ or have 
a commitment to learning and 
development as part of their 
company values. In practice, 
this means they may allocate 
annual training budgets and 
support staff to develop skills  
on the job.
Anecdotally, it’s been reported that Armed 
Forces personnel spend around 40% of their time 
in training or on exercise during their career. 
This is a remarkable figure that sets Defence 
apart from many other organisations where 
learning and development is a critical, but not a 
defining, part of their business strategy.

During a Defence career, a person will 
undertake their basic and trade or arms 
specialism – a training investment that could 
span several years. In addition to this, there is 
further equipment, weapons, mandatory and 
collective training.

Defence personnel are on a continuous 
development journey involving a broad blend of 
different types of learning and training courses. 
Therefore it makes sense to ensure learning is 
delivered as efficiently and flexibly as possible.

Extended periods spent at residential courses are 
the norm, while digital learning is also a major 
element. The Defence Learning Environment 
(DLE) is the central learning platform for the 
whole of Defence, delivering a wide range of 
digital learning to all staff. Alongside individual 
training, units also take part in collective training 
as well as military exercises. 

The amount of time, effort and investment 
involved in training Defence personnel is 
significant. For an organisation so committed to 
the provision of quality training, gaining stronger 
visibility of how this training is performing, both on 
an individual level and collectively, will deliver a 
range of benefits.

Learning is at the 
core of Defence 
operations
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The value of a learning 
measurement strategy 
for Defence
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We have identified three key areas within Defence that a successful 
learning measurement strategy could inform and influence.

1. Training investment, planning 
and efficiency

As we’ve mentioned, Defence training is a 
complex blend of different learning interventions. 

Imagine if you could build a detailed picture 
of how all of these learning interventions were 
performing in terms of effectiveness and quality.

Without evidence of the impact of learning, 
decisions made around allocating training 
budgets all too often come down to cost. If 
something is cheaper to deliver, it’s seen as a 
better solution. 

With visibility of the effectiveness of different 
learning blends and strategies, the conversation 
moves away from cost and becomes focused on 
outcomes. 

Forward planning becomes a simpler task. Once 
there is data on what works, better decisions 
on where to spend money can be made. 

The value of 
a learning 
measurement 
strategy for 
Defence
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There are squeezed budgets in many sectors. 
Our clients in commercial organisations embark 
on learning measurement programmes because 
they want to be able to concisely prove to their 
board the positive impact their learning is having 
on the business. Their goal is to secure continued 
investment and support for the work they do.

Front Line Commands have choices on where to 
spend their budgets to get the best outcomes. 
For Defence learning teams, the challenge of 
demonstrating impact and gaining executive 
support appears to be very much the same. 

There is often a reluctance to move away from 
classroom-centric training solutions because of 
the lack of evidence that other approaches can 
work. Measuring the impact of learning gives 
teams visibility on which training interventions 
deliver results versus the investment made to 
deliver them – or, in business parlance, the return 
on investment (ROI).

Delivering face-to-face training is usually more 
expensive than digital learning. But if evidence 
points to this training mode being more effective 
for certain training needs, that builds a strong 
business case for a continued investment.

Equally, if data demonstrates that digital 
learning can deliver results just as effectively 
as face-to-face (and alongside that, provides 
more flexibility of access for learners) then the 
decision for a move to digital learning becomes 
straightforward.

In our recent measuring the business impact of 
learning survey, where we surveyed hundreds of 
organisations on their approaches to learning 
measurement strategies, we found that many 
in L&D are feeling the pressure to measure the 
impact of learning from senior stakeholders. 

The value of 
a learning 
measurement 
strategy for 
Defence
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2. Gathering objective data
Evaluating the impact of learning and training 
programmes isn’t an unknown activity in Defence. 

For every mission, exercise or collective training 
activity, a unit’s performance is evaluated  
against a set of performance indicators. One 
issue with using this data as evidence of learning’s 
impact is that it may only give a subjective view  
of performance. 

Where this training forms part of a pre-deployment 
or operational readiness process, it is important 
that the decision to give the ‘green light’ is based 
on more than subjective data. 

There is the potential for a conflict of interest in 
the decision-making process and so greater 
transparency of the data is required. The 
command team should be provided with 
objective data on training performance to identify 
any weaknesses or improvements at a systemic or 
individual level.

Evaluation that is only based on collective 
performance also misses out on analysing an 
individual’s performance and making the linkages 
back to the training they received.  

The value of 
a learning 
measurement 
strategy for 
Defence
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Data and evidence of an individual’s 
performance is accessible. Digital learning 
assessments, weapons training simulations, 
synthetic environments and observations from 
superiors are just a few viable data sources.

It’s a case of pulling out this data and learning 
how to use it to gain an insight into how an 
individual is meeting their role objectives. 

This doesn’t mean that collective training  
analysis isn’t useful – it’s merely one part of 
the picture. Analysis of collective training 
can be used with other evidence to build a 
comprehensive overview of how the individual 
is performing and whether the training they are 
receiving is enabling them to perform at the 
highest level possible.

This means there is little visibility on an individual’s 
weaknesses or training gaps, which could form a 
serious risk to the mission.

A learning measurement strategy that seeks to 
gather both individual and collective data on 
a defined set of performance indicators could 
create a more objective, holistic picture of  
how both individuals, and the unit as a whole  
are performing.

This would give the command team a much 
stronger picture of capability strengths and 
weaknesses, decreasing mission risk. Additionally, 
this kind of insight would also give learning teams 
clear areas where targeted training will deliver 
real impact.

The value of 
a learning 
measurement 
strategy for 
Defence
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Training and development plays a key role in 
making an individual feel valued. But once 
trained, high-performing individuals may seek 
challenge outside of the Armed Forces if they do 
not feel their skills are being fully appreciated and 
utilised.

Measuring the impact of training programmes 
can help retention and recruitment by:

 � Highlighting lower-performing staff or 
changes in staff performance that could 
indicate they are at risk of leaving

 � Identifying high-performing individuals and 
ensuring their capabilities and potential are 
recognised

 � Mapping capabilities to identify gaps that 
could be filled through engagement with 
industry

Understanding where capability gaps are 
occurring internally informs the recruitment of 
expertise into the Forces in a more targeted way. 
The ability for learning teams to provide insight on 
current capability challenges has the potential to 
inform Defence strategy as a whole.

3. Retention and recruitment
Against a backdrop of UK economic growth and 
high employment levels, both recruitment and 
retention have been critical challenges to the 
Armed Forces in recent years1. Within a pyramidal 
structure like Defence, as people leave at the 
middle or top of the organisation, there needs to 
be sufficient talent emerging to replace them.

Across the three Services, the main reasons2 given 
by Regular personnel (VOs) for leaving were:

 � Lack of current job satisfaction – up from 41% 
in 2012 to 52% in 2017

 � Better prospects elsewhere – up from 38% in 
2012 to 47% in 2017

Two other notable statistics were:

 � An increase in people giving the reason of 
‘Dissatisfaction with Overall Career’ from 
30% in 2016 to 35% in 2017

 � The reason ‘Operational tempo and 
workload’ has remained around the 8-9% 
level throughout the period of 2012 to 2017

The value of 
a learning 
measurement 
strategy for 
Defence
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Ready to get started
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Implementing a learning measurement strategy can feel like a mammoth task. However, our 
work in this area has shown that the best approach is to just ‘get started’ and ‘start small’.

Starting small is different for every organisation. For many, this may mean identifying one area where gaining visibility on the impact learning is 
having on performance goals could deliver the most value.

This could be understanding the effectiveness of different learning strategies to build a business case for a preferred way of delivering learning. 
Or it may be looking at creating the link between one training component and the desired performance change or training gap.  

Once you’ve identified an area you want to measure, the next step is to identify your data sources.

This data can take any form, and it doesn’t have to be ‘data’ in the traditional ‘technological’ sense of the word – it could be in-person 
observations or written reports. The key is to start collating your sources and analysing the data to identify insights.

The data needs to have the potential to demonstrate the changes that occur as a result of a learning intervention, to build evidence of a 
change in behaviour or performance.

There are technologies that can make gathering and analysing learning performance data a much more streamlined, less manual process.

For example, LEO Learning’s partner company Watershed3 has a learning analytics platform which uses the power of xAPI to collect data on a 
wide variety of learning events – both online and offline. This data can then be analysed through a dashboard that creates a range of different 
data visualisations. 

Technology can be a critical enabler when it comes to learning measurement on a larger scale, but the goal remains to start collecting data in 
any way possible. Crafting even a simplistic picture of learning impact provides a solid base on which to build upon, as well as a benchmark to 
measure success against in the future.
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LEO Learning believes that technology-enabled learning innovation has the power to deliver truly 
transformational results. Our purpose is to help clients deploy learning technology to deliver outcomes precisely 
aligned to their business goals. Backed by more than 30 years of experience, we design engaging learning 
architectures that fit seamlessly into businesses and improve performance throughout the entire organisation.

As 2017 Learning Technologies UK Company of the Year, LEO Learning has the deep understanding of learning 
design and technology, and pioneering creative approach necessary to drive the learning revolution.

LEO Learning’s expanding global customer base includes organisations such as the Ministry of Defence, NHS, 
Jaguar Land Rover, Volvo, Virgin Atlantic, Novartis, Godiva, Volkswagen, Roche and Mars.

LEO Learning is part of Learning Technologies Group plc’s award-winning group of specialist learning  
technology businesses.

LEO Learning has the expertise to help you fully support and integrate learners outside of your 
organisation. To find out more, contact us today on: 

talktous@leolearning.com

Simon Fyfe 
Account Director,  
Defence and Security
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