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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps it’s a conversation you’ve 
had recently.

The door is always closed. The 
people at the table are highly skilled, 
experienced, trained executives with 
a financial stake in the health and 
profitability of the business. 

Employee development is on the 
agenda as several department 
heads and human resources leaders 
have requested it for specific teams 
and employees. 

Several pages of a well written, well-meaning 
proposal lay on the table. The proposal is for a 
professional development initiative and 
attached to it is a requested “investment”.

The “investment” and whether or not it fits into 
a budget is part of the discussion around the 
conference room table. But there are several 
other questions lodged, too. Real questions 
that almost every business answers when 
considering the creation or evolution of an 
employee development initiative. 

•  Are the proposed development programs 
the right ones?
•  What new skills can the business expect      
from its teams as a result?
•  What’s the business benefit that will come 
from their expanded ability after completing 
the development initiative?
•  Who gets to go through the development 
initiative and how do we choose?
•  How do we evaluate the development 
program to decide whether it should be 
continued?
•  Do we “beta” test development programs 
before we roll them out company-wide?
•  Is there a real “need” to close skill gaps, or 
are we training and developing our talent 
proactively? If it’s reactive, will it even work? 

If it’s proactive, do we really need it?

These aren’t the questions this paper intends 
to help answer. Believe it, or not. They’ll be 
touched on. They are, after all, real questions 
that need professional answers.

This, however, being the Executive Field Guide 
on Employee Development, will attempt to 
tackle the 500 pound gorilla in the room. It will 
address the lumbering 13,000 pound African 
Bush elephant crushing the Polycom in the 
middle of the table. The big ones, that even 
when the door is closed and the meeting guest 
list tight, sometimes still don’t make it out of 
the mouths of the skeptics.

This, 
however, 
being The 
Executive 
Field Guide 
on Employee 
Development, 
will attempt 
to tackle the 
500lb gorilla 
in the room.
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THIS PAPER ANSWERS THE QUESTIONS 
YOU’RE AFRAID TO ASK OUT LOUD
 
The hard questions. The ones we’re afraid, 
embarrassed, a touch ashamed to ask, and as a 
result don’t. It’s the omission of these questions and 
the discussions they provoke that often lead the 
employee development proposal from an agenda 
item to a “we’ll budget for it next year” 
empty promise.
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THESE QUESTIONS:

•  Will they take their new skills and 
credentials and leave?

•  Do they really care enough about the              
business to be worthy of this “extra”?

•  Have the teams and people in 
question really earned it?

•  What if they ask for a raise after 
completing the development program?

•  What if they don’t perform any better 
as a result?

•  How do we really know who to 
invest in?
 
•  What if the people not chosen in this 
round get mad and leave? 

•  What if we choose the wrong people?
  
•  Does it really matter? At the end of 
the day—is it really worth it? Can we 
measure the impact, in 
dollars and cents?

The questions we feel we 
shouldn’t have as executives 
and leaders, but do. 

We’re answering them in 
order to arm executives and 
leaders with the perspective 
and confidence they need to 
make rational, sound business 
decisions in the “grey” areas 
like team and leadership 
development.

In this Field Guide we will 
help executives define the 
various types of employee 
development to be 
considered, outline the 
strategic business value of 
employee development and 
show you how to calculate it. 
We’ll also lay out the steps to 
create a process for choosing 
and selecting the right 
candidates, at the right time, 
for continued development. 
After that, we’ll discuss ways 
to garner the biggest possible 
returns on your investment in 
enhanced workforce skill.
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TYPES OF EMPLOYEE TRAINING & DEVELOPMENT

While training is simply defined as the process of teaching or learning a new 
skill, the concept of professional training and development 
encompasses many more aspects than just learning a new set of abilities. 
Within some industries, training is legally required or regulated. In others, 
training and development may be implemented to close skill gaps or gain 
professional certifications that give a competitive advantage or impact fees 
that can be charged.

Training and development are either implemented proactively or reactively. Neither choice being 
an exclusive solution as there is typically a case and a need for both. 

Proactive employee training and development tends to help insulate businesses from retention 
and productivity issues by creating a focus on both organizational and individual growth from the 
outset. It also sets a clear set of standards and guidelines that can be referenced in the future. 
Reactive training and development are often implemented as the result of a talent audit that 
revealed various skill gaps or requests made by the individuals (or their leadership) to advance or 
garner new skills.

Examples of 
Employee 
Training & 
Development: •  Orientation

•  Onboarding
•  Required Credentials & 
    Certification Training
•  Career Path Development
•  Products & Services Training
•  Technical Skills Development 
•  Soft Skills Development 
•  Management Development
•  Leadership Development
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THE PURPOSE & INTENTION 
OF PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
Before we can talk about the strategic 
business value of developing teams and 
employees, we need to clarify the purpose of 
effective development programs. What are the 
benefits, in spite of proactive or reactive 
implementation, that business leaders should 
seek from professional development programs 
and initiatives?

1)  Product Quality: Regardless of 
whether your product is tangible or not 
(service), a good development  program should 
be expected to increase the overall quality of 
your product, improving customer satisfaction 
and lowering instances of error, default or 
ineffectiveness.

2)  Increased Productivity: Successful 
initiatives should improve the ability of 
individuals and teams to do their jobs 
effectively and efficiently.

3)  Organizational Alignment: While 
development is typically centered around a 
specific skill or certification, it should always 
aim to better align the person or teams being 
trained with the objectives of the organization. 
Doing this gives those being invested in a 
concrete understanding of what the 
organization needs from them and how they 
can provide it.

4)  Team & Individual Empowerment: 
Development programs should be designed 
to teach new skills that teams and leaders can 
confidently implement and as a result, display 
improved performance. By making employees 
and teams better at their role and more 
confident in their ability to perform it, they will 
be able to function with more autonomy.

5)  Liability & Risk Reduction: When a 
development program is implemented with 
the intent of limiting liability and mitigating or 
avoiding risks in the workplace, the program 
should focus as much on raising awareness of 
the situations that impact liability and risk as it 
does on procedures and solutions.

6)  Better Collaboration & Teamwork: 
Effective team building and development 
creates better flexibility and agility within an 
organization by giving teams practical skill 
sets and the opportunity to practice the use of 
those new skills to build trust and better 
communication.

7)  Competitive Edge: While the credentials 
and certifications that give this edge vary 
across industries, the benefit of putting teams 
and individuals through specific development 
programs that improve the value of your 
products by making your business better able 
to meet the needs of its customers than the 
competition, is constant.

8)  Pricing & Profit Advantages: Some 
development programs will directly impact the 
price your business can charge by increasing 
the value (real or perceived) of the products 
and services provided. Additionally, programs 
that make teams and individuals more efficient 
and effective at their role should be expected 
to create greater profitability. 

•  Orientation
•  Onboarding
•  Required Credentials & 
    Certification Training
•  Career Path Development
•  Products & Services Training
•  Technical Skills Development 
•  Soft Skills Development 
•  Management Development
•  Leadership Development

8 Professional 
Development
Objectives:
1. Product Quality

2. Increased Productivity

3. Organizational Alignment

4. Team & Individual 
     Empowerment

5.  Liability & Risk Reduction

6.  Better Collaboration &
     Teamwork

7.  Competitive Edge

8.  Pricing & Profit 
     Advantages
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The 
Strategic 
Business 
Value of 
Employee 
Development

There is immense business 
value that comes from the 
development of your business’s 
largest asset. Tremendous.

Of course, we can’t leave it 
at that. 

So let’s start by discussing the 
value of intellectual property to 
a business.

THE VALUE OF 
INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY
As defined by Merriam Webster, 
intellectual property is property (such as 
an idea, invention, or process) that derives 
from the work of the mind or intellect; also: 
an application, right, or registration relating 
to this.

Intellectual property, or intellectual 
capital, is one of a business’s greatest 
intangible assets. Which immediately sets 
off the “hard to measure” alarms. But 
before we get there, and we will, in fact, 
help you measure the business value of 
employee development in this very Field 
Guide, let’s consider the value of 
that capital.
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On this very topic, former CEO of Citicorp and one of the most influential bankers of his time, 
Walter B. Wriston said “The information revolution has changed people’s perception of wealth. 
We originally said that land was wealth. Then we thought it was industrial production. Now 
we realize it’s intellectual capital. The market is showing us that intellectual capital is far more 
important than money. This is a major change in the way the world works. The same thing that 
happened to the farmers during the Industrial Revolution is now happening to people in the 
industry as we move into the information age.”

Consider this statements application in the case of former home movie and game rental leader, 
Blockbuster. They controlled the real estate. They even went on to have a hand in the control of 
production by way of various partnerships with the likes of Time Warner, Universal and 20th 
Century Fox. Blockbuster amassed literally billions of tangible assets in the form of movie titles, 
store locations, and more. But while they amassed this physical property, the competition had 
hired and nurtured intellectual property, coming up with an evolved concept in the realm of 
entertainment rentals that was a better fit for, and therefore of a higher perceived value 
to customers.

Physical property in the form of tangible assets, unlike intellectual property, is actually a burden 
to businesses in today’s economy. It lacks agility, it’s difficult to move, it typically has a single, or 
very limited, use case and depreciation makes it an ongoing cost.

Intellectual property, or capital, carries none of these weights and today, is considered the most 
influential source of competitive advantage for a business.

Training and development have more than one 
way of positively impacting your business’s in-
tellectual capital. First, consider the skill sets of 
your teams. By improving those skills, or build-
ing their intellectual capital, you’re improving 
their ability to build yours. 

Implementing a training program that 
creates the benefits outlined earlier in this 
piece (product quality, increased productivity, 
organizational alignment, team and individu-
al empowerment, liability and risk reduction, 
collaboration, competitive edge and pricing 
advantages) will logically enhance the overall 
intellectual capital retained by and created for 
your business.

An effective training program should also have 
a positive impact on employee satisfaction, 
which in turn, should have a positive impact 
on turnover. When discussing costs and value 
to a business, with a particular focus on 
intellectual capital, it’s important that we touch 
on turnover as it’s one of the fastest ways for 

your business to lose the forms of intellectual 
capital that can’t be legally protected. 

Investments made in the development and 
overall satisfaction of your employees and 
teams will help maintain a healthy level of 
turnover. 

Development programs also help businesses 
attract top talent, likely to contribute 
generously to your overall intellectual capital. 
Consider the Millennials. In the 2016 Gallup 
Report, How Millennials Want to Work and 
Live, 87 percent of Millennials stated that 
development is important in a job. The same 
report revealed that 59 percent of Millennials 
cite that opportunities to learn and grow are 
extremely important to them when applying 
for a job compared to 44 percent of Gen Xers 
and 41 percent of Baby Boomers.

THE IMPACT OF PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ON 
INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY
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Calculating 
Business 
Value

To accurately calculate the business 
value of a development program, 
it’s important that a business 
consider the factors outside of 
intellectual capital that will be 
impacted. Things like cost reduction 
thanks to improved work quality.

The Cost of Development
We can all agree that the “investment” to 
start or evolve a development program is, in 
this equation, the cost of training. To calculate 
the cost of training you need to include the 
instructor or consultant’s salary, or the 
registration fees, travel and per diem 
expenses, as well as the cost of short-term 
productivity losses while the attendees are 
actively engaged in the development initiative 
in lieu of producing work product.

Calculating ROI
ROI calculations are one of a business’s most 
important when considering the efficacy of an 
investment. In this case, employee 
development. 

ROI = Net Profit/Total Investment*100

In the most direct terms, the calculation of 
ROI is the net benefit divided by 
the total cost.

When calculating the ROI of a development 
initiative you can use this formula in 
two ways:

1.  To calculate the anticipated return
2.  To determine the value or return that 
needs to be realized in order to make the 
investment a good one
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LET’S USE TWO EXAMPLES:
Example 1:

The proposal brought forth for the creation 
and implementation of an employee 
development program includes a list of the 
anticipated business benefits that will be 
achieved after training. These include a 20 
percent increase in sales, totaling an estimated 
$100,000 in one year.

The proposed training cost, in total, is $16,000.

ROI = 525 percent

(APPROVED)

But let’s be real, it’s not usually that black and 
white, or easy. Hence the creation of 
this Field Guide.

Example 2:

The proposal brought forth doesn’t include a 
list of the anticipated business benefits. 
Instead, it outlines the reasons why the team 
or employee in question seems to be in need 
of the investment in their development. It 
details what the employee(s) should take away 
from the development initiative. And it details 
why the business “should” make the 
investment. On the last page is the cost, in 
total, $16,000.

(Sounds much more familiar, doesn’t it?)

So now, you have the opportunity (and 
responsibility) to turn the tables for a moment 
and actually help create an employee 
development program that does indeed 
deliver both happy, intellectual capital 
producing teams and hard profit.

1.    Request that specific, anticipated business 
benefits be provided. Will improving skill, as 
proposed, impact revenue or deliver cost 
savings? Where? How much? Over what 
period of time? 

For example, if the proposed development ini-
tiative is to send a graphic designer to a brand-
ing conference so that they can garner new, 

leading-edge skills that should have an antici-
pated positive impact on product. That impact 
should either increase sales or decrease client 
churn by way of improved customer 
satisfaction. Or perhaps it’s as simple as 
keeping the designer, who is a valuable 
asset to the business, engaged and employed. 
This factor is unique to your business and the 
specific development and employees in 
question. In advance of the initiative, it’s an 
assumption. Following the development 
initiative, it can become a much 
closer calculation.

2.  Once the anticipated business benefit is 
provided, explain what it must equate to, in 
dollars and cents, to make the investment 
worthwhile.

ROI = X/16,000 * 100

For the return on the training investment to be 
a positive 10 percent within a year, the result 
of the training must equate to $17,600.

In reality, the true business value will 
likely extend far beyond the 
simplistic ROI calculations outlined 
above. However, calculating the 
actual business benefit of a training 
program is in fact, very possible.
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HOW TO SELECT THE RIGHT 
CANDIDATES & TIMING FOR 
DEVELOPMENT

Choosing who to develop and when 
to do it is a critical, much-debated 
factor within most organizations. 
For good reason.

Earlier in the Field Guide we discussed 
proactive and reactive development 
implementation. Both have beneficial 
applications in most businesses.

Reactive training and development are 
typically easier to assign and time. If a skill 
assessment was completed and specific team 
members have identified areas that require 
work, then choosing who to send is easy and 
choosing when to do it is very much 
dependent on budget availability, workload, 
and the acuity of the need. If there’s a 
particular development plan in place within 
your organization, based on specific 
accomplishments and milestones, then 
choosing who to send and when to send them 
is also very simple.

Proactive training, however, is where many 
businesses find themselves at an impasse. 
Most struggle to answer the hard questions 
that bubble up or sometimes choose to just 
push the initiative off until a “later” date (that 
almost never comes before the great talent 
you want to retain moves on).

Here are some of the guidelines 
that we use when coaching clients 
through the process of selecting 
teams and employees for 
professional development.

Take Tenure Out Of The Equation

Many organizations get caught up with the 
notion that professional development is earned 
through time and service. This belief will hold 
your business back, render it unable to recruit 
the Millennial workforce, and cause you more 

problems than profit in the long run.

Look For Initiative
 
Do particular teams and employees seem 
highly engaged and motivated to contribute to 
the business? Those are precisely the people 
to develop further and their times of high will 
are precisely the time to do it.

Lead With Intended Business Outcomes 

Great talent wants to know exactly where 
you want them to contribute to the business. 
When selecting them for further development, 
be sure to let them know where you hope to 
see them put their new abilities to good use 
and what outcomes you would like them to 
help the business achieve.

Don’t Wait For Them to Ask

Most employees are uncomfortable 
discussing the topic of professional 
development and don’t ask to be included. So 
don’t wait for the ask, and don’t use the lack of 
the ask as a deterrent in candidate selection.

Many 
organizations get 
caught up with 
the notion that 
professional 
development is 
earned through 
time and service. 
This belief will 
hold your 
business back.
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Training, coaching, and development cost businesses in North America an 
estimated $136 billion each year. Investments in your organization’s 
intellectual capital require follow-up, nurturing, and protection in order to 
create maximum returns for the business.

MAXIMIZING 
ROI FROM 
EMPLOYEE 
DEVELOPMENT

Create Business-Wide Awareness of the 
Development Initiatives
 
•  Ensure that all employees understand the 
process that is used to allocate professional 
development budgets (Do they have to self 
advocate? Is it merit based? Skill based? 
Tenure based? Need based?)

•  Before selecting or sending any person 
or team through any kind of development 
program, define the tangible and intangible 
benefits that are expected to both the 
business and the employee(s). 

•  Find out how your employees learn best. 
This will help determine the appropriate 
training medium that fits their learning style. 
The better this match is made, the better the 
outcome.
 
Expect & Communicate Accountability
 
•  Require that employees document, or at a 
minimum discuss, the learning objectives they 
expect to achieve through the development in 
question and how the development will help 
their job performance. Additionally, ask the 
employee(s) how they feel the impact of the 
development program should be measured.

Plan Follow-Up 
 
•  Make sure that the teams and 
individuals going through development have 
a clear  understanding of what the follow-up 
actions will be once the development is 
complete and schedule those follow-up 
actions as soon as they’re discussed. 

•  If ROI was part of the discussion during 
selecting and approving the development 
initiative, make sure that the employees are 
clear on that expectation and can get access 
to the data that will be used to calculate 
that ROI.

•  Ask for feedback. Have employees and 
teams provide a written recommendation on 
whether or not the initiative should be 
continued, how it should be improved, 
and why. 

•Continue the conversation. It’s easy to move 
on within a few months after the program 
is complete—but don’t! Continue following 
up with the teams and employees you have 
invested in to assess how well the program is 
accomplishing the objectives you 
collectively defined.
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Magnet Consulting’s 
Answers to the 
Hard Questions
It’s time we get direct.

PICTURED: Magnet Consulting’s Managing Principals,
Nicole Lentz & Dr. Sandy Fiaschetti.
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Will they take their new skills and 
credentials and leave?

They might. It’s true, they just might. But 
probably not right away, even if you do a really 
poor job of following up after the development 
(to be frank—but we of course don’t advise 
that). The more likely outcome is that they will 
culminate the program with a renewed sense 
of vigor and fresh ideas that will help them do 
their job better. They will apply that, for the 
benefit of your business, for some amount of 
time. And that more efficient, more productive 
employee nets better business benefit for you 
even if it’s not indefinite and they move on. 
Afterall, healthy turnover and employee 
growth naturally result in people seeking or 
being offered new opportunities. 

Do they really care enough about the 
business to be worthy of this “extra”?

Professional development isn’t an extra and if 
you consider it to be so, we don’t advise 
investing in it at all. Sounds crazy and 
counterintuitive, but here’s why. If professional 
development is some sort of personal reward, 
then it’s very likely you’re not first considering 
or adequately discussing the anticipated 
business benefit. Which means you likely 
won’t achieve it. So don’t waste your money. 
They’re likely worthy. But you aren’t likely to 
recognize a benefit from the development if 
you don’t discuss it openly, and first. 

Have the teams and people in question 
really earned it? 

Tenure alone should bear little to no weight on 
professional development. Instead, focus on 
initiative, interest, and engagement.

What if they ask for a raise after completing 
the development program?

What if they earn it? If they earn it and the 
business can afford it - pay it.

What if they don’t perform any better as a 
result?

This one requires a real gut check among 
leadership. Were the performance 
expectations clear and discussed up front? 
Was there follow-up after the training? Was 
the training good? If answers to questions of 
these sort net an honest “yes” then it may be 
time to do some cultivation. Moving teams and 
employees to places they fit better—be it 
inside  or outside—of the organization.

How do we really know who to invest in? 
What if the people not chosen in this round 
get mad and leave? What if we choose the 
wrong people?

We recommend that our clients are 
transparent about how professional 
development dollars are invested. This 
typically helps mitigate anger and resentment 
for not being chosen. You might choose the 
wrong person or people. It might happen. But 
if you follow the steps laid out in this Field 
Guide, it isn’t likely. And even if it does 
happen, there are likely skills gained that can 
be applied regardless.

Does it really matter? At the end of the 
day—is it really worth it? Can we measure 
the impact, in dollars and cents?

Yes. Yes. YES.
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Magnet Consulting combines 
organizational psychology 
with business practicality 
to build workplaces that 
attract great talent, keep great 
talent, and nurture the great 
teams they employ.

We’ve spent decades making work a better 
place to be.

People are our priority. For good reason.
People problems can become your number 
one profit problem if you’re not careful. We 
transform businesses from the inside out 
because we understand behavioral and 
organizational psychology just as well as 
profit and loss statements. We don’t believe 
in putting bandaids in places that require 
stitches and we communicate our 
scientific, carefully analyzed findings in a way 
that makes sense to you and your team.
This experience-driven, psychology-backed, 

straight-talk approach is what makes 
Magnet Consulting different. More important, 
it’s what allows us to inspire lasting, 
transformative change for our clients.

Magnet Consulting is a strategic people 
consulting firm and a certified 
Woman-Owned Business. We work with 
client organizations of varying sizes and 
industries to assist in:

•  Organizational Culture
•  Employee Assessment and Selection
•  Team and Leader Development

Visit MAGNETCONSULTING.COM to learn 
more or call us at 1 (844) 624-6383.
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