
TRIPLE-BOTTOM LINE OF LEARNING 
And Why Learners CareWhy Learners Care

Written by: Lonna Jobson



INTRO

1

It is no surprise that corporate leadership, the finance 
team and HR are concerned with getting a good 
return on investment for custom learning solutions. 
The C-suite seeks validated evidence that continued 
learning is making a difference in areas such as 
productivity, innovation and especially profits. At 
the same time, learning leaders focus on keeping 
employees engaged, connected and proficient in 
performing the tasks required of them. Strength of 
company culture is another critical component for the 
L&D team. But what about the learners themselves? 
Who is taking the time to consider them?

The Triple Bottom Line of Learning acknowledges three 
very different perspectives that need to be evaluated 
in order to arrive at a robust analysis of Return on 
Learning (ROL): corporate leadership, the learning 
and development team, and the learners. This 
article focuses on the learners. So, what about your 
learners? Have you thought about their buy-in? How 
much time, energy and resources are they investing? 
What tradeoffs are they making in order to learn? What 
are their concerns? And could the process of tracking 
and calculating Return on Learning affect them or their 
learning experience? If so, how?
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How did the learner feel about the learning opportunity?
Did the experience match learner expectations based on the internal marketing? 
Was the material relevant, interesting and useful? 
What did the learner invest? What benefits did the learner receive from the learner experience? 

For each learning objective, did participants gain the knowledge, skills and values identified? 
Were assessment strategies effective in measuring results?
What did the learner invest? What benefits did the learner receive from learning the content? 

How many times did the learner successfully make application during the first 30 days?
What hindered them? What supported them?
What did the learner invest? What benefits did the learner receive from the application of the training? 

How did the implementation of the program and the resulting changes in business metrics, such as sales, 
productivity, operating costs, errors, job engagement and employee retention, impact the learner?
Were learners notified of gains made? Were they thanked for their investment?

What cultural benefits, such as job satisfaction, collaboration, creativity and innovation, impacted the learner? 
Were learners aware of how they impacted culture?

Cultural Impact

ROL is best calculated in five levels. From the scoping stages and throughout the entire process, 
successful learning experience designers target results in each of these levels. By envisioning early on 
what success will look like, they determine what data to collect and what measurements to use.

L&D asks questions, tracks answers and compiles results. We know this is meticulous work, and its results 
make the CFO happy, but what impact does it have on the learner? 
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ROL IN 5 LEVELS 
FROM THE LEARNER’S PERSPECTIVE
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How is the learner currently performing? 
What gains do they hope to reach? 
What metrics will verify the improvement? 
What are the costs and benefits associated with these results?

Learner Experience 

Learning

Application

Business Impact
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Let’s look at five different types of learners to gain from their perspectives. 

FIVE TYPES OF LEARNERS

Employee attitudes toward learning initiatives can range from antagonistic Employee attitudes toward learning initiatives can range from antagonistic 
to ambitious. Some learners will be openly hostile to training, while others will to ambitious. Some learners will be openly hostile to training, while others will 
aggressively seek every learning opportunity afforded them. And these attitudes aggressively seek every learning opportunity afforded them. And these attitudes 
fluctuate depending on individual concerns, such as the investment of time required fluctuate depending on individual concerns, such as the investment of time required 
of the learner or the expectation of benefits to gain. Even the best employees can of the learner or the expectation of benefits to gain. Even the best employees can 
become passive or antagonistic given the right set of circumstances. Let’s examine become passive or antagonistic given the right set of circumstances. Let’s examine 
the following scenario.the following scenario.
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ANTAGONISTIC DISTRACTED PASSIVE ENGAGED AGGRESSIVE
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Lucas – Aggressive Learner

Lucas is a sharp young man on a fast track to a remarkable career. A competent team lead, 
he hopes to be the head of his department inside of two years, the youngest in company 
history. To say that he devours training opportunities is an understatement. He completed the 
eLearning portion of the program the night it was released – all five modules. Not only did he 
learn and apply the content from the workshop, he took the opportunity to get to know the 
lead of another department and gained a few insider tips. 

Shortly after the learning initiative, Lucas was recruited by a different company at a higher pay 
rate. He turned them down. He values his own company’s plan for promotion and the positive 
impact it makes to the culture above a small pay increase. For him, the benefits of a strong 
learning culture far outweigh the costs. And for his company, keeping an ambitious employee 
like Lucas is invaluable. In fact, he just joined a focus group whose objective is to anticipate 
the learning needs of his department for next year, and he couldn’t be happier. 

1.

COST BENEFITS

Sophie – Distracted/Engaged Learner

Based on internal promotion of the learning initiative and the pre-requisite eLearning 
modules, Sophie was looking forward to the workshop. The content was relevant and coming 
at a good time. Then she received a customer call about a problem her team would have 
to solve before the day was out. Sophie knew that responding to texts during training was 
against the rules, but she didn’t feel like she had a choice. Her team needed her. She divided 
her time between trying to catch what she could from the workshop and still being available 
to her team.

Sophie’s team was able to take care of the customer in a timely fashion, but Sophie did not 
gain what she had hoped from the workshop, and she was disappointed. From what she saw, 
the material was important to her own success in her position. The next day she used her 
lunch time to meet with a colleague and compare notes to fill in the gaps. Because of her 
extra effort, she was able to fulfill the application checklist and complete the training. In this 
situation, the benefits were gained, but they came at a higher cost to the learner.

2.

COST BENEFITS

For the last six months, a learning and development team has been preparing to launch a 
blended learning initiative. The program consists of three parts: a prerequisite eLearning series 
and a 3-hour in-person workshop, followed by a coach checklist of application activities. Like 
many L&D teams, they made the false assumption that all their learners would see the value 
of this initiative and be excited to implement its content. They neglected to consider the costs 
associated with learning to the team members personally. Let’s see what they missed. 

A STORY ABOUT A LEARNING INITIATIVE
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Jenna – Passive Learner

Jenna has been with the company for two years and is good at what she does, but her mom 
is undergoing radiation treatment for inoperable cancer. She tries to not let it affect her job 
performance, but she is exhausted most of the time. When she heard about the training 
initiative, she approached it as just one more thing to get through. 

Because the pre-requisite eLearning modules were thoughtfully designed, Jenna learned 
the content with minimal effort. The workshop was engaging, and she felt herself drawn into 
the scenarios and activities. Before the initiative was over, she was thankful for the learning 
opportunity and planning how she could apply what she learned. Jenna started as a passive 
learner but, because of the quality of the program, became an engaged supporter.

3.

COST BENEFITS

Ian – Antagonistic Learner

In his fifties and head of sales, Ian is a prime example of what makes his company great. His 
wisdom and loyalty are highly valued by both his superiors and members of his team. A recent 
downturn has placed the company in jeopardy. If Ian can’t increase sales by 25% in the next 
quarter, some of his colleagues will face layoffs. 

The acute pressure he feels to focus on this problem has temporarily turned him into an 
antagonistic learner. When Ian saw the internal marketing promoting the learning initiative, 
he immediately contacted L&D and asked for all salespeople to be excused from the training. 
And was denied. L&D considered the benefits of the training to outweigh the investment of 
salespeople’s time. 

The week before the workshop, Ian was able to complete the eLearning modules as well as 
negotiate the largest contract of his career. However, he needed to fly to Maryland to finalize 
the deal the day of the workshop. Suddenly the learner and business costs overpowered the 
benefits, and training for him was postponed.

4.

COST BENEFITS

A STORY ABOUT A LEARNING INITIATIVE
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THE TAKEAWAYS

Include Learners Early On
“Build it and they will love it” is NOT the maxim you want to follow. Learners deserve to be included 
from the beginning as you plan your next initiative. Take the time to ask them what they need, 
where the gaps are, what can and can’t be fixed with learning initiatives, and get their perspective 
on urgency. This practice can save investment spending and is especially good for morale. 

Find the Niche
Your team generally has a strong desire to learn, but they also don’t want to waste time with 
materials that are irrelevant to their work or not challenging to engage in. Respect the expertise of 
your team and give them learning experiences that will stretch and inspire them. Be proactive and 
anticipate their learning needs, so they are continually challenged to grow. 

Market Well
Today’s learners feel a scarcity of time. They want to know what they should expect to gain from 
their own investment in the learning initiative. Strong internal marketing with clear objectives builds 
curiosity and excitement for learning. It allows learners to make an informed choice about whether or 
not to participate. 

Be Sensitive to Timing
Every hour they spend in training, your team members are making a tradeoff. They are diverting 
their focus from their normal task list. They are leaving something else undone, and this frequently 
creates time pressure on them. Sometimes the pressure is so great, they are unable to focus on the 
initiative. When scheduling training, be sensitive to timing, or you may not get the results you need.
 
Engage the Learner in ROL
The last thing a good employee wants is to devote three hours to a learning initiative and then 
not be given the opportunity to apply what was learned. A carefully designed ROL will establish, 
from the beginning, what results are expected, how those results will be tracked, and what part 
the learners will play in monitoring their own success in applying what they learned. Sharing these 
objectives and strategies with the learners will help them determine which learning opportunities 
to engage in, and then focus on the desired outcomes for better end results.
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What should we learn from these examples? What should we learn from these examples? 
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SUMMARY

The learner perspective is a critical part of The Triple Bottom Line of Learning – just as vital as the 
C-suite and learning team perspectives. Generally, today’s employees have a strong desire to learn 
and improve, but they are also particular about how they spend their time. Often under pressure, 
they are sometimes forced to make difficult trade-offs when they participate in learning initiatives. 
The most successful learning initiatives – the ones that fortify both the bottom line and company 
culture – include learners in the initial gap analysis conversations, deliver high quality learning 
experiences and track and recognize learner successes.


