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Introduction

In 2011 Gooiconsult Group and Paul Jansen have developed the Return Model 
of Learning. Using existing scientific outlines, analyses were made based on data 
from Navigator. The main question in this research was: is it possible to calculate 
the return of learning in euros? After having studied and analyzed the data for 
over a year, we were happy to conclude: yes, this is possible. In his Introduction 
Speech Paul Jansen explained how to do this. On the following pages you find the 
transcript of this speech.

Since 1992, Paul works as professor of Industrial Psychology at the Faculty of 
Economics, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. He has shared his knowledge in numerous 
social positions. Among them, as director of the Limperg Institute, the Inter-
University Institute for Research in Accounting. He was also chairman of the board 
of the Netherlands Foundation for Management Development (NFMD), a knowledge 
sharing platform for large Dutch profit organizations (such as Shell, Philips, 
Unilever, ABN AMRO) and non-profit organizations (government, universities, large 
municipalities). His research focuses on management development, assessment and 
performance management. In 2005, he was ranked #3 in the Top 10 list of Dutch P&O 
scientists. 

Published by:  ROI Institute Europe
Text: Paul Jansen 
 Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam
Photo cover: Yvonne Boere
Design: Herma Ardesch 
 Sunray art & design 
 www.hermaardesch.nl
 Copyright: © 2016 ROI Institute Europe 
 All rights reserved ROI INSTITUTE EUROPE

accelerates learning, improves performance



Paul Jansen - page 5

The Return Model of Learning

There are two ways to calculate returns. And I will present one of them here.  You 
combine one thing with another and it becomes more valuable as a result. You do 
this when you make a chair from pieces of wood for example. But you do the same 
with people you send on a training course. You then calculate the return of the 
intervention (carpentry, training, etc.). A whole different way of calculating return 
is by looking at the value on the balance sheet. You see if the value of something 
on the balance sheet increases. According to accountants, you can only put things 
on the balance sheet of which you have property rights. Meaning you can’t put 
people on the balance sheet. This can only happen if people have a transfer value 
and are saleable. Accountants have detailed procedures on how to do this. So 
how do we calculate this? Value determination, devaluation etc. This movement is 
known as the Human Resource Accounting but has considerably lost popularity. 

We look at the impact of social measures. We look at the financial impact, not 
directly at the social impact. A (negative) side effect of being unable to place 
people on the balance sheet is that they will never be considered as an investment, 
but rather as a cost.

When speaking to managers about the return of training, they often hesitate 
when they hear how high it is. And the truth of the matter is that 50% is fairly high. 
The return on selection could be even higher. Leaving that crazy someone out 
entirely can result in your returns being almost infinite. Managers wonder what 
the reason is why people don’t line up to invest their money there! Is it not wise to 
speak in terms of cost reduction: How can we reduce costs? How can we enable 
two people to do the same amount of work as three? By training them better. You 
can also say: we’ll take three so I have more return in terms of market share. So 
either less people, less costs and more profit, or the same number of people, but 
a lot more revenue and thus more profit for the same cost. Many managers are 
inclined to think in terms of costs.

Return, two simple questions:

•	 When trained, that someone becomes more competent and/or motivated, 
more engaged. So what is the direct effect of a training? In terms of learning, 
that is to be more competent (knowing and doing) and/or in terms of 
motivation (willing).

•	 What does an organization do with Mr. or Mrs. ‘More Competent/Motivated’? 
I call the latter benefit, or revenue, or utility.

LEARNING REVENUE
Is it worth the investment?

We determine the revenue or value which an 
organization generates with each invested 
learning dollar. Or to put it more succinctly,  

the return on learning investment.
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The model is simple, Return = Benefit minus Cost. The core lies in two things. How 
is the cost accounting done? And what are the benefits of training? The benefits 
can be divided into two things. The effect size is determined by the ‘d’ (stands for 
difference). The difference in competence between someone who is trained and 
someone who is not trained. And the ‘u’ in utility, what is the use of the training 
effect in daily practice. 

The return is higher the more the training is used, therefore a ‘t’ is included for 
the number of years. The return is higher when the training is made available 
to more people, so there is an ‘n’ representing the number of participants. The 
last two additions can be expanded further, but that isn’t the core. The core is 
in the benefits (what does the training provide and what happens in terms of 
usefulness) and cost. You can easily have endless talks about the cost, for example 
the time lost by going to the training. 

How do you calculate the effect size? You have someone at moment 0 who is not 
trained (T0). And then you have someone at moment T1 who has been trained 
(T1).  Your score on competency measurement or, for example, a math test, will 
increase in the period from T0 to T1. The mean is the score of the group. You have 
the mean at T0 and T1. You deduct the mean at T0 from the mean at T1 and then 
hope that the difference is positive. And to standardize it, you divide it by the 
standard deviation of the pretest.

This distinction is important. Nobody gets worse through training. It doesn’t take 
much to say something about the benefit or use of training. That means the effect 
of training is often in the second question. My position is that it’s not enough 
for training agencies to simply say, “We only train. So whatever happens to the 
people after training doesn’t concern us.” I think you should consider how a more 
competent and motivated employee can contribute to the company.  How he or 
she can benefit the organization as a result of being trained properly.  How the 
organization should be adjusted to that. 

That means there are four themes in my argument: effect size, financial return, 
all in a broader model, working principles. The basic principle is: this is not rocket 
science.

At one point in my career I was director of a research institute in the field of 
accountancy.  This is where I learned that accountants are alphas. They have good 
reasoning rules. There are no laws on how to do a write-off, it’s reasoning. And on 
the basis of those arguments, you convince one another.

It is therefore important to set up meaningful reasoning. Financial revenue from 
learning as something you can calculate. As HR managers, we tend to assume that 
it’ll be very difficult.  That management accounting is very complicated. And that 
we as HR managers need to make it complicated when calculating why things 
are useful. No: you need meaningful managerial reasoning as to why training can 
help!  For the effect size, you might undertake some financial masterpieces.

R = B – C

d * u * t (*N)

The Return Model of Learning

d = effect size of the training

u = ‘utility’ or of this effect in daily practice

t  = time (in years)

N = number of participants

Effect size

d = .20 : 8%   small effect

d = .50 : 19%  average effect

d = .80 : 29%  large effect

d = (M1– M0)/s0
Effect size: the difference of the mean before training 
(M0) and the mean after training (M1) divided by the 
standard deviation of the mean before training (s0).

If scores are normally distributed, d can be converted via z-table into the percen-
tage of people that increased or decreased from pretest to posttest. For instance:

Thus, the percentage of people 
that has increased or decreased.

During random allocation in a control group and an experimental group:  
effect size is standardized difference in T1 of the mean in the experimental group 
(M1e) and the mean in the control group (M1c).



Paul Jansen - page 9The Return Model of Learning - page 8

The above score says something about progress on the various dimensions. Here 
you see that people significantly improved. The ct is large. I derive words like 
large and small from the shift in the distribution. .76 Is almost a whole standard 
deviation. Nearly a 30% increase. This means that a large section of the distribution 
shifts.

We have made numerous similar calculations over the past years. All this indicates 
that training delivers results. There are also international studies that show that 
the effect size of training is extraordinarily large. Provided of course that you 
clearly define your data, such as competencies.

We are not too interested in the absolute differences between T0 and T1. We are 
however interested in terms of how the total distribution of employees moves 
up. If there is a normal distribution of scores (and this is often the case) 95% of 
the scores lie between the mean, plus or minus 2 times the standard deviation. 
Because the total distribution is only composed of 2 standard deviations at the 
top and two 2 at the bottom. So in the case of 0.20, this is then 1/5 standard 
deviation. If the difference between T1 and T0 is 0.80, so 4/5 standard deviation, 
then the effect is that the distribution is shifted by nearly 1 standard deviation. 
In the normal distribution, you see the treated group shift to the right. Whether 
this is a great effect or is entirely meaningless is determined by the utility. At 0.80 
standard deviation, it’s only about the effect score.

So you calculate the mean at the pretest T0. For example through 360⁰ feedback 
measurement. You then do a training. After this training you measure T1 and see 
how the mean has shifted. Depending on the shift, you can determine if there is 
a large, small or average impact.  None of this is new. This happens quite a lot in 
medical effect measurements. 

LEARNING RESULT
What additional skills does my 

organization have now?

We measure the effectiveness of the 
organization. Does it manage to maximize 

the benefits of developing its people? Do their 
competences contribute to the performance of 

the organization?

Organization A: effect size T1 – T0

Problem analysis  .89
Formation of judgement .56
Sensitivity  .89
Customer focus  .78
Sales focus  .78
Quality focus  .67
Mean   .76

The mean shows a large effect of .76 (= 28% increase)

Organization B: effect size T1 – T0

Formation of judgement .44
Sociability  .33
Customer focus                  1.22
Stress resistance  .22
Results orientated .44
Persuasiveness  .56
Entrepreneurship .33
Mean   .51

An average effect of .51 (= 28% increase), but T0-scores are very high (ceiling ef-
fect). What’s remarkable is the sharp increase in customer focus of 1.22 (= 39%).
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Financial revenue. How does the company benefit from someone who has 
become more customer-focused? What is the actual benefit? Here you will find, as 
in accountancy, rules of thumb.  What is the reasoning here? An average employee 
moves up to an above average employee. For example, in the competence of 
customer orientation. The question then is, what is the additional yield of an above 
average employee? In general, managers state that above average employees are 
40% better than average employees. Research into this is done in two ways. By 
asking and by counting. Some functions you can simply count. When scientists 
can see for example that a large part of the production – inventions – is done by 
a very small proportion of people. So there you see that above average is really a 
lot better. You also see it in football. Above average football players are really a lot 
better than average players. 

You can make it even more extreme. There are positions where the difference 
between an average and above average is infinitely large. These are positions 
that are so difficult, that only very skilled people can handle them. Meaning that 
these people are infinitely more valuable. Every CEO uses this to explain his or her 
salary. Almost no one can do this, so...  

This is where the calculation happens, where you can sense huge profits. This 
seems too good to be true. This is primarily due to the large number of trainees. 
This keeps adding up. As well as in the salary-effect. Though you should still 
deduct the costs. But I won’t go into detail here. 

How do you calculate the utility? You want to be able to measure the fact that 
someone is better trained (the effect size) and their impact on the organization 
(utility)? That’s relatively simple. As stated earlier, managers state that above 
average employees are 40% better than average employees, i.e. he/she has 
become 40% more productive. So instead of an above average employee working 
100%, he/she works 140%.  You can also say, 5 trained above average people (T1) 
do the work of 7 untrained people (T0), because 5 x 140% = 7 x 100%. But you 
can also keep on checking this in a business. As above average is equivalent to 
1 standard deviation above the mean, 40% corresponds to an effect size of 1.00.  

The utility can then quickly be calculated. A training with an effect size of 1.00 
increases productivity by 40%, so I can do with fewer people (5 instead of 7).  
Saving 40% on salary.

This speech was given on November 25, 2011 in the Comenius Museum in Naarden 
by Paul Jansen.

Financial revenue:
value-added effect size converted into money

•	 What does someone more competent contribute to the company results? 

•	 So what is the financial benefit (utility) of a training?

A lot of research has led to rules of thumb. Reasoning:

•	 Training: average   above average employee

•	 What is the additional yield of an above average employee? 

Benefit of the training

Determined by: d: effect size (say .64)

    u:  added value in gross annual salary of employees who score 
      1 SD above the mean (say 40% *  € 40,000 = € 16,000)

    t:  number of years the training has effect (say 1 year)

    N: total number of participants (say 390)

Benefit = d * u * t * N = .64  * 16,000 * 1 * 390 = € 3.993.600

Correction for:

•	 Direct costs: material, instructor, accommodation, travel and administration

•	 Indirect costs: opportunity costs = 
gross daily salary trainee * course sessions * number of trainees
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What does it bring you? 

 Insight in learning revenue.

 Clear methods of measuring.

 In line with the organization’s strategy.

 Tools to help improving the program.

 Verifiable results in terms of quantity, quality, time and cost.

The Pyramid of Learning and Performing

We use of the Pyramid of Learning and Performing to map out the effect of 
learning programs on employees, teams and organizations. This tool (pyramid) 
shows the four levels of result measurement as set out by Donald Kirkpatrick with 
the additional fifth level of learning revenue as developed by Jack Phillips. On 
each level we ask a basic question we can answer by deploying our advanced 
online measuring instruments.
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LEARNING REVENUE

LEARNING RESULT

LEARNING APPLICATION

LEARNING EVALUATION

LEARNING SATISFACTION

LEARNING REVENUE
Is it worth the investment?

We determine the revenue or value which an 
organization generates with each invested 
learning dollar. Or to put it more succinctly,  

the return on learning investment.

LEARNING RESULT
What additional skills does my 

organization have now?

We measure the effectiveness of the 
organization. Does it manage to maximize 

the benefits of developing its people? Do their 
competences contribute to the performance of 

the organization?

LEARNING APPLICATION
What do I apply in practice?

We measure the effectiveness of the 
organization. Does it manage to maximize 

the benefits of developing its people? Do their 
competences contribute to the performance of 

the organization?

LEARNING SATISFACTION
How satisfied am I about  

the program?

We measure if participants are satisfiedover a 
learning or development program (content, 

supervision, organization, etc.)

LEARNING EVALUATION
What have I learned?

We measure if the participants have acquired 
the information and skills offered in a learning 

situation.

ROI ON TRAINING

ROI ON PERFORMANCE
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