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Executive Summary 
 
In order to achieve learning that lasts and reach new levels of performance, it is critical that 

learning be directly aligned with business needs and that it is perceived as a strategic enabler 

for the business. Saba partnered with Human Capital Media (HCM) Advisory Group, to assess 

the state of the learning industry with respect to alignment with the business, and how the 

learning function is perceived: as a cost center, a necessary but costly contributor to the 

business, or a strategic enabler. 

 
Research Methods  
Å A 57 item survey was sent to learning leaders at director level and above. 

Å 612 responses were received. 

Å Respondents were from a broad spectrum of industries, company sizes and geographic 

distributions. 

Å Additional data on measurement and assessment practices and Learning Technologies 

was sourced from the CLO Assessment & Measurement annual survey and the CLO 

Learning Technologies annual survey. 

 
Key Trends  
Å Background of the CLO is changing. More learning executives are coming out of the line 

businesses and mixed backgrounds. 

Å The reporting structure for L&D is changing. Nearly 1 in 3 CLOôs report to the CEO. 

Å Leadership, Line Business Units and Customer Service are the key internal customers 

of most L&D organizations. 

Å 1 in 4 learning organizations deliver training beyond their employees. For Strategic 

Enablers, itôs one in three. 

Å Strategic Enablers engage in an ongoing process to educate leadership about the value 

of training to the organization. 

 
Perception of the Learning Function  

 Respondents report that there is still a gap between the perceived importance of the 

learning function to organizational success, between the view of learning leaders and 

senior c-suite leadership. However, this gap is dramatically smaller in organizations that 

say the learning function at their organization is seen as a strategic enabler, rather than 

a cost center. 

 Overall 52.7% of respondents report that the learning function at their organization is 

seen as a strategic enabler for the business. 



                                                      
 

Page | 3  
 

 33.6% report that the learning function at their organization is seen as a necessary but 

costly contributor to the business. 

 13.7% report that the learning function at their organization is seen as a cost center. 

 
Strategic Enablers  
As a learning organization increases itôs alignment with the business, it moves from being 

perceived as a Cost Center to being perceived as a Strategic Enabler for the business. 

 

 

 
 
 

Strategic enablers are: 

Å 4-6% more likely to deliver training to customers. 

Å 8-9% more likely to deliver training to partners/channels. 

Å 4-6% more likely to deliver training to suppliers. 

Å 25-42% more likely to report that training is aligned with business strategy. 

Å Twice as likely to use objective measures of employee performance to align their 

learning to the business strategy. 

Å Twice as likely to do formal learning requirements planning. 

Å Four times more likely to have a learning advisory board with members from the 

business and the learning function. 

Å 26-43% more likely to have an annual process of mapping the learning strategy to the 

business strategy for the year. 

Å 39% more likely to have been demonstrating the impact that training has on the 

business. 
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Perceptions of the Learning Function 
Respondents report that there is still a gap between the perceived importance of the learning 

function to organizational success, between the view of learning leaders and senior c-suite 

leadership. However, this gap is dramatically smaller in organizations that say the learning 

function at their organization is seen as a strategic enabler, rather than a cost center. 

 

 -    

    

    

    

    

 

Overall 52.7% of respondents report that the learning function at their organization is seen as a 

strategic enabler for the business. While 33.6% report the learning function is perceived as a 

ñnecessary but costly contributor to the businessò and 13.7% report the learning function is 

perceived as a cost center. 

 

 

× {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ 9ƴŀōƭŜǊΥ ά5ŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

link between our programs and speed, 

market share, and revenue in such a 

way that our engineering trained 

management team will see and believe 

ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴƪΦέ 

× /ƻǎǘƭȅ /ƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƻǊΥ άThe constant 

pressure for the right level of funding 

and investment in people. Shifting 

people from a mindset that everything 

is about training rather than learning 

through vŀǊƛŜŘ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎΦέ 

× /ƻǎǘ /ŜƴǘŜǊΥ ά9ȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

and buy-in are the biggest barriers we 

face. Budget and lack of staffing to 

support the learning function are next 

ƛƴ ƭƛƴŜΦέ 
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The CLO Role 
We asked respondents what the background of the Chief Learning Officer/Learning Executive 

at their organization was.  

 

 

 

Of total respondents: 9.6% said they had no CLO/Learning Executive at their organization, and 

4.3% said they were unsure of the background of their Learning Executive. Of the remaining 

519, the majority (69.9%) were from Learning and Development and Human Resources 

backgrounds, with this caveat; that 3.1% came from a mixed background. Several respondents 

specifically mentioned the mixed background of their Learning Executive, even though the 

survey was not designed to ask about mixed background. For instance many said their CLO 

had experience in both Learning and Development and the Line Businesses, or that their CLO 

had experience in Human Resources and the Line Businesses.   

   

A hefty 21.6% of CLO/Learning Executives came from the Line Businesses. Less than 5% of 

respondents report their Learning Executive came from a background in Talent Management. 
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We also asked respondents about the reporting structure for the Learning Executive at their 
organization. Of total respondents: 9.8% said they had no Chief Learning Officer/Learning 
Executive at their organization, and 3.5% said they were unsure of the reporting structure for 
the Learning Executive. Of the remaining 521, the majority report to the Chief Human 
Resources Officer (52.9%).  29.6% report to the CEO- however an additional 5.1% report to 
other senior C-suite executives (2% report to the Chief Administration Officer and 3.1% to the 
Chief Operations Officer). Another 4.4% report to a Senior Business Partner/VP. Only 3.5% 
report to the Chief Talent Management Officer. 
 
In organizations where the CLO reports to the CEO (rather than HR), the training function is 
perceived as more important to the success of the business, but the learning function is only 
slightly more likely to be seen as a strategic enabler, rather than a cost center. In other words, 
the reporting structure of the Learning Executive may indicate that senior leadership places a 
high priority on learning, but reporting to the CEO does not seem to make a difference on 
whether a learning organization is seen as a strategic enabler for the business. 
 

Learning Executive 
Reports To: 

Learning Very or 
Critically Important: 
Learning Leaders 

Learning Very or 
Critically Important:  
Senior Leadership 

Gap 

Overall 89.9% 66.1% 23.8% 

CEO 91.5% 77.3% 14.2% 

CHRO 88.2% 65.9% 22.3% 
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When the CLO reports to the CEO (rather than HR), the learning organization is twice as likely 
to be delivering training to customers, in addition to internal employees. Organizations where 
the CLO reports to the CEO are 10% more likely to help the business to increase employee 
productivity. Organizations where the CLO reports to the CHRO are 15.6% more likely to help 
the business develop leadership as a key priority.   
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

  

The Role of the CLO ï Practical Advice  
V Be sure that your learning team spends time with their line of business 

counterparts to understand their business and their issues. 

V Consider upgrading skills in the learning department with business 

related training or recruiting future learning employees from line of 

business roles. 

V Examine the reporting structure of the learning organization to see if it 

sends the right signal about the importance of L&D to senior leadership. 



                                                      
 

Page | 9  
 

Key Customers of the Learning Function 
 

 
We asked respondents which internal departments are the key customers of the learning 

function at their organization. The top two answers, by a very wide margin, were Leadership 

and the Line Business Units. These were followed by Customer Service and Sales, which are 

key customers for the majority of learning organizations surveyed.  

 

When the CLO is from a background in the Line Businesses, the Line Businesses are more 

likely to be a key customer (79.5%), with leadership second at 74.4%, and Sales moves into 

the Top 3 at 66.7% 

 

When the CLO is from Learning and Development, Leadership is the top key customer at 

76.8%, with Line Business Units second at 71.9%, and Customer Service third at 61.1%. 
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When the CLO is from HR, Leadership is the key customer at 77.4%, with Line Business units 

second at 75.9% and Customer Service third at 56.9%.  . 

 

 
When you look cut the key customer data by alignment maturity, it is very clear that the 

organizations identified as strategic enablers are more likely to have a greater number of key 

customers. Strategic enablers are more likely to have every internal department we asked 

about as a key customer, except compliance, where they are notably 13.5% less likely than 

cost centers to have compliance as a key customer of the learning function. 
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We also asked respondents which of their internal customers were the most challenging to 

serve, and why. Three internal customer groups take the lionôs share, totaling more than 71%: 

Å Sales (24.2%) 

ï Employees too busy (81%) 

ï Difficulty measuring impact (32%) 

ï Content needs frequent updating (27%) 

ï The scale of training delivery (26%) 

Å Line Business Units (24.2%) 

ï Employees too busy (77%) 

ï Difficulty measuring impact (52%) 

ï Content needs frequent updating (37%) 

ï The scale of training delivery (36%) 

Å Leadership (23.1%) 

ï Employees too busy (69%) 

ï Difficulty measuring impact (40%) 

ï Difficult to secure funding to develop training (29%) 

ï The scale of training delivery (20%) 

 
There is some variation in this data by geographic distribution. For global organizations Sales 

and Line Business Units are more challenging than Leadership (by 7-8%). For everyone else 

the order is Leadership, Line Business Units, Sales. 

 

Finally, we asked respondents to what degree their learning organization is delivering training 

beyond their internal employees. In particular, we asked them to what degree they are 

delivering training to their customers, partners/channels and suppliers. According to the survey 

results, one in four learning organizations is delivering training beyond their own company 

employees. An unsurprising 97.3% of learning leaders surveyed reported that they deliver 

training to their internal employees. 27.8% report they deliver training to their customers.  

25.3% deliver training to the partners/channels for their organization. 12.1% deliver training to 

suppliers for their organization.   

 

When comparing the alignment maturity of organizations to groups they are delivering training 

to, itôs clear that organizations that are strategic enablers have expanded the scope of training 

delivery at their organization well beyond their internal employees. In particular, strategic 

enablers are 7-8% more likely to be delivering training to the partners/channels for their 

organization. They are also more likely to deliver training to their customers and their suppliers, 

though not by a large margin. 

 

× ά¢ƘŜȅ Řƻƴϥǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ƛǘΦέ 

× ά{ŀƭŜǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΦέ 

× ά{ŀƭŜǎ ǎŀȅǎ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ǘƛƳŜΦέ 

× ά/ƻƴǘŜƴǘ ϧ [ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ hōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ 

customization for different accounts 

ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΦέ 

× ά¢ƘŜ ǎǇŜŜŘ ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎ 

to be provided to stay up with 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦέ 

× ά[ŜŀŘŜǊǎ Řƻƴϥǘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ 

training; it's ŦƻǊ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 

× άtǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǉǳƛŎƪ 

money. Perceived as time consuming 

ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅΦέ 
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In general, the more globally distributed companies are more likely to be delivering training 

outside their employee base. For example, 37.7% of global companies report they deliver 

training to their customers, while 21.3% of local companies do. 34% of global companies 

report they deliver training to their partners/channels, while only 23.1% of local companies do.  

15.1% of global companies report they deliver training to their suppliers, while only 6.5% of 

local companies do. However, in the ñotherò field, local companies are more likely to be 

delivering training to outside the box people: 6.5% for local companies, 1.9% for global. Some 

of the ñOtherò answers included: charities, NGOôs, volunteers, regulatory agencies, alumni, 

public policymakers. This suggests two things. First, local companies are more likely to be 

imbedded in communities where they would deliver training as a key differentiator in their local 

context. Second, local companies, being smaller and more entrepreneurial, may be more likely 

to innovate in groups they are delivering training to. 
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The background of the CLO/Learning Executive may also influence whether a learning 

organization is delivering training beyond their internal employees. When the CLO comes from 

the line business, an organization is more likely to be delivering training beyond internal 

employees, particularly to suppliers. 

 

 
 
 

  

Key Customers ï Practical Advice  
V Understand the key drivers of the business and the industry 

V Determine the highest impact areas for your organization and align to 

them.  

V Adapt learning strategy to focus on making an impact in key areas. 

V Look beyond internal employees for groups your organization could 

deliver training to, in order to increase the business impact of the 

learning organization.  
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The State of the Industry- Learning Alignment 

Alignment Approaches 

 

In the next section of the survey we asked learning leaders to what extent learning is aligned 

with the business at their organization, and what approaches they use to align learning to the 

business. When we asked participants if their organizationôs training and development 

programs were directly aligned with the business strategy, 82.3% of them answered agree or 

strongly agree. When we asked them what percentage of their organizationôs training 

programs were aligned with the business strategy, the aggregate average was 75.8%. Given 

that only 52.7% reported they were perceived as strategic enablers, these numbers seemed 

surprisingly high.   

 

 
 

One possible conclusion to draw here is that many learning leaders may believe that they have 

done the work of aligning training to the business strategy, yet the business has not 
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recognized them as strategic enablers. At this point in the analysis, the question became, what 

do our respondents think learning alignment means? In order to understand this, we took a 

closer look at the data around approaches to increasing learning alignment. However, the raw 

aggregate data doesnôt yield much insight. In the table above, you can see that many of the 

more rigorous methods to align training to the business, such as objective measures of 

employee performance and using a learning advisory board with members from the business 

are in use by a relatively small percentage of organizations, less than 40%. Even the less 

rigorous methods, like post-event student evaluation and formal learning/training requirements 

planning are not in use by 82% of respondentôs organizations. Only 50% of organizations 

report they have an annual process of mapping the learning strategy to the business strategy 

for the year. 

 

In an effort to gain clarity on this question we cut the data by alignment maturity and 

discovered that learning organizations that were perceived as strategic enablers were not just 

slightly, but dramatically more likely to use every approach to increase the alignment of 

learning with the business. Strategic enablers are more than 30% more likely to use formal 

learning requirements planning, a comparison between corporate strategy and the curriculum 

and an annual process of mapping the learning strategy to the business strategy. 

 

 

 

× ά¢ƘŜ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ 

learning and 

development plan is 

the backbone of not 

only the employee 

facing aspect of the 

corporation but also 

critical to our 

customer's success, and 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƻǳǊǎΦέ 

× άWe do a number of 

these tasks, however 

don't always make the 

link to the business 

strategyΦέ 
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Learning Alignment Approaches- Practical Advice  
V The three distinguishing learning alignment approaches of Strategic 

Enablers are: 

× Formal learning requirements planning  

× A comparison between corporate strategy and the curriculum  

× An annual process of mapping the learning strategy to the 

business strategy  

× ά¦ǎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ 

control group to measure 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘΦέ 

× ά!ǊŜ ŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ 

council now to be launched 

in the next couple of 

ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦέ 

× ά9ƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ƭŜǾŜƭ ¢ŀƭŜƴǘ 

board is key to the 

business/L&D ŀƭƛƎƴƳŜƴǘΦέ 

× άaƻƴǘƘƭȅκǉǳŀǊǘŜǊƭȅ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ 

planning meetings with 

senior managers to align 

ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΦέ 
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Alignment Challenges 

 

We also asked respondents how much experience they have in facing the challenges 

associated with increasing the alignment of learning with the business. A very robust 70+% 

reported that they had either been facing these challenges for years or were in the process of 

doing them. This is particularly true of challenges that have traditionally fallen under the 

Learning and Development umbrella, such as developing content, identifying which employees 

to train, and convincing line of business management to train their employees. Notably fewer 

organizations say that they have been or are in the process of demonstrating the impact of 

training. 

 
 

When we cut the data on alignment challenges by alignment maturity, the same clear trend 

emerged. Organizations that were perceived as strategic enablers were dramatically more 

likely to have been facing these challenges or be in the process of facing these challenges.  

Strategic enablers are: 

 45% more likely to have been getting executive level buy-in 

 38.9% more likely to having been demonstrating the impact of training on the business 

 24.9% more likely to have been convincing line of business managers to train their 

employees. 
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Business Impact of the Learning Function 

 

We next asked respondents which business impacts their learning organization helps their 

organization to achieve. What is notable, but perhaps not surprising, is that the more rigorous 

business impacts, like increasing revenue, increasing market share and increasing speed to 

market are used less frequently than some of the softer measures like developing leadership 

and increasing employee engagement.   

 

In general, the more geographically distributed the company, the more likely they are to have 

been making the hard business impacts (increasing speed to market, revenue, increasing 

market share, improving channel effectiveness); sometimes more than twice as likely. 
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When we cut the data on business impact by alignment maturity, the same robust trend was in 

evidence. Learning organizations perceived as strategic enablers were much more likely to 

report that they had been helping the business achieve the business impacts we asked about.  

This was particularly evident for the more rigorous measures, like increasing market share, 

where strategic enablers were twice as likely as everyone else to have been creating this 

business impact.  

 

 

×άIt's a great recruiting 

tool; new hires are 

very interested in 

learning and 

development 

opportunities.έ 

×ά.usiness results are 

hard to measure because 

of so many other efforts. 

Our focus is leadership 

and professional 

development. I would 

like to make a case that 

strong, well-prepared, 

well-trained, highly 

engaged employees 

ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƭƛƴŜΦέ 
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Opportunities for Business Impact 

 

We also asked respondents where they saw the greatest opportunity for learning organizations 

to make an impact on the business. After building an agile organization, which was the top 

answer, learning leaders see the greatest opportunity for business impact in the more rigorous 

measures. 

Business Impact of the Learning Function ï Practical Advice  
V Have a real impact focus on the hard areas.  

×What business impacts are included in your measurement 

strategy?  Do they include rigorous business metrics? 

× Find the opportunities to measure impact with greater rigor in your 

organization and make the case for learning to senior leadership. 

V Clearly define what success looks like for the learning organization. 

V Prioritize resources to support high impact areas.  

×άweducing cost and 

operational excellence; 

cultural engagement and 

understanding 

(adaptability)έ 

×άLmproving inter-

departmental 

communication and 

cooperationΦέ 
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Opportunities for Business Impact ï Practical Advice  
V The number one opportunity to create business impact is to use learning 

to support organizational agility.  

× Understand key areas of your business where employees need to 

increase agility to respond to change. 

× Research new types of technologies or new approaches to drive 

better agility. 

V Increase clarity at your organization about how learning contributes to 

business success, especially around key performance indicators used by 

the lines of business.  
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Learning Measurement in Practice 
 

This data, taken from the CLO magazine Assessment and Measurement annual survey, 

completed in January 2012, shows a more detailed look into the measurement practices of 

learning organizations. Only 50% of organizations agree that their measurement and metrics 

are fully aligned with the learning strategy. Just over half, 54% measure external learning 

customersô satisfaction. 39% externally benchmark their measurement and metrics practices.  

77% of learning organizations report that they do measure internal learning customersô 

satisfaction.   

 
 

 

 

When asked what evidence is reported to the organization about the impact of training, most of 

the measures commonly used are throughput data, often aligned with corporate initiatives, as 

well as things like student satisfaction. Much less commonly used are harder measures like 

employee performance data, or ROI. 
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When you compare all the measures and metrics that learning organizations use, it becomes 

very obvious that the least commonly used metrics are those which are the most rigorous in 

terms of business impact. They are both harder to isolate the impact of training on and more 

valuable when that impact is isolated and measured. When asked what the most valuable 

metrics are for managing training, the top three answers are: 

1. Business Impact (27.4%) 

2. Employee performance data (17.7%) 

3. Training output data aligned with corporate initiatives (16%) 
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