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Edward Trolley is Senior Vice President of Consulting and Advisory

Services for NIIT. He is widely recognized for having started the 

training outsourcing industry when he orchestrated the first 

comprehensive training outsourcing deal between DuPont and The 

Forum Corporation in 1993.  After joining The Forum Corporation, 

he continued to advance this outsourcing concept with leading 

companies such as The Moore Corporation, NCR, Texas 

Instruments, KPMG Canada, SmithKline Beecham, Irving Oil and 

other organizations around the globe. He has orchestrated more 

comprehensive training outsourcing relationships than anyone on 

the planet.
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Prior to entering the training outsourcing provider space, Mr. Trolley spent 26 years with DuPont where he held a variety of 

progressive leadership positions in three of DuPont’s strategic business units and two of its functional organizations.  In his 

last role, he was head of DuPont’s Training and Education where he oversaw and guided the training and education for the 

110,000-person multi-national corporation

Mr. Trolley received his B.S. in Management Science from the Case Institute of Technology in Cleveland, OH.  In 1994, he 

received the Excellence in Sales and Marketing Award from the Sales and Marketing Executives of Philadelphia.  In 1996, 

Mr. Trolley was selected as one of 60 civilians by the Secretary of Defense to participate in the Joint Civilian Orientation 

Conference.  In 2002 and 2015, Mr. Trolley was named as one of the “100 Superstars of HR Outsourcing” by HRO Today 

magazine and in 2007, he was recognized as one of the industry’s top 20 most influential people in training by 

TrainingIndustry.com.  

Mr. Trolley is co-author of the book, Running Training Like A Business:  Delivering Unmistakable Value, published by 

Berrett-Koehler. He is also a contributing author to three ASTD published books, Building Learning Capability Through 

Outsourcing, Lies About Learning and More Lies About Learning.   He is a highly requested presenter at industry 

conferences and has spoken at major events such as ASTD, TechLearn, The World Outsourcing Summit and the HRO World 

Outsourcing Conference.  His concepts and ideas have been included in hundreds of business publications around the 

globe.  
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Executive Summary



Training and development is and has been at one of those proverbial forks in the road. 

Most training organizations take the familiar and well-worn path, crowded with committed, 

enthusiastic, and highly capable corporate training and development (T&D) specialists from 

around the world. The discussion on this path consistently revolves around difficult, often 

intangible goals such as “creating world-class knowledge workers” and “delivering 

competencies.” Traffic moves at a steady, purposeful pace, as it has for decades.

I believe that innovative people will take a different path. On this road less traveled, the pace is 

fast, the destination clear. Here, training is driven to be better, faster, and cheaper by the 

relentless forces of impatient customers and the bottom line. This path has been cleared by true 

pioneers who realize that training organizations, like the businesses they support, must deliver 

unmistakable, tangible value to their customers.

I have worked with many organizations on both the traditional path and this newer, less traveled 

route we call Running Training Like a Business. I and my colleagues have labored side by side 

with training leaders in making the difficult, rewarding crossing from the former to the latter. My 

book, Running Training Like a Business: Delivering Unmistakable Value, describes the benefits 

and challenges of taking training and development to new levels of responsiveness and value. 

This Executive Summary strives to capture the points of greatest value to managers and executives 

who seek to maximize the value of their investment in training.  I hope it helps you do exactly 

that.

PS: Before you dive in, take 15 seconds to think about the contribution that computer technology 

was making to businesses 20 years ago. Would you say it was more or less important to your 

company then than training is now? We’ll get back to this question at the end of this Executive 

Summary.
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What did your company spend on training and development (T&D) last year? What will it spend 

this year and every year thereafter? Chances are good that 1) you aren’t really certain and 2) it’s 

more than you think. The direct and indirect costs of training, including lost productivity, add up 

very quickly. Training costs more than the equivalent of a thousand U.S. dollars per employee 

each year at many companies, and it is often much more. 

Now, what did you receive for your training investment? Not how many student-days or 

certificates-suitable-for-framing, but how much true economic value? What has your investment in 

T&D yielded? Do you have more customers? Do you have a greater share of their wallet? Are 

your people more efficient or productive? Have new skills in one area allowed cost savings in 

others? How is your company not just smarter, but better, faster, and cheaper for all this money 

spent on training?

I too believe these are difficult questions. 

Take out your calculator



The value of learning in today’s knowledge economy is clear. The oft-quoted leadership sentiment 

that “people are our greatest asset” is not mere posturing. Top firms in every industry place high 

emphasis on hiring the most capable people and providing continual learning opportunities to 

make them as effective as possible. In aggregate terms it clearly works: firms that spend more on 

training produce considerably more profit per employee. 

The value of learning is not questioned. What is questioned, and should be questioned even more 

strenuously, is whether training organizations as operated today can deliver the kinds and quality 

of training—on time, on budget, and on target—that will consistently drive bottom-line results. As 

an executive, board member, or even a shareholder, you expect continuous productivity gains 

from manufacturing and shorter development cycles from R&D. You expect finance to aggressively 

seek cheaper sources of funds. You expect your people to find ways to do more with less, and to 

prove their success with hard numbers. But when it comes to training, few companies have 

created clear expectations for what their training investments should yield, or reliable means to 

measure the actual results. How do we know if a specific training initiative has any real payoff at 

all?

That has to change. Consider, for example, the traditional method of quantifying training’s 

effectiveness: by the satisfaction ratings participants mark on survey forms as they hurry out of 

class to catch planes back home. These forms are often called “smile sheets” and that’s about all 

they measure. Would we gauge the impact of any other department in such an indiscriminate 

way? To be sure, training’s bottom-line impact is not as easy to measure as the effect of hiring 

more salespeople or cutting manufacturing costs, but training is too expensive to merely assume it 

is worth what it costs.

The training paradox



Many executives describe training as “somehow separate from the business,” and to an alarming 

degree that is the case. Few companies consider the head of T&D to be an essential member of 

the strategy team, and few heads of training are well prepared for that forum.  Fundamentally, 

leaders of T&D and the business executives they support come from different places. Both seek to 

work together, but they look at the world through a different lens and lack the benefit of a 

common language. Executives, few of whom rise through the training ranks, think in terms of 

return on investment, inputs, and outputs; training professionals are better acquainted with adult 

learning models and technologies. Indeed, when called upon to justify their budget numbers, 

heads of training often struggle to describe T&D’s tangible value, especially in the language of 

business to which executives are accustomed. This language barrier is natural, and very costly. 

Clearly training’s grace period has run out. Executives and shareholders need training to catch up 

and reconnect with the rest of the business. It’s time that training be accountable for much more 

than high instructor ratings. Management can and should expect T&D to produce tangible, 

calculable value with every training dollar, euro, or rupee. Just as a projected new factory must 

promise a positive return to justify the funds to build it, training too must demonstrate and deliver 

real value. High-quality training is not cheap, and it must pay for itself with tangible results. It 

doesn’t seem too much to ask, does it?

How we got here: the language barrier

The best training professionals recognize the perception of T&D as disconnected, and the danger it 
presents. As one of my past customers and the head of training for a Fortune 100 company said 
about his company “For a lot of years, T&D had just about no credibility. Management resented 
paying for it. They didn’t question the relevance of learning.  They questioned the relevance of 

T&D.” 

Business
executives’ focus

Business results

Maximizing profit

Solving customer
problems

The latest competitive
threat

Training’s
traditional focus

Training content

Staying on budget

Building competencies

The latest training
techniques



I have guided numerous firms along the road I call Running Training Like a Business. This new 

model for training is one that generates clear business value through everything it does. It means 

a transformation from a sluggish cost center to an agile, valuable, and flexible cost service that 

customers (internal buyers) gladly pay for. It means understanding that line executives are 

training’s customers and their needs and goals must be priority one. It means applying the same 

high standards to training—both in how it operates and what it produces for customers—that 

apply to manufacturing, sales, and other disciplines. 

Is such a radical transformation possible? My experience with some of the world’s top firms 

proves that it is. Forward-thinking companies have reinvented their training organizations around 

the concept of running training like a business, and have tangible successes to show for it. These 

corporations now know what they are spending on training and what the investment yields.

Running training like a business deliberately and immediately reconnects training to core business 

objectives, creating a training organization that:

Running Training Like a Business

• Focuses on meeting business needs, not just on conveying content. 

• Measures success by its customers’ success.

• Operates on a variable-cost basis where the customer pays for use.

• Achieves a high level of operational efficiency.

• Never stops improving.



Firms that run training like a business find that T&D can be an invaluable strategic partner, a 

place to turn for solutions to core business problems, not just a place to take classes for 

self-improvement. When training professionals are included at the strategy table, everything 

changes. Redundant and underutilized courses disappear (one client discovered it had 54 

different time management courses!). Focus turns from the latest learning technologies for 

technology’s sake to the most pressing needs of the business.  Inflexible, fixed-cost-laden structures 

are replaced with streamlined training services that leverage the best aspects of in-house and 

outsourced resources. The result is a most desirable combination—lower costs, greater flexibility, 

and enhanced responsiveness.

 

In short, when the Training department has to earn the loyalty of its customers, it becomes subject 

to the same goals and incentives that drive top performance in the open market. The results I have 

witnessed are dramatic and real.

 

It sounds great, but does running training like a business deliver the goods? A customer leveraged 

improved resource utilization and aggregated buying to cut unit costs for training by a very real 

35 percent in its first year of operation alone following transformation; cost savings of 15 to 20 

percent are commonplace. Client firms also point to millions in new revenue, improved 

productivity yields, lower turnover and higher customer retention rates. These are real successes 

that flow to the bottom line. And like any other business, training run like a business seeks 

continual improvement, so benefits are ever-increasing, not one-time gains.

 

To be sure, making the transition to running training like a business is not simple or painless. It 

requires a new perspective, new skills, and in some cases, new people and partnerships. It 

requires an entrepreneurial energy that not every training organization can muster. But despite all 

the challenges, running training like a business—when done correctly—just plain works.

Doing much more for less



In a world of over inflated names, running training like a business means exactly what it says. 

Running training like a business applies the same methods and expectations to T&D that guide 

any other business function or entrepreneurial venture. It’s all about customers, productivity, and 

quality—the fundamental building blocks of business success.

 

So how does a training organization make the transition from being a “function” that offers 

classes to an “enterprise” that offers strategically valuable business solutions? It is a journey not 

unlike opening a new business, requiring huge doses of forethought and energy, a willingness to 

learn and adapt, and time.  Blood, sweat, and tears may come into play as well.

 

Let’s consider a very simplified four-part business model. Any new business must conquer these 

areas on the way to long-term success. Whether the business is a butcher, baker, or silicon 

chipmaker, it must solve an array of challenges in these four areas (and others) to prosper. The 

training organization that strives to operate like a business must address them with the same level 

of dedication and effort. 

How it works

Customers Products

Operational
Efficiency Measurement



Whereas a traditional training organization might describe its company’s employee base as an 

“audience” or merely “participants,” training run like a business clearly has customers.  And the 

customer is king, queen, and country.

Internal buyers of training are real customers, and leaders of training must make all the same 

efforts to understand and satisfy those customers that an industrial supply firm would make for its 

customers. Every training action and decision must react to the critical business needs of top 

management and functional managers. If doubling sales in 5 years is the top priority of the 

company, then it must be the top priority of T&D as well. If competitive wins are the chairman’s 

first concern, then they must be the first concern of training.

Training run like a business needs to understand its customers like never before. How does it 

happen? Market research. Asking questions. Analyzing data. Benchmarking. T&D must be 

prepared to dive headlong into the customer base, learn what customers need to achieve their 

goals, and then deliver appropriate solutions.

Bottom line: In the new model for training, internal buyers get the attention they deserve. Their 

goals become T&D’s goals. Success is measured by your customers’ success.

CUSTOMERS
Who are our customers and what are they trying to accomplish?



The word “offerings,” used by traditional training organizations to describe the courses they 

make available, is a telling one. Courses are “offered” by T&D, whether their customers need 

them or want them. Here they are, take as many as you want. The equation, with T&D deciding 

what gets taught, is backward for any true business. 

 

Training run like a business puts the customer first. By knowing the core business issues of the 

customer, T&D can respond with learning events that are not offered, but demanded. And 

because the customers of training in this model are free to seek learning solutions elsewhere, 

there’s tremendous incentive to produce the best possible solution, on time, and at an attractive 

price.

 

There are tremendous inventory implications when customer demand shapes the T&D product list. 

Redundant and “nice-to-have” courses quickly disappear, replaced by up-to-date curricula that 

meet critical customer needs. Glitzy learning technology is selected only when it delivers the 

essential customer-driven content.

Bottom line: When training is run as a traditional function, it merely makes options available, and 

each user must make the best of what is offered. When training is run like a business, it knows 

where the company wants to go, and focuses all energies on providing the means to get there.

PRODUCTS
What solutions do our customers demand?

As another of my customers said in describing training’s new potential to serve the 

corporation: “You want to stake out a well-defined and crucial role in the business 

for your training organization.  You’re not just promoting learning. You’re promot-

ing learning to make something important happen for the business.”

Adapted from Running Training Like A Business Executive Summary, The Forum Corporation, 1999


