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executIve

SuMMary
Many small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) realize that the skills sets of their employees 
are useful tools in competing in a global, knowledge-based economy, and addressing the 
pressures of an aging and increasingly diverse workforce. As SMEs are a critical asset to 
Canada’s economy, many more small employers could benefit from learning more about how 
work-related learning programs can aid in achieving their organizational objectives. 

//// Investing in Skills: Effective Work-related Learning in SMEs offers insights on effective work-related learning programs 
implemented at 45 Canadian and international SMEs. In doing so, it highlights the drivers that lead to the implementation 
of work-related learning programs, including the desire to develop individual technical competencies, to support organiza-
tional changes, or to attract and retain qualified workers. It shows that even effective learning programs are challenged to 
allocate the time and money required, or to successfully engage employees in learning. 

//// Although the SMEs studied for this report show that there is no single technique, practice, or strategy to making work-
related learning a success, this report summarizes the commonalities that help the SMEs implement effective work-related 
learning programs, and maintain them over the long term. The analysis shows that effective learning programs often align 
learner needs with organizational goals, build flexibility into learning programs, and forge partnerships with those that can 
support learning, among other keys to success. Finally, the report discusses how work-related learning programs that have 
been recognized as effective, measure the impacts of their efforts, if at all. 

//// The appendices offer further detail about the effective learning programs, including a summary matrix that compares 
the 45 SMEs in terms of geographic region, size, sector, learning inputs, and learning outcomes. 

//// Together, the 45 learning programs studied for this report offer much to learn with respect to work-related learning. 
Many Canadian SMEs can look to the experiences of these learning programs as examples to follow as they hone their 
competitive edges. It is the intention of this report to offer guidance to Canada’s million-strong SMEs as they pursue their 
own work-related learning programs, and benefit from making a good business decision. 

//// Detailed descriptions (3-4 page studies) of each of the 45 SMEs and their learning programs are available in the compan-
ion report, Case Studies in Effective Work-related Learning in SMEs (Conference Board of Canada, 2011).
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introduction 

The purpose of this report is to inform Canadian small- and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)1, 
the Centre for Workplace Skills, human resource professionals, policy makers, training 
providers and other learning stakeholders about how various workforce needs can be 
addressed through work-related learning. 

//// This report aims to expand the knowledge base of employer-led work-related learning by providing insights gleaned 
from 45 Canadian and international SMEs that have implemented effective work-related learning programs.2 (See Textbox 1, 
“Case Studies in Effective Work-related Learning in SMEs Report”.) It is designed to help SMEs understand better the im-
portance of investing in work-related learning. It provides Canadian workplaces with examples of work-related learning 
programs to follow, and advice about how to achieve positive results when adopting and adapting them for their own 
organizations. 

//// This report builds on previous work completed by The Conference Board of Canada that examined effective work-related 
learning programs in 65 SMEs from ten countries. One key finding of the 2009 report, Workplace Learning in Small and 
Medium-sized Enterprises: Effective Practices for Improving Innovation and Competitiveness, was that effective SMEs ensure 
that their learning activities are “meaningful and relevant” by aligning them with the needs of individual employees and the 
current and future goals of their organizations. Other findings note that successful SMEs:3

find an approach to learning that fits with their business model and organizational culture;•	

link work-related learning with performance management activities in order to measure the effectiveness •	
of performance, not the amount of learning acquired;

leverage work-related learning providers and content that already exists in the market;•	

recognize the value of industry standards, credentials and certifications; and•	

relate work-related learning activities to the business issues that they are trying to address.•	

Textbox 1: Case Studies in Effective Work-related Learning in SMEs Report

//// A companion report, Case Studies in Effective Work-related Learning in SMEs, prepared by the Conference Board 
in 2011, showcases 45 Canadian and international SME learning programs. By way of case study, the report illus-
trates how SMEs in a variety of sectors, facing different organizational and operational challenges have implemented 
effective work-related learning programs that develop the workplace skills and knowledge needed to succeed. The 
full report (with individual SME case studies) is available at the Centre for Workplace Skills website: www.work-
placeskills.ca/en/projects/Case-Studies in-effective-learning-practices.html.

//// Appendix A of this report provides more information on the 45 SMEs in the form of a matrix table. Appendix B 
details the types of SMEs that inform this report by size, sector, and geographical region. Appendix C provides more 
information on how the 45 SMEs were identified, selected and studied. 

 
1 SMEs are defined as organizations that employee fewer than 500 people. See Appendix C for definitions.
2 This report draws on the findings of effective learning programs implemented in 45 SMEs in Canada, the united States, the united kingdom, Australia, and new zealand.
3 Watt and kitagawa 2009, 2.
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The Importance of SMEs to the Canadian Economy

//// SMEs are key drivers of the Canadian economy. They account for nearly 43 per cent of our gross domestic product (GDP) 
and they play a vital role in the labour market, accounting for nearly 62 per cent of private sector employment.4 Moreover, 
the importance of SMEs to the Canadian economy shows no signs of changing. Between 2002 and 2006, approximately 
130,000 new small businesses were created each year,5 representing more than half of all new jobs created in Canada.6

//// Of the 1.1 million registered businesses in Canada with employees, 99.8 per cent have between 1 and 500 employees, 
95.4 per cent have between 1 and 50 employees, and 74.9 per cent have between 1 and 10 employees.7 (See Table 1, Busi-
ness Establishments in Canada – number of Employees.) 

//// It is important that SMEs in all regions and all sectors of the Canadian economy reach their full potential and contribute 
to national productivity and economic wellbeing.

Table 1: Business Establishments in Canada (Size: Number of Employees) 

Size of Business Establishments
(# of employees)

# of Business 
Establishments

% of Business 
Establishments 
(those with employees)

Self-employed, Consultant, Owner

0 employees 1,242,117 -

SMEs 

(micro) 1-4 employees 618,959 54.4

(micro) 5-9 employees 233,362 20.5

 (micro) 10-19 employees 141,154 12.4

 (small) 20-49 employees 91,983 8.1

(small) 50-99 employees 29,457 2.6

(medium) 100-199 employees 13,337 1.2

(medium) 200-499 employees 6,661 0.6

Large Enterprises 

(large) 500+ employees 2,768 0.2

Total SMEs: 1 to 500 employees 1,137,681 100

Total (all businesses) 2, 379,798 -

Source: Industry Canada, Key Small Business Statistics, July 2010.

introduction

4 Macmillan 2008.
5,6,7 Industry Canada 2010.
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The Economic and Demographic Challenges that SMEs Face 
and How Work-Related Learning Can Help

//// SMEs are not just smaller versions of large companies. In addition to having limited human, financial and material re-
sources—which can often impede their ability to create or maintain investment and employment opportunities—SMEs tend 
to operate and be managed differently than larger companies. notably, SMEs allocate much of their efforts and resources to 
address short term challenges and achieve short-term advantages. This often leaves them reacting to businesses challenges 
rather than seeking out new business opportunities.8 

//// In a 2001 study of 1,000 business owners and senior managers across Canada, the most important issues facing small 
businesses included: growth, the management of growth, competition, access to capital, and the recruitment of new em-
ployees. And when asked to rate potential challenges to their businesses, employee-related issues such as the retention of 
valued employees, training and skills development, and the recruiting of new employees topped the list.9 

//// Challenges to the viability and growth of many SMEs in Canada come from both the external environment in which 
they operate and from within their organizations. External pressures include the transformational nature of information 
technology; changing customer expectations and the need for creating more high-value added goods and services; regula-
tory changes; and increasing competition— locally, nationally, and globally.10 Internal pressures include shortages of skilled 
workers; skills gaps between what workers need and what they have—contributing to lagging productivity and perform-
ance rates; and the challenges associated with an aging, multi-generational, and increasingly diverse workforce. (See Text-
box 2, “Pressures Affecting Canadian SMEs.”)

Textbox 2: Pressures Affecting Canadian SMEs and 
How Work-related Learning Can Help Alleviate Them

Globalization

//// Economic globalization imposes a number of pressures on the Canadian economy and its businesses. To be a part 
of a global value chain, and to compete on the world stage with economic superpowers such as China and India, 
Canadian SMEs need to continuously improve organization-level productivity and innovation (e.g., by investing in 
new machinery and equipment and ensuring that employees have the skills and knowledge needed to function). 
Competition for attracting and retaining individuals with the right mix of skills and knowledge is escalating. Effective 
work-related learning programs can help alleviate some of these pressures. 

A Knowledge-Based Economy

//// SMEs continue to grapple with the challenges of competing in a knowledge-based economy. Computers and 
mechanized technologies are now prevalent in many aspects of production. To work productively in knowledge- and 
information-rich environments, employees must have high levels of technical skills as well as essential skills such as 
literacy, numerical proficiency, and problem-solving. Effective work-related learning programs can help.

Skills Shortages

//// Cyclical pressures and structural changes in the Canadian economy have led to growing skills shortages in a number 

introduction

8 Banham 2010, 234.
9 Compas Inc. 2001.
10 Banham 2010, 234; and  Hughes and Campbell 2009, 2.
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of occupations and sectors. SMEs that leverage work-related learning programs to attract, retain and develop skilled 
and knowledgeable workers from across Canada and around the world have a greater success rate than those that do 
not. A recent Canadian study of 586 small businesses (those with 2 to 100 employees) found that nearly a third of small 
Canadian employers use career development opportunities as a means of attracting top employees to their company.11 

Mature Workforce

//// Canada’s workforce is aging, and as baby boomers retire, SMEs are increasingly aware of the need to transfer 
their corporate knowledge, technical expertise and organizational memory to younger employees. Coupled with 
the need to address the ongoing skills development needs of older workers, and the challenges of managing a 
multi-generational workforce, effective work-related learning programs have the potential to build intergenerational 
understanding, address differences in perception, and create more productive and innovative workplaces.12 

Diversity 

//// The Canadian labour force is more diverse and inclusive than ever before. More and more SMEs are recognizing 
the value and benefits of hiring diverse workers – including recent immigrants, people with disabilities, and others. 
Diversity brings with it new ways of thinking and new approaches to doing business that can lead to competitive ad-
vantages. At the same time, there are often challenges associated with integrating diverse talent into the workforce 
that can prompt the need for work-related learning activities. 

//// Immigration continues to play an important role in addressing Canada’s current and anticipated talent and skills 
shortages.13 Effective work-related learning programs that promote cultural awareness, provide cultural diversity 
training, help recognize foreign credentials, offer workplace mentoring programs or language and communication 
skills training programs help SMEs maximize the abilities of their international talent which in turn leads to increased 
organizational productivity and performance.14 

Source: The Conference Board of Canada.

//// Successfully adapting to and addressing these economic and demographic challenges is critical if Canada’s 1.2 million 
SMEs are to maintain their competitive advantage, improve the quality of their goods and services, sharpen their value 
proposition to customers, and boost productivity.15

Challenges Faced by SMEs in Investing in Work-Related Learning 

//// While many SMEs recognize the potential benefits of investing in work-related learning programs many also face bar-
riers—some real, some perceived—which preclude them from participating fully in learning activities. A lack of resources, 
time and money, is the most often cited barrier. However, the reality is that workplace learning in SMEs should not be about 
how much, how often, or how long a company invests in learning activities. nor should it necessarily be about how many 
workers get training or how comprehensive the training is. What is critical is that SMEs invest in learning activities that ad-
dress core business needs. It is about the quality of the learning offered, how well it equips workers and leaders to do their 
jobs better, and how well it contributes to positive business results.16

11 The Globe and Mail 2011.
12 krywulak and Roberts 2009, 2, 7, 8, 43. 
13 kukushkin and Watt 2009, 3.
14 Ibid., 29-34.
15 Hughes and Grant, 1.
16 Watt and kitagawa 2009, 6-9.
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//// Another barrier, unique to many smaller companies, is that they often lack a dedicated human resource function. 
Whereas larger organizations have a team of certified human resource professionals to oversee talent management, SMEs 
rarely have a strategic outlook on their human capital—leaving the management of human resources (e.g., the hiring, de-
velopment, and succession of workers) to ad hoc and reactive decisions. 

//// Many small business owners are also concerned about the poaching of talent—particularly those workers that they have 
invested in through workplace learning programs. Although the poaching of workers is not restricted to SMEs (human cap-
ital, according to many, is the ‘only asset that walks’) the repercussions to their day to day operations are certainly magni-
fied; leading many to shy away from investing in the development of their human resources. Recent studies, however, sug-
gest that companies that invest more in training actually enjoy lower voluntary turnover rates than those that spend less.17 

Benefits of Workplace Learning in SMEs

//// The Conference Board’s 2009 research on the value and benefits of effective workplace learning programs to SMEs 
(based on the analysis of 65 SMEs) found a number of positive outcomes, including:18

Organizational benefits:

increased profitability and competitiveness;•	

improved efficiencies and effectiveness;•	

increased output;•	

increased quality of work, •	

reduced error rates and wastage of materials; •	

better health and safety records; and•	

improved workplace culture, morale, and employee retention rates.•	

Individual benefits: 

improved worker efficiencies and effectiveness;•	

improved worker compliance and adherence to quality standards; and•	

improved confidence, team work and problem-solving skills.•	

//// The remainder of this report focuses on the ways in which work-related learning programs in SMEs contribute to indi-
vidual and business success by drawing on the findings from 45 SME case studies. 

 

introduction

17 Hughes and Campbell, 51.
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kEy drivErS
of Work-related learnIng 
Programs In smes

Why do SMEs introduce work-related learning programs in their organizations? What are 
the desired outcomes of investing in learning? And who benefits? An analysis of 45 SMEs 
and their work-related learning programs reveals that many SMEs invest in workplace-based 
learning programs in order to:

enhance individual-level competencies of employees; • 

support organizational change; and• 

maintain workforce attraction, retention, and succession planning goals.• 

Enhancing Employee Competencies 

//// Many SMEs are driven to offer work-related learning to enhance the competencies of employees that drive the organ-
ization’s performance. Where leaders recognize that performance is driven by individuals’ skills and knowledge, they are 
prompted to invest in learning initiatives to develop them. Based on the 45 cases examined, many SMEs aim to enhance 
workers’ technical and customer service skills in order to boost firm productivity and achieve customer satisfaction goals. 

//// For example, at Pete’s Frootique—a retail store specializing in fruits, vegetables, and other gourmet products—the 
introduction of a work-related learning program was driven by a recognition that achieving high levels of customer satisfac-
tion depends on having highly knowledgeable staff. The learning program was designed to ensure that employees would 
achieve progressively higher levels of product knowledge to better serve sophisticated customers, including knowledge of 
the nutritional qualities and health benefits of fruits and vegetables, ideas about how to prepare and serve produce, and 
how to tell when produce is ripe or spoiled. Sharing this knowledge with customers provides the shopper with a high level 
of service that allows Pete’s Frootique to maintain a competitive edge in a niche market. 

//// However, not all SMEs with effective work-related learning programs develop the technical skills and knowledge that 
directly drive performance. Rather some develop the skills that drive performance indirectly by providing workers with the 
skills that support their abilities to produce. For instance, SPM learning, a Toronto-based training company, develops the 
computer skills that supports overall competitiveness.

//// SMEs also develop the specific “soft” skills that help drive the performance of their organization. For instance, ISP Sports, 
an American marketing company, helps its sales staff develop relationships with clients by providing them with guidance on 
a wide variety of soft skills from dining etiquette to personal grooming. In another example, Gwellheans, a uk not-for-profit 
that works with recovering addicts, has achieved organizations success by developing employees’ emotional intelligence 
through its work-related learning program. 

//// Enhancing individual level competencies can also include learning programs that develop managers’ abilities to make ef-
fective decisions and be better leaders. At James Cook High School, outside of Auckland Australia, the senior management 
team brought in external expertise to help them learn to become better managers and to foster a better work environment 
for their staff. With the help of the external consultants, management committed themselves to develop their own leader-
ship competencies and to involve teachers and support staff in the decision making process.

10



Supporting Organizational Change

//// The introduction of work-related learning also appears to be driven by a desire to support organizational change. In this 
case, SMEs will introduce learning initiatives in order to facilitate the adaptation of revised organizational practices, prepare 
employees for structural change or to foster certain values in the workplace culture.

//// Work-related learning is sometimes implemented to support the company offering new or improved products. A case in 
point is Blue Donkey—a telemarketing firm based in the united kingdom. Blue Donkey wanted to offer more “intelligent” 
services whereby its telemarketing staff would listen for opportunities and needs, rather than simply reading a scripted mes-
sage. In order to prepare employees to make higher-quality calls, the firm developed and implemented a learning program 
and, consequently, has achieved positive business results in increased customer satisfaction and customer retention. Indeed, 
the transition to a new business model owes much of its success to the fact that employees have been given the tools and 
confidence to support management’s refreshed vision for the company.

//// Another example is the BC Safety Authority, an organization responsible for overseeing the safety standards applied to 
a wide variety of commercial systems in British Columbia. The BC Safety Authority planned to offer new services, including 
prevention, audit services, and education aimed at the general public. Wisely, management realized that its plan would 
require new competencies among staff and implemented a work-related learning program to allow employees to become 
confident public speakers and certified auditors.

//// Other SMEs introduce work-related learning programs in order to facilitate cultural change in the organization, including 
making the workplace more innovative, creative, and/or bringing about a culture of continuous learning. For example, the 
Canadian public relations agency, Environics, supports a robust learning program that includes lunch-and-learn sessions, 
significant support for external courses, and ongoing peer mentoring. Through these activities, the program sustains a cul-
ture of continuous learning, creativity, and innovation that prepares employees to pursue new business opportunities and 
contribute to the growth of the company.

//// Some organizations believe that fostering a workplace culture of learning is a necessary step towards developing the 
technical skills the organization requires. In some of the cases examined for this report, SMEs recognized that essential skills 
are a necessary foundation or pre-requisite for other kinds of learning, such as enhancing technical skills. They have found 
that learners need the literacy, communication and other essential skills to be able to retain learning and apply it, such as 
listening to instruction, digesting written content and writing certification exams. Thus, these SMEs have identified ways 
to be more accepting and supportive of individuals who require essential skills development. (For more on how the lack of 
essential skills can be a challenge see Section 3.3).

//// Some SMEs use learning as a strategy to overcome the challenges of having and benefitting from a diverse organiza-
tional workforce, including recent immigrants. Maple Trade Finance, a Halifax-based provider of financial services to Can-
adian exporters, provides an example of a learning program that supports an increasingly diverse workforce. Maple Trade 
hires employees from diverse backgrounds in order to develop its cultural and linguistic expertise, which allows them to 
provide clients with expert knowledge about a wider range of global markets. Maple Trade realized the need to assist new 
employees with their English language skills and their integration into a Canadian workplace. To achieve this, they support 
a learning program that provides new employees with the ESL training and settlement supports their workers require.

kEy drivErS
of Work-related learnIng 
Programs In smes
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Maintaining Workforce Attraction, Retention, 
Development, and Succession Planning Goals 

//// Finally, SMEs are often driven to offer work-related learning by a tight labour market that causes significant labour and 
skills shortages, which threaten SMEs’ ability to compete. In a tight labour market, some SMEs view their learning program 
as a means of accessing the qualified labour they need to thrive though workforce development, attraction, retention, and 
succession planning. 

//// A number of SMEs studied are involved in workforce development through apprenticeship and other transitional forms 
of learning. A good example is provided by John Love Electrical, where growth was being constrained by a lack of quali-
fied skilled trades people in Australia. Rather than simply rely on the labour market to provide workers with the skills they 
require, John Love Electrical dedicates itself to developing the next generation of workers by participating in an electrician 
apprenticeship program. Today, John Love Electrical has a stream of talented electricians on staff and has grown consistently 
year over year. 

//// Some organizations are challenged by the limitations of the community in which they are based. In particular, SMEs that 
need highly developed skills and that operate in small centres may not be able to rely on the local community to provide the 
skills they require. Since they cannot hire people with the right competencies, some SMEs studied have found it necessary 
to develop those skills and knowledge among their workers. Two such cases are Allendale Electronics, a manufacturer of 
advanced electronics, and Composites Atlantic, a manufacturer of advanced composites. Both companies operate in mod-
est sized communities in nova Scotia. Since neither can hire the technical, managerial and administrative skills needed for 
advanced manufacturing, both companies have implemented work-related programs to develop the skills among workers 
from the communities.

//// Other SMEs studied have responded to tight labour markets by becoming employers of choice. By showing interest 
in and by supporting employees’ career goals through learning opportunities, employers look to attract qualified talent. 
Furthermore by showing such interest and support, employers may retain more qualified workers as employees may re-
main more loyal to their employer. This is seen at Gilkatho, an Australian retailer and service provider of automatic coffee 
machines. Management at Gilkatho believes that by showing interest in and the willingness to invest in employee skills and 
knowledge, the workers realize that they have a clear career path with the company. When workers at the company real-
ize this, they are not only motivated on a daily basis, but also encouraged to stay with the small company year after year. 
In another instance, the national Energy Board, an agency of the Canadian government that oversees the utilities sector, 
addresses its tight labour market by showing their commitment to workers and investing in the development of their skills 
and knowledge through a learning program that aims to achieve four objectives: being an employer of choice, knowledge 
transfer, leadership development and orienting new workers.

//// SMEs’ learning programs are also being driven by the need to replace current workers and leaders. The municipal 
government of the District of Maple Ridge in British Columbia, for example, is emphasizing the development of the next 
generation of leaders to replace those about to retire. The District realized that securing a new generation of workers with 
the requisite leadership capacity is paramount, and is committing itself to providing future leaders with the experiences 
needed to develop them. In order to achieve this, the District has implemented a learning program that emphasizes the 
cross functional development of their employees and in particular, future leaders.

kEy drivErS
of Work-related learnIng 
Programs In smes
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ovErcoMing 
thE challEngES
of Work-related learnIng 
Programs In smes

SMEs that decide to invest in work-related learning face a number of challenges that can 
impede implementation or limit effectiveness of the program. Although the 45 SMEs profiled 
for this research have all enjoyed success with their work-related learning programs, 
almost all experienced various challenges in implementing, sustaining, and/or benefitting 
from these programs. The examples they provide highlight the sorts of challenges that many 
businesses face, as well as suggestions about how to overcome them. In analyzing these 
examples, three main challenges have been identified:

resource requirements, including time, money and supporting materials; • 

low levels of employee engagement; and • 

inadequate essential skills to provide a foundation for learning.• 

Accessing Resources

//// Implementing and sustaining a work-related learning program is an investment in the human capital of an organization, 
and can require a variety of resources. Securing work-related learning resources is a commonly cited challenge for many 
SMEs. Businesses must not only find the money and time for work-related learning, but also the learning content, delivery 
methods, expertise, and other resources to meet their developmental needs. But as the examples below illustrate, there is a 
wide range of strategies that SMEs can adopt in order to mitigate resource challenges and ensure that employees get the 
work-related learning they need to contribute to the success of the company. 

Financial Constraints 

//// For many SMEs studied, the cost of providing a learning program is the biggest challenge. For many businesses, the 
main costs of work-related learning are the fees of the external training providers (e.g., course fees). Sometimes these costs 
are accompanied by the expense of sending employees off-site for training purposes. For businesses that conduct in-house 
training, expenses often include on-staff trainers, as well as the various material and technological resources required to 
support the program, such as computers, manuals, workbooks, and machines on which to practice. 

//// The costs of work-related learning programs can be significant—especially for smaller organizations with limited finan-
cial resources. For these SMEs, investments in work-related learning can strain the short term cash flows that allow the busi-
ness to maintain stock, make payroll commitments, and pay overhead expenses. In order to make ends meet, many SMEs 
use various strategies to help them offset the costs of their learning programs, including: 

leveraging in-house resources. •	 Many SMEs find ways of utilizing their own resources to build the skills and knowledge 
required by employees and the organization. This may involve owners or other experienced staff making their own time available for 
mentoring or training. This approach is exemplified by Camden Arts Centre, a small art venue in London, England. Wanting to give 
their volunteers a well-rounded knowledge of the art exhibition business along with practical experience, the Centre initiated a pro-
gram in which various departments develop, organize, and lead workshops for volunteers. The result is a low cost learning program 
that has achieved many positive impacts. The Pride of Bridlington, a fish and chip shop in the UK, showed how the value of the train-
ing expenditures can be stretched by having the trainee become the trainer to the rest of the company. After one owner developed her 
skills through training and achieving certification, she then returned to active duty and instructed the other members of the team.
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taking advantage of funding opportunities.•	  SMEs can take advantage of government and/or community programs 
that exist to help offset the costs of training courses. For example, Glades Lodge, a long term care facility, receives funding from the 
Nova Scotia government, making their learning initiatives more affordable. Although Glades Lodge does have to divert attention to 
responding to funding applications and ensuring that they meet criteria required of funders, it has enabled the company to provide 
the work-related learning that otherwise would not have been possible.

leveraging free work-related learning. •	 Other organizations have a mandate to provide training at no cost to interested 
parties, including SMEs of various descriptions. Raising the Roof, a micro-sized Toronto-based not-for-profit, is an example of an SME 
that actively seeks free work-related learning. For instance, Raising the Roof also learns from a variety of online learning resources 
available for organizations in the not-for-profit sector. Further, Raising the Roof has found a national newswire service that offers free 
workshops on current practices in social media releases. 

making use of apprenticeships and work placements. •	 SMEs can benefit from participation in apprenticeship or 
work placement programs that give employees or prospective employees valuable job experience often while at high school or post-
secondary levels. This is illustrated by BC Housing, a British Columbia provincial crown agency, which faced challenges in both re-
cruiting and retaining skilled employees. BC Housing partnered with community organizations to offer a job readiness program that 
provides valuable work experience to Aboriginal peoples while also helping organizations meet their workforce needs. 

//// The cost of the work time invested in learning initiatives is also a concern for many SMEs and their employees. Em-
ployees who pursue work-related learning, and owners or other key staff who design, conduct, or administer the learning 
programs, must take time out of their days for work-related learning tasks. Taking employees away from their duties can 
reduce productivity even as their salaries are being paid for time spent on learning activities. In one case, the Vikings Group 
estimates that it invests around 850 hours of work time each month (nearly three hours per employee) in its work-related 
learning activities. 

//// Some SMEs track the dollar value of the time management and staff spend on learning. For instance, the Camden Arts 
Centre estimates that each paid staff member invests about $1000 worth of paid work time to learning activities each year, 
while another SME studied, Blue Donkey, estimated that 13 per cent of their learning costs go to “lost work time.”19 

Time Constraints

//// Covering the financial cost of the time invested is a requirement for learning programs. However, simply finding the time 
required to develop staff and freeing staff from their normal responsibilities for work-related learning is a challenge in itself. 
For many SMEs, providing staff with development opportunities results in lost time on the job, which can reduce output or 
place additional burdens on other staff. Work-related learning often also puts more responsibilities on owners who have 
little time to spare. In some cases, owners not only have to invest time in planning and administering the work-related learn-
ing, but in delivering it as well. As a result, many SMEs are challenged to sustain its commitment of time to work-related 
learning as the time required to conduct business operations is a full-time job. 

//// Some work environments face unique challenges finding the time to learn. For example, those workplaces that oper-
ate 24 hours a day may find it difficult to schedule training as staff work in different shifts and at least some staff must be 
working at any given time. Making time for learning is also particularly challenging for organizations that face demanding 
operational requirements—for example, workplaces that are hectic and fast-paced, or where work arises unpredictably and 
requires rapid response. This is the case for Diesel Electrics, a vehicle repair and service business in Australia. The business 
must find ways to support the skills and knowledge upgrading of its staff in a way that does not diminish its capacity to 
respond to repair and service needs in a timely manner.

19 national Training Awards 2010.
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//// Many of the SMEs studied for this report provide examples of effective ways of dealing with these challenges, including: 

Planning and scheduling.•	  Through careful planning and scheduling of work-related learning, businesses can structure work-
related learning into their operations in ways that preserve staffing requirements, and avoids the need to employ replacement or 
temporary staff. In some businesses, planning and scheduling involves timing learning activities to maximize the number of employ-
ees that can participate in them at a given time. This can be seen in Littlehampton Child Care, a nationally accredited and licensed 
child care service that must abide by Australian government regulations that dictate the maximum ratio of children per caregiver. 
Littlehampton sees careful scheduling as the best way it can successfully meet government regulations by keeping staff on duty, 
while freeing others for training and development.

flexibility.•	  When finding the time to learn is made difficult due to the nature of the business, businesses benefit from having 
work-related learning programs that are flexible. One way this can be accomplished is to diversify learning activities through a 
combination of on-site, off-site, and/or online delivery. In addition, making use of “down time” where possible, by slotting learning 
activities into off-seasons or less busy times of the week, is a good way to ensure that learning takes place, despite difficult or un-
predictable scheduling requirements. (For more on learning program flexibility, see Section 4.3.)

dedication—going “above and beyond”.•	  Any successful work-related learning program takes dedication and commit-
ment. However, in SMEs where finding the time to learn is a particular challenge, it is often the dedication of key staff or owners to 
go “above and beyond” their normal responsibilities that makes a work-related learning program successful. Dedication can involve 
these individuals’ using their own time after work, or during weekends, to plan or deliver learning activities. (For more on dedicated 
staff and owners, see Section 4.4.). 

at-work and at-home learning. •	 Learning also depends on the willingness of learners to invest their own time into their 
development. To help ease the costs of work time invested in learning, some SMEs support a mixed approach in which work time is 
provided for instruction, with other learning activities (e.g., studying, completing exercises, etc.) pursued on an employee’s own time. 
Further, some SMEs, such as Miami Cerebral Palsy Residential Services, make use of e-learning systems, giving employees the flexibil-
ity to access learning content at home, or wherever there is a computer with internet access, whenever they have the time to learn. 

corporate retreats.•	  Some SMEs host their employees for skills development sessions that occur during the evening or 
weekends. In this way, employers and employees use non-work time and/or non-paid time for team building, discussing busi-
ness issues, and developing the skills and knowledge of their staff. For example, Gilkatho, a coffee and equipment distributor 
based in Brisbane, Australia, hosts training retreats for two weekends every year. At venues chosen to engage employees, one 
day is spent on workshops relating to business needs (e.g., improving customer service) while the other day is for recreation 
and team-building. 

Expertise and Other Supporting Resources

//// Even if a company has the money and time to invest in the development of their employees’ skills and knowledge, they 
may not have the know-how or materials. As skills and knowledge needs become more complex, the non-financial learning 
resources required to meet a business’s needs are not always readily available. Developing advanced skills among adults 
requires expertise in curriculum design, learning administration, and classroom instruction. Depending on the subject, 
work-related learning can involve textbooks, manuals, new tools, and computers. Sometimes, SMEs supporting learning 
must have access to facilities in which work-related learning can occur—for example, dedicated classrooms, or equipment 
in dedicated training facilities. 

//// Blue Donkey, a uk-based telemarketing firm, offers an example of facilitating learning by implementing supporting re-
sources. With employees working on the telephone, it would have been difficult to measure the progress of each employee 
as they developed 20 critical telemarketing skills. Blue Donkey was able to implement a custom call logging system to 
measure the success of each call and the achievements of each employee. The output of the call logging system was used 
to fine tune each employees’ skills. Management believes that the call logging system helps supervisors spend more time 
providing more valuable one-on-one feedback to their team. Without the call logging system as a supporting resource, it is 
unlikely that the learning program at Blue Donkey would have been so successful.
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//// In general, SMEs with successful learning programs have gained access to the expertise and supporting resources either 
by locating a source in the community, or developing the resources in-house.

leverage external expertise and facilities.•	  Many of the SMEs studied rely on external training providers for their 
expertise. External providers also provide classrooms, advanced equipment for practice, and materials that support learning. Some 
SMEs turn to local colleges for expertise and facilities, while others rely on the support available from industry associations or for-
profit professional training companies. MW Canada, for example, received significant human and material resource support from the 
Textile Human Resources Council when it introduced its Skills and Learning Sites and Portals learning initiatives, including assistance 
with program development, administration, and creating suitable learning facilities and equipment. Additionally, MW Canada turned 
to faculty at Conestoga College to deliver GED preparation classes, and to The Literacy Group of Waterloo Region to assist with the 
provision of language and computer classes to employees. (For more on partnerships, see Section 4.5).

Build in-house capacity.•	  Some organizations are able to develop the resources they require and support them in-house, in-
cluding having full-time learning staff and setting aside physical space for learning activities. For example, James Cook High School 
in New Zealand has established its own Professional Learning Centre which contains classrooms and other meeting rooms, a library 
and administrative offices for the full-time learning staff. 

Enhancing Employee Engagement 

//// Many SMEs experience difficulties in fully engaging and motivating their employees to participate in work-related learn-
ing activities. A lack of employee engagement often means that organizations and their employees fail to reap the full 
benefits of learning programs, and thus fail to achieve a positive return on learning investments. Weak engagement and 
participation may also threaten enthusiasm among leaders and employees for future learning initiatives, thereby generating 
a workplace that is indifferent, or even hostile, to learning. 

//// There are many reasons why employees may not find work-related learning particularly engaging. Employees may feel 
that the learning is not relevant to the needs of their actual job functions, to their larger career ambitions, and/or to their 
general interests. In other cases, employees may feel that learning activities are not delivered in interesting ways, or in ways 
that are sensitive to their individual learning styles. Or, finally, employees may feel that work-related learning activities de-
mand too much of their time and attention, especially when scheduling requires that they participate after work hours. 

//// Organizations that are considering learning programs may want to engage employees by demonstrating the direct bene-
fits that they stand to gain by participating. The SMEs studied embraced a number of strategies to overcome the motivation 
and engagement challenge, including: 

Providing incentives.•	  Many SMEs motivate work-related learning among staff by recognizing and celebrating learning accom-
plishments through awards, certificates, ceremonies, or financial incentives such as bonuses. 

aligning with learners’ own interests and ambitions.•	  SMEs with effective work-related learning programs recog-
nize that employees are often more engaged when the learning activities are connected to employees’ broader career ambitions. 
For instance, providing work-related learning activities that allow for personal and professional growth—perhaps by combining job-
specific skills and knowledge with learning required by the entire industry—can improvement participation. 

offering a team approach to learning. •	 By participating in teams, some SMEs have observed maintained employee 
commitment to learning, including support and mentoring of others’ development. The District of Maple Ridge, a municipal govern-
ment in British Columbia, emphasizes learning in cohorts, in which groups of employees train and develop together through the 
various activities of the learning program.
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involving employees in program design, implementation, and management. •	 Some SMEs make efforts to 
engage employees in the design, implementation, and/or management of work-related learning programs. Involving employees in 
this way can help the organization take ownership of the learning program which, in turn, can improve participation and effective-
ness. The City of Grande Prairie, for example, credits the success of its learning programs, in part, to the inclusion of employees in 
program development and implementation. Frequent use of surveys, involvement of staff at all levels, and the inclusion of the City’s 
unions has all helped to contribute to the engagement of employees in the work-related learning program. 

Establishing work-related learning expectations.•	  Some SMEs have clear work-related learning expectations that 
help make learning a part of the workplace culture. These expectations can be supported through the performance management 
system, which helps employees see work-related learning as part of their jobs—just like showing up on time, and acting profes-
sionally. Environics, a public relations agency, requires employees to report on their learning activities on an annual basis, helping to 
ensure that staff is aware of what they are learning and their training and development goals. By establishing work-related learning 
expectations, staff will approach learning with the same commitment and professionalism that they apply to the rest of their tasks. 

Improving Employees’ Essential Skills

//// The ability of staff to effectively participate in work-related learning can be impeded by gaps in the essential skills needed 
to learn and apply learning. Gaps in essential skills (e.g., language, teamwork, communication, literacy, numeracy) may limit 
an employee’s readiness for learning, by preventing their engagement or understanding of learning content. 

//// For example, Trout River Industries, a manufacturer based in Prince Edward Island, initiated its work-related learning pro-
gram after hearing from the company’s welders that they were willing, but not ready, to achieve their learning objectives. 
When the company investigated further, they found that the welders lacked the essential skills needed to pass their skilled 
trade certification exams. Trout River responded by introducing a learning program that helps employees improve their es-
sential skills and provide a foundation for future learning and accreditation across the company.

//// In another example, Omega 2000 Cribbing, a Calgary based construction company, realized that low levels of literacy 
among employees were hampering their employee’s abilities to learn safety procedures. The company realized that it had 
to improve the basic skill levels of staff as a first step to ensuring workplace health and safety. 

//// In some cases studied, staff whose primary language is not the primary language of business faced additional challenges 
upgrading their skills and knowledge, as well as problems of workplace integration. At a number of SMEs studied, work-
related learning was implemented in order to overcome these challenges. At Miami Cerebral Palsy Residential Services, for 
example, a primarily Spanish-speaking workforce posed a challenge to implementing an organizational-wide e-learning 
program. It was also a problem for Maple Trade Finance, a financial services organization based in Halifax, which employs 
a multi-lingual staff to help clients working in non-English speaking countries. 

//// Other basic skills deficits—for example, in the use of computers or other technologies—may also impede an employee’s 
ability to participate in, and achieve maximum benefit from, learning activities. When Miami Cerebral Palsy Residential 
Services implemented their work-related e-learning program, management realized that some workers did not have the 
required basic computer literacy skills. As a result, management ensured that the e-learning program was complemented by 
computer training from its Management Information Systems Department to ensure that staff would be able to effectively 
access and interact with the online learning modules.
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//// The SMEs studied have adopted a variety of strategies to improve their employee’s essential skills in order to enhance 
their readiness for learning. These include:

Ensuring a non-judgmental environment.•	  Some employees may have limited essential skills because they have felt 
too embarrassed to come forward and address the issue in the past. In order for people to approach essential skills with the will-
ingness to learn, employers have to ensure that employees will not feel judged by the need for remedial learning. One way to ac-
complish this, as exemplified by Trout River, is to commit the entire organization to up-skilling their essential skills by assessing the 
literacy, communication, numeracy and other related skills in all employees. 

multi-lingual leadership. •	 As one aspect of an effective human resources strategy, SMEs may attempt to have their leader-
ship reflect the ethnic or linguistic makeup of their workforce. In the case of Miami Cerebral Palsy Residential Services, multi-lingual 
leadership supported the organization’s Spanish-speaking employees, allowing them to receive better guidance and assistance on 
how to effectively make use of the organization’s internet-based learning system. 

Partnerships with other organizations.•	  SMEs may need to access the expertise of external organizations to enable their 
learning programs’ to meet the communication development needs of employees whose primary language is not the language of 
business. In the case of Maple Trade Finance, for example, language training and assistance was accessed from Immigrant Settle-
ment and Integration Services—a Halifax-based immigrant support agency—thereby preparing new employees for future learning 
opportunities. 
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kEyS to SuccESS:
makIng learnIng Work In smes

The SMEs studied for this report show that there is no single technique, practice, or strategy 
to making work-related learning a success. Effective learning programs take a variety of forms 
as they respond to the unique needs of businesses; what works for one learning initiative may 
not work for another. Nevertheless, the 45 SMEs in Canada and other countries provide 
insight into the general features of effective work-related learning programs. 

Aligning Learner Needs with Organizational Goals

//// Many SMEs studied understand that the best learning outcomes often occur when learning contributes to both employ-
ee goals, on the one hand, and to organizational objectives, on the other. As learner needs and interests change, updating 
learning content can ensure that employees remain motivated to participate in the work-related learning. When employees 
perceive that work-related learning contributes to their own professional development—perhaps in ways that prepares their 
careers for new roles or responsibilities—their engagement is often improved.

//// This is illustrated by the experience of Custom Enterprises—a financial services company in the uk. The owner of the 
small company was spending much of his day supervising the work done by staff, rather than concentrating on running and 
growing the company. By investing in a work-related learning program, employees developed the skills required to success-
fully conduct the day-to-day operations of the firm. Both learner and owner benefit as employees are able to work more 
independently, freeing up management to concentrate on other tasks. As a result, the company has continued to grow at 
a fast pace and employees are more satisfied in their jobs. 

//// Work-related learning activities that connect with an employee’s personal interests, hobbies, or pursuits, can also ef-
fectively garner employee enthusiasm and participation. This is exemplified by Perfect 32, a dental practice based in the uk. 
When the business needed to improve nurses’ knowledge of dental record-keeping and related legal issues, it enrolled them 
in courses on forensic dentistry—leveraging their enthusiasm for the “CSI” television series. The result was learning content 
that interested the nurses, while they improved the skills and knowledge needed by the business. 

Implementing Learning in a Phased Approach 

//// Another key to successful work-related learning activities is developing and expanding learning initiatives in a phased-
approach. For example, learning activities may be offered on a trial basis at first, giving pilot users the chance to provide 
feedback to improve the program before full implementation. Subsequent expansion of learning activities may occur in 
phases, with each new phase employing a similar approach of trial and feedback. 

//// An incremental approach to implementation can ensure that learning activities continue to respond to the needs of the organ-
ization and employees, provide early opportunities for revision and improvement, and minimize costs that will not produce a return 
on investment. In addition, practices that encourage feedback on the learning activities before wider implementation can help to 
maintain employee engagement by ensuring that learning activities continually align learner needs with organizational goals.

//// Miami Cerebral Palsy Residential Services is a case in point. When the organization decided to use an e- learning system 
to up-skill its direct support workers, a group was formed to pilot the system prior to its full implementation. The pilot group 
met to share concerns, ranging from technical issues about how to use the system, to discussions about how to imple-
ment it into their work. By allowing employees a role in its implementation at each stage, they were able to take greater 
ownership of the system, and help mentor other employees in its use. Once the initial e-learning program was successfully 
established, the organization planned ways to expand its use across the organization.
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Taking a Longer-term Approach 

//// The SMEs studied show that implementing a work-related learning program that produces a return on investment can 
take time. Businesses may implement a work-related learning program with a surge of enthusiasm and support, expecting 
worthwhile results, but fail to maintain that enthusiasm and support long enough to see them. Many work-related learning 
programs that produce on-going results, and foster a culture of lifelong learning in the workplace do so by designing the 
programs, allocating resources and setting expectations around reasonable timelines. 

//// The case of MW Canada is instructive. MW Canada notes that an important factor in the success of its learning initiatives 
has been the sustained commitment of the organization’s leadership and employees over a number of years. From the out-
set, management at MW Canada understood that measureable returns might not appear for a number of years, even after 
sustained effort. It was only with on-going effort and support over time that the organization created a culture of lifelong 
learning—the result of a gradual process of building partnerships with community groups and government, sharing and 
implementing best practices with industry peers, and garnering employee engagement.

Building Flexibility into Learning Structures

//// Supporting a work-related learning program that is flexible can contribute to a workplace culture of learning and foster 
employee engagement and support—more so, perhaps, than highly structured and regimented work-related learning pro-
grams that sharply distinguish between “learning” time, and work time. Workers’ participation in learning can be facilitated 
by making activities flexible by diversifying learning activities through a combination of on-site, off-site, and online activities. 
By doing so, flexibility helps engage learners by accommodating their learning needs, including: 

individual learning style or preference (e.g., classroom based learning and online learning, •	
accommodating “visual learners” and “hands-on learners”); and

accessibility needs (ability to travel to offsite training providers vs. on-site training).•	

//// Accommodating different learner needs, while still achieving organizational goals, may involve supporting work-related learn-
ing initiatives of varying levels of formality as was observed at The national Maritime Museum in London, uk. Initial attempts 
to improve staff skills were met with a lackluster response from employees, in part due to concerns about the inflexibility of the 
program. In response, the Museum revamped the learning program to offer a much more flexible approach to skills development 
in which individual learning styles and schedules could be better accommodated. The result was an effective learning program 
that was readily accepted by staff, while still achieving the goal of having the learning recognized through national credentials. 

Making the Learning Applicable to the Work Environment

//// The best results for work-related learning may occur when the skills and knowledge developed are closely related to the skills 
and knowledge used on the job. Large organizations have the resources and critical mass to have the learning customized to their 
own needs. SMEs are more likely to rely on external, off-the-shelf training, where the curriculum has been developed by those 
unfamiliar with the specifics of the company and where the learning does not occur in the environment where it will be used. 

//// SMEs with effective learning programs, however, often find ways of making the learning applicable to the work environ-
ment. For instance, the Prince George Hotel, a hotel in Halifax, nova Scotia, offers immigrant workers a course called English 
in Workplace. English in the Workplace focuses on the development of English-language skills needed on the job, rather 
than English-language skills in general. English in the Workplace is integrated into the room attendant training and occurs 
in the hotel where trainers and trainees encounter all the vocabulary needed on the job.
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Leveraging Learning Champions 

//// Support for work-related learning often begins with organizational leaders acting as “learning champions”. In many 
SMEs, including those studied, the owner frequently plays an especially important role driving the success of work-related 
learning programs. Other times, it is the frontline managers, administrators or HR professionals that take on the additional 
tasks of planning, developing, and delivering the learning activities. 

//// For an example, learning champions proved critical to the success of the City of Grande Prairie’s work-related learning 
program, including the program’s Workplace Learning Committee (WLC). The WLC was championed by two senior-level 
staff whose persistence in designing and administering learning activities, even in the face of resistance among City lead-
ers, made the initiative a success. The WLC noted that the level of their success owes much to these staff for their “vision, 
encouragement, and support.”20

//// This was also the case for John Love Electrical, an electrical contracting business based in Queensland, Australia, that 
faced a critical shortage of skilled trades people. Rising to the occasion, the HR manager took ownership of the training 
and development needs of the company and implemented an apprenticeship-based learning program to develop a new 
generation of skilled workers for the company. 

Forging Partnerships to Support Learning

//// Partnerships can help businesses address common challenges to implementing and sustaining effective work-related 
learning, such as accessing the learning content and delivery methods that meet organizational and individual needs. 
Partnerships with a wide variety of organizations including labour, community groups, government agencies or even com-
petitors can help to raise the profile of a business and its learning program, which may bolster employee engagement and 
uptake. For instance, the City of Grande Prairie’s learning program was in part successful due to the contributions of the 
union in understanding of the skills and competency needs of City employees. 

//// In some cases, partnerships can help reduce the costs of work-related learning by providing free or subsidized learning 
activities. This is illustrated by the experience of BC Housing, a crown agency that provides subsidized housing to those in 
need. By partnering with community organizations, BC Housing’s work placement program provided valuable work experi-
ence to Aboriginal peoples, while reducing the cost to BC Housing of developing the skills and knowledge of new hires. 

//// Although, many of the SMEs studied have benefited greatly from work-related learning partnerships, partnering with 
other organizations, often with different commitments or goals, can present challenges. Challenges may arise agreeing on 
learning priorities, or how activities are designed or delivered. For example, Maple Trade Finance recognizes these challenges 
and works to overcome them by delegating one person to liaise with all parties, helping to ensure effective communication 
and sound relationships with the partnering agencies. 

//// Clearly though, in many of the SMEs studied, the benefits of partnerships outweigh the costs. The benefits of partner-
ships include: 

leveraging post-secondary training and apprenticeship programs. •	 Many SMEs are able to harness formal 
programs available in the community to meet their learning needs. In some cases, funding is available to offset course fees to the 
company’s learning budget. Some SMEs partner with colleges, taking advantage of expert faculty to provide training to employees—
e.g., through classroom-based instruction in topics relevant to the company. In addition, some SMEs sustain long-running 
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relationships with colleges and other institutions through the apprenticeship system. The fruitfulness of this type of relationship is 
demonstrated by the experience of Commercial Utility Brokers, a utilities broker and consultant in the UK—a quarter of whose em-
ployees are involved in apprenticeship course-work offered through a nearby college. Making use of the apprenticeship system in 
partnership with the college has been an important aspect of the company’s overall human resources strategy. Many previous ap-
prentices have been promoted to regular positions, reducing recruiting costs. 

accessing external expertise.•	  Accessing the expertise of other organizations in specific areas of required knowledge is a 
common reason that businesses seek out work-related learning partnerships. When Maple Trade Finance sought to employ a multi-
lingual staff, many of whom speak English as a second language, the company engaged Halifax-based Immigrant Settlement and 
Integration Services to conduct an assessment of the language skills and workplace integration needs of the employees, and to as-
sist with the delivery of ESL training. It was the expertise of this external organization that allowed Maple Leaf’s learning program to 
successfully integrate their diverse workers into the workplace and Canadian society in general. 

Assessing Needs and Defining Outcomes

//// Work-related learning is ultimately meant to contribute to organizational outcomes that improve bottom line perform-
ance. However, businesses cannot always know what amount, or what kind of work-related learning will produce a positive 
return on investment. Designing effective programs often involves identifying, with accuracy, where skills and knowledge 
gaps exist. For many of the 45 SMEs studied, assessing their learning needs and defining desired outcomes was the first step 
in designing effective learning activities. 

//// Organizations often perform formal learning needs assessments to plan learning activities that address the needs of 
the organization and those of their employees. needs assessments can take many forms, but often rely on evaluating the 
performance of the employee against a defined description of competencies required by a worker in that specific pos-
ition. They can involve assessments by direct supervisors or others that have detailed firsthand knowledge of the workers’ 
abilities, or they can involve performance metrics around of productivity and quality. By understanding the skills and 
knowledge that each employee needs to develop, the organization can achieve their learning objectives in a transparent 
and effective manner.

//// For example, Perfect 32, a dental practice based out of East yorkshire, uk, makes effective use of annual skills assess-
ments, which identify skills and knowledge gaps according to employee’s job descriptions. With skills and knowledge 
gaps identified for each employee, Perfect 32 is then able to develop a strategy to address them, ensuring that learning 
delivery and content is suited to the employee’s needs, personality, and learning style. By employing a learning program 
in this way, Perfect 32’s employees have developed the skills needed to support a new range of services that helped grow 
the company.

Recognizing Learning Achievements

//// For some employees, new skills and knowledge, along with the increased professional opportunities these provide, are 
reward enough for participating in learning opportunities. For others, more immediate recognition of achievements often 
increases enthusiasm and participation and contributes to the emergence of a workplace culture of learning. Many of the 
45 SMEs studied understand this, and create personal incentives for employees to succeed in work-related learning. 

//// The case studies reveal that SMEs with effective learning programs recognize and celebrate learning achievements in 
a number of ways. Many SMEs, such as Blue Donkey, connect pay raises, bonuses, or other financial incentives to learn-
ing achievements. Others, such as Trout River Industries, a manufacturing firm in PEI, recognize learning achievements by 
awarding pins to employees that indicate levels of progress.
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Supporting Informal Learning

//// The cases studied for this research demonstrate that work-related learning does not need to be formal to achieve results. 
Rather, informal means of transferring knowledge and skills appear common among SMEs with effective learning programs. 
Ways of supporting informal learning such as mentoring relationships, and lunch and learn sessions have proven to be 
effective ways of developing the competencies required to remain competitive over the long term. Further, supports for 
informal learning can develop these skills in a cost-effective and flexible manner, as learning occurs on-the-job, as needed, 
in a way that can work around other business priorities. 

//// However, informal work-related learning may appear so commonplace that it goes unnoticed by formal skills measure-
ments, or simply understood as business-as-usual by employer and employees. They key to success is to not ignore the 
learning that may be occurring in the organizations in less formal ways. Rather, efforts to recognize and bolster traditions 
of informal learning can preserve unique, tested-and-true in-house techniques and knowledge, and ultimately support a 
competitive advantage, as was demonstrated by Verriers Engineering, a provider of engineering repair services in Australia 
with an award winning approach to informal work-related learning.

Sharing Learning Programs with Other Organizations

//// Some SMEs studied were so successful in implementing their work-related learning programs that other organizations 
have shown interest in implementing similar programs. In fact, some SMEs have opened their work-related learning pro-
grams to other organizations so that more organizations and learners can develop the skills and knowledge needed to be 
successful. By having other organizations share in learning activities, the costs of their own learning program might be off-
set, which may make their learning programs more sustainable. For example, the District of Maple Ridge opens its learning 
program to other organizations in the community if the enrolment of Maple Ridge staff does not fill the classroom. By hav-
ing other organizations in the community pay to have their staff participate in Maple Ridge’s learning program, it ensures 
that the cost to develop the skills and knowledge of each employee remains at a constant, justifiable level. 

//// A few SMEs studied took sharing the learning program with other organizations one step further and now provide their 
work-related learning programs to other organizations as a for-profit part of their business. For example, Aquila Tours, 
a tour operator based in Saint John, new Brunswick, has transformed its internal tour guide learning program into two 
fee-based training and certification products available to other tour companies. Of particular benefit to the company, the 
Centre for Cruise Excellence and the Tour Guide Excellence programs provide the seasonal tour operator with revenues 
during off-season. 

//// Perhaps ultima Cleaning, a professional cleaning company specializing in crime scene services, is the most developed 
example of this. The company has spun off their work-related learning program as a standalone professional academy that 
is establishing the competency standards required by professional crime scene cleaners across the uk. 

kEyS to SuccESS:
makIng learnIng Work In smes
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MEaSuring 
thE rEturnS
on Work-related learnIng 
Investments

Employers want to know how to maximize the return on their investments in work-related 
learning, or whether they are worth making at all. They want to know about the level of 
investment to make in terms of time, effort, and money; and which learning practices will 
best achieve their learning objectives. By measuring the outcomes of investments in learning, 
these decisions can be better supported. 

//// Employers are more inclined to spend on work-related learning programs if they think it makes them better business 
performers. However, some may not be able to see the causal connection.21 Many SMEs face challenges in accurately as-
sessing the impacts of their work-related learning programs on the organization and the learner. Many employers struggle 
to find measures that are quantifiable, and that correctly attribute the impacts (e.g., improved performance) to the learning 
programs alone. This is often especially the case in SMEs that lack a dedicated HR function to perform these evaluations. 

//// The SMEs studied for this report have implemented learning programs that have been recognized through awards pro-
grams, lists of top employers and other forms of recognition, as being effective. Looking at how these learning programs 
have demonstrated their value to employers and employees may help shed further light onto the state of measurement of 
work-related learning programs at SMEs. 

The State of Measurement

//// The SMEs studied reveal differing approaches to measuring the impacts of learning on the learners and the organiza-
tion. Even among learning programs that have been deemed effective, few attempt formal assessments of the impacts of 
their efforts. Some SMEs speak of a desire to implement rigorous learning evaluation practices, but do not see a practical or 
cost-effective means of action. Rather, attempts to understand progress towards learning objectives are frequently informal 
and anecdotal. However, even while few have hard numbers to report, many are confident that the impacts they witness 
can be attributed in whole or in part to the learning initiatives. 

//// SMEs have observed informally many benefits of their learning programs, such as:

engaging staff in the company;•	

workers taking more ownership and pride in their work; •	

employees interacting more successfully with clients; and having enhanced customer service lead to greater customer satisfaction; •	

enhanced teamwork; •	

workplace cultures that support ongoing learning, innovation and creativity; and •	

running their operations more smoothly with a reduced need for staff supervision.•	

//// One example of an effective learning program that uses anecdotal evaluations of their learning program is Cyber Hair, 
a hair studio in Australia that was awarded the Prime Minister’s Award for Small Business of the Year for its ongoing 

21 Hughes and Grant, 55.
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commitment to work-related learning. Despite Cyber Hair’s commitment to its learning program, there is little formal 
attempt to measure the impact of the learning beyond the ongoing survival of the organization as a whole. Rather man-
agement are satisfied with being able to observe in an informal way their clients’ satisfaction, and workers’ loyalty to the 
company. The company does not perceive the need to create formalized metrics. 

Metrics Used by SMEs

//// Some SMEs recognized as having effective learning programs attempt to measure the impact of their learning practices 
on the organization and/or the learners in a more formal way. Eleven of the cases studied showed signs of systematic meas-
urements ranging from the modest to the significant. Some ask participants to provide feedback on their experience on the 
training and its impacts sometime after the learning occurred. CGA-Canada, a professional association for accountants, is 
one such organization. CGA-Canada evaluates the impact of the work-related learning after 6 months with an employee 
survey. The survey measures the degree to which behaviours were retained and incorporated on the job and have led to 
performance improvements in the individual as well as for the organization. 

//// Another SME that emphasizes the importance of learning evaluation is Assumption Life, a Canadian financial services 
provider. The company believes that the continued support among management, supervisors and staff for its learning 
program will be best maintained if all can clearly communicate the impacts of the work-related learning. As such, the com-
pany invests considerable effort in measuring the impacts of their learning program by regularly tracking learners’ progress 
through formal progress meetings and balanced scorecard results (a tool that measures the performance of employees in 
executing their assigned tasks from financial and customer service perspectives) and have been able to show its positive 
impact on both learners and the organization. 

Measures of Learning: Enhanced individual-level competencies

//// SMEs that do formally evaluate the outcomes of work-related learning often choose metrics that measure progress to-
wards their learning goals. The most common forms of evaluation measure the impact on learners’ enhanced competencies 
on the organization, such as boosts to productivity, enhanced technical skills and improved customer service. 

Camden Arts Centre in London, UK can point to the nine volunteers now working as paid exhibition or education assistants •	
as evidence of work-related learning success.

A full 90 per cent of workers who participated in the learning program at Christies Care, a provider of case services to •	
learning disabled adults, said that they were more confident afterwards in offering services to clients, leading to improved 
customer satisfaction results.

Workers at Trout River Industries are now able to produce a trailer in just over a day, compared to the three or four days it took •	
previously. Thus, this organization observed an increase in productivity of 300-400 per cent. 

The Social Studio, a clothing manufacturer and retailer in Melbourne, Australia, found that staff who underwent work-related •	
learning described positive changes to their: self-confidence, sense of belonging and acceptance, levels of safety awareness, 
achievement, and thoughts about the future. 

Enfield Homes, an organization that oversees rental properties in the UK, reported that their work-related learning resulted in the •	
proportion of avoidable contacts with clients fell from 42.2 per cent prior to the training to 33.4 per cent, an indication of enhanced 
customer service competencies. 

MEaSuring 
thE rEturnS
on Work-related learnIng 
Investments
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Measures of Learning: Support for organizational change

//// A second broad category of measurement responds to the organization’s desire to track progress towards organizational 
change, such as new business practices, organizational structures or workplace culture. The success of work-related learn-
ing in supporting organizational change is often measured in terms of increased revenues, enhanced customer satisfaction, 
and increased levels of client retention and return business. 

Christies Care can point to nine new contracts secured since the learning program was implemented, worth approximately £70,000. •	

Perfect 32 Dental attributes a 28 per cent increase in revenues to its learning activities which contributed to improving efficiencies, •	
increasing productivity levels, and introducing new services to clients. 

Blue Donkey notes that •	 client satisfaction rates rose 13 per cent between 2006/07 and 2008/09, and client retention rates increased 
by 52 per cent between 2005/06 and 2009/10—results which the company attributes, in large part, to its learning program. These 
improvements lead to increased revenues which Blue Donkey shared with its workers through increased wages. The learning pro-
gram was seen as partial cause for the monthly incomes of staff increasing from £2,000 in 2005 to £3,650 in 2010. 

Measures of Learning: Workforce development, attraction, retention and succession planning

//// The final broad category of measures are those that evaluate the ability of the organization to develop, attract and retain 
talent, and implement succession planning. Some SMEs studied measure these workforce benefits through retention rates 
and employee satisfaction. For instance:

After implementing a learning program, i3 International, a high-technology manufacturer in Ontario, points to the retention rate of •	
some departments hitting 100 per cent as a sign of its success. 

Staff retention at Blue Donkey rose from 52 per cent in 2005/06 to 81 per cent in 2009/10.•	

Wequassett, an American luxury resort, observed a 2.6 per cent turnover rate in 2010, significantly lower than the average of 37 per •	
cent experienced by competitors.

Despite a tight labour market that threatened to constrain growth, John Love Electrical has grown from one operation to three, with •	
an accompanying growth in employment of 300 per cent. 

MEaSuring 
thE rEturnS
on Work-related learnIng 
Investments

26



apply ing EffEctivE
Work-related learnIng Programs 
In other smes

Canada’s prosperity is based to a large extent on the economic health of its small- and 
medium-sized employers. That health, in turn, depends on the skills and knowledge of 
employees. In the face of new competitive demands arising from globalization, an increasingly 
knowledge-based economy, and the need to replace the skill-sets of retiring workers, work-
related learning is an important means for SMEs to meet organizational objectives. 

//// The 45 learning programs analyzed in this report can help other SMEs in the decision to invest in the skills and knowledge 
of their employees as they show that learning programs can be effective in driving SMEs to achieving their business objectives. 
Together, the examples reveal the many reasons why SMEs commit to learning programs. Many learning programs aim to 
up-skill employees in order to boost productivity, enhance technical skills, or improve customer service. Other SMEs implement 
learning programs in order to support organizational changes such as new business models, integrating new workforces or 
the desire to foster a culture of learning. yet other SMEs see learning as a means of addressing the realities of a tight labour 
market by offering the work-related learning to develop, attract, and retain the highly skilled workforce they need.

//// Perhaps most useful to other SMEs, the examples here show that even highly successfully learning programs have dif-
ficulties in implementing practices and/or achieving desired outcomes. The SMEs studied faced many challenges including 
gaining access to required resources of money, time, knowhow, and tools required to implement and maintain their learn-
ing programs. However, it is not that these learning programs faced challenges that is of particular note, but rather how 
they overcame them. The effective programs studied reveal a number of common keys to success that other businesses 
should consider as they support their own work-related learning initiatives. In particular, other SMEs should consider: 

aligning learner needs with organizational goals; •	

implementing learning in a phased manner, while looking for feedback at each step; •	

taking a long term approach to commitments and expectations•	

making the learning flexible to the organization and learner; •	

having a leader act as the learning champion; •	

forging strategic partnerships with the broader community;  •	

assessing needs and defining desired outcomes; •	

recognizing the achievements of learners;•	

sharing the learning program with other organizations.•	 22 

//// The SMEs also offer a variety of approaches to measuring the impacts of learning programs. Some rely on informal, 
anecdotal means of understanding the return on their learning investments. Others have been able to measure the impact 
of their learning programs by attributing a significant share of organizational success to work-related learning. At least for 
some, their ability to evaluate the benefits versus the costs of learning is key to maintaining support for learning across the 
organization. While the kinds and formality of measurements differ across SMEs, they all believe strongly that work-related 
learning is achieving significant benefits for the organization and learner. 

//// While every business faces a unique set of needs and challenges, there is much that can be learned from the SMEs 
studied for this report. Many Canadian organizations can look to the experiences of these effective learning programs as 
examples to follow as they strive to achieve their potential. 

22 These keys to success align well with the findings of the previous study. See Watt and kitagawa 2009, 2.
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aPPendIx a

SME Work-rElatEd 
lEarning Matrix
//// The following set of summary matrices provides an overview of all 45 effective programs in terms of location, number 
of employees, sector, learning objectives, inputs, and outcomes. To assist SMEs locate the learning programs that may be 
of most interest to them, three summary tables appear based on size of organization: 

Table 2: Micro-sized enterprises (those employing fewer than 20 workers); •	

Table 3: Small-sized enterprises (those employing between 20 and 99 workers); and •	

Table 4: Medium-sized enterprises (those employing between 100 and 499 workers). •	

//// For detailed descriptions (3-4 page studies) of each of the 45 SMEs and their learning programs listed below, please refer 
to the companion report, Case Studies in Effective Work-related Learning in SMEs (Conference Board of Canada, 2011).

Table 2: Work-related Learning Programs at Micro-Sized Enterprises 
(fewer than 20 employees)
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Custom 
Enterprises

UK 6 Financial services To reduce 
supervision, and 
increase autonomy of 
a growing workforce.

Learning needs 
assessments and 
development plans 
updated every 6 
months.

Management now 
able to concentrate 
on running the 
company.

Raising 
the Roof

Toronto, 
Ontario

6 Not-for-profit Develop work-
related knowledge 
and expertise; 
and support 
career progression 
from within the 
organization.

Extensive use of 
work-related learning 
provided at no-cost, 
as well as for some 
for-fee training.

Increased 
engagement and 
collaboration among 
staff, as well as the 
ability to promote 
from within.

Gilkatho Australia 7 Retail, 
wholesale, and 
warehousing

To provide superior 
customer service, and 
retain staff.

Learning 
assessments, weekly 
workshops, and 
training retreats.

Greater client 
satisfaction, and 
workers able to see 
jobs as careers.

Diesel 
Electrics

Australia 12 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific 
services

To develop the 
highly skilled 
workforce required to 
respond to business 
opportunities.

5-day orientation 
program, on-site 
training room, 
travel to attend 
qualifications’ 
training. 

Improved employee 
expertise and 
professionalism.
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Perfect 32 UK 12 Health care, and 
social services

To develop the skills 
needed to provide a 
new range of services 
to clients.

Learning needs 
assessment, courses 
on customer service, 
and technical skills 
development.

New services on offer 
to clients, and an 
increased client base.

Verriers 
Engineering

Australia 13 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To transfer skills and 
knowledge to the 
next generation of 
workers. 

Mentoring and on-
the-job learning 
supported by 
apprenticeships.

Retaining high-
skilled techniques 
from generation to 
generation.

Cyber Hair Australia 15 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To develop workers’ 
abilities to offer 
superior services.

Apprenticeships, and 
ongoing in-house 
training.

Hair stylists able 
to offer the latest 
fashions.

Pride of 
Bridlington

UK 15 Accommodation, 
and food

To address lagging 
employee skills in 
the area of customer 
service.

Owner takes training 
and shares acquired 
skills and knowledge 
with staff through 
workshops and one-
on-one coaching.

Customers served 
with greater 
efficiency and 
personal attention.

Little- 
hampton 
Child Care 
Centre

Australia 15 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To address an 
emerging need for 
qualified workers 
given impending 
skills shortages and 
new government 
regulations.

Employees 
choose at least 
four professional 
development courses, 
and mandatory safety 
courses.

Staff have acquired 
the qualifications 
required by new 
regulations.

Commercial 
Utility Brokers

UK

Un
de

r 2
0 Utilities To up-skill staff at 

all levels to support 
business growth.

Apprenticeships, 
self-directed course 
enrolment, and 
specialized, in-house 
training.

Improved staff 
competence, 
confidence, morale, 
and enthusiasm. 

Source: The Conference Board of Canada, 2011.
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Table 3: Work-related Learning Programs at Small-Sized Enterprises 
(20-99 employees)
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Maple Trade 
Finance

Halifax, 
Nova Scotia

21 Financial services To assist with 
recruitment, and 
integration of new 
immigrant employees 
into the workplace.

ESL training, 
mentoring, and 
on-boarding for 
immigrant workers.

Successful 
recruitment and 
integration of new 
employees into the 
company.

Gwellheans UK

Un
de

r 2
5 Health care, and 

social services
To improve 
the emotional 
intelligence of 
employees.

Emotional 
intelligence 
training, 6 month 
development plan, 
and ongoing buddy 
system.

Improved 
communication, 
teamwork, 
empathy, and time 
management of 
workers.

Camden Arts 
Centre

UK 25 Information, 
and cultural 
industries

To maximize the 
contributions of 
volunteers by 
building their skills 
and knowledge.

Learning modules 
developed and 
implemented by each 
department.

More volunteers 
obtaining new and 
sometimes paying 
positions at the 
Centre and at other 
organizations.

SPM Learning Toronto, 
Ontario

30 Education To build employees’ 
skills and knowledge, 
in particular, to 
address gaps in 
computer skills.

Offsite courses, 
informal lunch 
and learns; and 
experienced 
employees coaching 
less experienced 
ones.

Improved computer 
skills that keeps the 
company ahead of 
the competition.

Blue Donkey UK 30 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To up-skill employees 
from semi-skilled 
workers to skilled 
professionals.

Training course, one-
on-one mentoring, 
and a skills tracking 
system.

Workers able to 
support new business 
model that leads 
to increased client 
satisfaction and 
retention.

Allendale 
Electronics

Lockeport, 
Nova Scotia

35 Manufacturing To overcome the 
limitations of their 
small town location 
to access the skills 
and knowledge 
needed for advanced 
manufacturing.

Formal and informal 
development 
of advanced 
manufacturing skills 
and knowledge.

Improved ability 
of workers from 
the community to 
provide the skills and 
knowledge required.

aPPendIx a

SME Work-rElatEd 
lEarning Matrix
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Omega 2000 
Cribbing

Calgary, 
Alberta

40 Construction To enhancing 
workplace health 
and safety, and to 
transition young 
workers into the 
industry.

Health and safety 
training, and 
essential skills 
development.

Reduced health and 
safety incidents, and 
became an employer 
of choice for young 
workers.

Trout River 
Industries

Coleman, 
Prince 
Edward 
Island

45 Manufacturing To improve firm 
productivity and 
performance by 
enhancing essential 
skills. 

Trout River 101, 
an in-house work-
related learning 
initiative teaching 
teamwork, attitude, 
communication, 
leadership and 
respect.

Improvement in 
productivity—units 
now produced in 
approximately one 
day versus 3-4 days.

Ultima 
Cleaning

UK

Un
de

r 5
0 Support services To develop a new 

profession of workers 
with specific skills 
and knowledge.

A learning academy 
as a spin-off to 
provide training to a 
new profession.

Able to provide 
specialized services 
at a premium price.

The Social 
Studio

Australia 50 Manufacturing To provide at-
risk youth with 
opportunities to 
develop skills and 
competencies for 
meaningful, long 
term employment.

Both formal and 
informal learning 
in clothing design, 
manufacture, and 
retail, as well as 
gaining experience in 
running of a café. 

Workers acquiring 
the credentials to 
find meaningful 
employment, 
improved view of 
themselves and their 
futures.

Aquila Tours Saint John, 
New 
Brunswick

59 Arts, 
entertainment, 
and recreation

To find, recruit, retain, 
and develop talented 
and motivated 
employees.

A mix of industry 
learning tours, 
university courses, 
workshops, seminars, 
and teambuilding 
events.

Strong business 
growth over 15 
years attributed in 
part to learning and 
development.

MW Canada Cambridge, 
Ontario

65 Manufacturing To prepare employees 
to meet ongoing and 
future challenges in 
the industry.

Technical skills 
developed through 
e-learning portals, 
supervisory certificate 
program, and 
computer skills 
training.

Improvements in 
employees’ self-
esteem, teamwork, 
critical thinking skills, 
writing, reading, and 
other communication 
skills. 

Bariatix Lachine, 
Quebec

93 Manufacturing To provide the 
skills to operate 
an efficient and 
safe manufacturing 
facility; and to retain 
staff.

External and in-house 
training based on 
company need and 
employee interest

Source: The Conference Board of Canada, 2011.
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Table 4: Work-related Learning Programs at Medium-Sized Enterprises 
(100-499 employees)
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Environics Toronto, 
Ontario

100 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To improve skills 
and knowledge of 
employees to ensure 
competitiveness.

On-site training 
as well as training 
through local 
colleges and 
universities.

Improved client 
satisfaction, and 
increased ability to 
win new contracts.

i3 International Scarborough, 
Ontario

110 Manufacturing To maintain 
its competitive 
advantage through 
the technological 
competencies, 
and up-to-date 
knowledge of 
employees.

Twice a month 
mandatory, in-house 
technical training, 
as well as safety 
and communications 
skills training.

Enhanced customer 
satisfaction, 
employee retention 
and organization 
communication.

John Love 
Electrical

Australia 110 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To allow for the 
continued growth 
of the company by 
developing a pool of 
qualified workers.

Apprenticeship, 
dedicated training 
facility, and ongoing 
skills development.

Company now has 
3 locations and 
110 staff. A 300% 
increase from 
before the learning 
program.

Glades Lodge Halifax, 
Nova Scotia

140 Health care, and 
social services

To update 
the technical, 
communication, and 
computer skills of 
employees.

Courses on academic 
upgrading, ESL 
development, and 
computer literacy.

More independent 
and knowledgeable 
employees that 
are better able to 
communicate with 
each other and 
clients.

CGA 
Association of 
Canada

Burnaby, 
British 
Columbia

142 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To enhance employee 
performance, 
engagement, 
and successions 
planning.

Learning needs 
assessment, 32 in-
house courses, and 
132 external courses.

Improved employee 
engagement, 
retention and 
collaboration.

James Cook 
High School

New 
Zealand

144 Education To support 
collaborative 
decision-making 
and foster a 
positive working 
environment.

A learning 
directorate to 
oversee leadership 
development of 
managers and 
professional 
development of 
teachers. 

Improved 
collaboration 
among all staff and 
improved scholastic 
environment for 
students.

aPPendIx a

SME Work-rElatEd 
lEarning Matrix
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Prince George 
Hotel

Halifax, 
Nova Scotia

150 Accommodation, 
and food

To meet the 
challenges 
of recruiting, 
developing 
and integrating 
immigrant 
employees, and 
temporary foreign 
workers.

ESL training, 
hospitality skills 
training, GED and 
other academic 
upgrading courses. 

Improvements 
in employees’ 
independence, self-
confidence, and 
capacity to learn, 
as well as language 
skills.

 Christies Care UK 182 Health care, and 
social services

To support market 
specialization in 
care for those with 
learning disabilities. 

Nationally 
recognized training 
in partnership with 
the British Institute of 
Learning Disabilities.

New business 
contracts, generating 
approximately 
£180,000 in 
additional revenue.

Assumption 
Life

Moncton, 
New 
Brunswick

223 Financial services To offer learning 
that was cost-
effective, relevant; 
and part of workers’ 
performance goals.

Orientation and 
learning profiles for 
each position and 
level in the company.

A learning program 
that develops 
the skills that the 
company needs 
and drives levels 
of employee 
satisfaction.

BC Safety 
Authority

New 
Westminster, 
British 
Columbia

248 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To provide the skills 
to support existing 
services, and offer 
new services to the 
public

In-house and 
external training 
courses. Professional 
development budget 
of over $200,000.

Staff able to 
confidently offer new 
services as well as 
remaining competent 
in existing services.

ISP Sports USA 250 Professional, 
technical, and 
scientific services

To give salespeople 
the skills that help 
forge relationships 
and close deals.

The ISP Sports 
Academy that 
supports the ongoing 
self-improvement of 
staff.

Development 
of long-term 
relationships with 
clients. Higher 
closing ratios

Pete’s 
Frootique

Bedford, 
Nova Scotia

280 Retail, 
wholesale, and 
warehousing

To prepare 
employees to serve 
highly sophisticated 
and knowledgeable 
customers. 

Product 
demonstrations, 
resource information, 
newsletters, 
supervisory skills 
training, and 
communication skills 
training.

High customer 
satisfaction and 
employee retention.

Composites 
Atlantic

Lunenburg, 
Nova Scotia

300 Manufacturing To up-skill local 
workers to industry 
standards. 

In-house training 
supported by a 
budget of $900 per 
worker for external 
training.

Employees that 
meet the skills and 
knowledge standards 
of the industry.

The Vikings 
Group

Australia

Ov
er

 3
00 Arts, 

entertainment, 
and recreation

To improve employee 
performance; 
and to provide 
employees with 
career and growth 
opportunities.

Vikings Cadetship 
Program’s courses 
cover various aspects 
of the hospitality 
industry, such as 
reception, cellar, and 
bar operations.

Enhanced customer 
service. Providing 
employees 
opportunities for 
promotion.
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Miami 
Cerebral Palsy 
Residential 
Services

USA 318 Health care, and 
social services

To boost employee 
performance while 
addressing language 
and cultural barriers. 

16 e-learning 
modules supported 
by computer skills 
training.

Increase in staff 
performance and 
productivity. 

Enfield Homes UK 320 Real estate, 
rental, and 
leasing

To improve customer 
service, and reduce 
avoidable contact 
with customers.

Workshops 
facilitated by a 
training provider 
that specializes in 
theatre-inspired 
environments.

Rise in customer 
satisfaction and 
decrease in customer 
complaints.

Wequassett 
Resort and Golf 
Club

USA 340 Accommodation, 
and food

To produce the skills 
and knowledge 
needed to meet 
standards of 
excellence.

Wequassett Academy 
delivers 77 courses; 
some are mandatory; 
some are elective.

Helps the resort 
continue to meet its 
reputation for high 
quality service. 

National 
Energy Board

Calgary, 
Alberta

368 Government To attract and 
retain highly skilled 
workers, transfer 
knowledge among 
them and develop 
leaders.

Formal and informal 
supports for 
learning, as well as 
an emerging leaders 
program.

Successful 
recruitment and 
retention of qualified 
employees, and 
development of 
emerging leaders.

BC Housing Burnaby, 
British 
Columbia

400 Government To use a pre-
employment 
learning program 
as a recruitment 
and candidate 
assessment strategy. 

Tailored internships 
to specific 
occupational needs 
of the organization.

Successful 
recruitment of 
participants into 
vacancies, and 
development of a list 
of qualified future 
candidates and 
contractors.

District of 
Maple Ridge

Maple 
Ridge, 
British 
Columbia

400 Government To create a learning 
environment, and 
foster success 
planning.

Onsite certificate and 
diploma courses, 
informal lunch-and-
learn workshops, 
and professional 
coaching.

Enriched learning 
environment 
developing 
tomorrow’s leaders.

National 
Maritime 
Museum

UK 460 Information, 
and cultural 
industries

To give employees 
the skills and 
knowledge to guide 
tours and interpret 
exhibits.

Nationally 
recognized learning 
program, skills 
assessments, and 
5-days of peer 
mentoring.

Higher customer 
satisfaction as staff 
have transitioned 
from “wardens” to 
“guides”.

City of Grande 
Prairie

Grande 
Prairie, 
Alberta

Un
de

r 5
00 Government To equip staff with 

skills and knowledge 
to deal with rapid 
and constant change.

A Workplace 
Learning Committee 
established to 
oversee the learning 
program, and a 
Leadership Institute 
Program to develop 
leaders in-house.

Strong progress 
towards 
development and 
maintenance of a 
workplace culture of 
continuous learning.

Source: The Conference Board of Canada, 2011.
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//// The SMEs for this report study cover a broad array of organizations by size, sector, and geographical region (including a 
mix of Canadian and international organizations). They are detailed in Appendix B in order to detail the types of SMEs that 
inform this report.

Geographical Region

//// The 45 work-related learning programs include a mix of Canadian and international examples (22 and 23 programs, 
respectively). The international organizations come from the united kingdom, Australia, the united States of America, and 
new zealand. (See Table 5.) The 22 Canadian SMEs are displayed by geographical region in Table 6.

Table 5: SMEs by Country

country number of SmEs

Canada 22

united kingdom 11

Australia 8

united States 3

new zealand 1

Total 45

Source: The Conference Board of Canada, 2011.

Table 6: Canadian SMEs by Region

canadian region number of SmEs

Atlantic Canada (Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova 
Scotia, New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island)

9

Quebec 1

Ontario 5

Western Canada (Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, 
and British Columbia)

7

Total 22

Source: The Conference Board of Canada, 2011.
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Size of Organization

//// The SMEs studied represent a wide range of organizational sizes, from 6 employees to just less than 500. Among the 
45 SMEs, 11 are micro-sized enterprises (less than 20 employees), 12 are small enterprises (20-99 employees) and 22 are 
medium-sized enterprises (100-499 employees). (See Table 7.)

Table 7: SMEs by Organization Size

Size (number of employees) number of SmEs

Micro (<20) 11

Small (20-99) 12

Medium (100-499) 22

Total 45

Source: The Conference Board of Canada, 2011.

Industry Sector

//// The SMEs also represent a wide array of industry sectors, and include both private and public enterprises. (See Table 8.) 
The most common sector among the SMEs studied for this report is professional, scientific, and technical services, followed 
by manufacturing, and health care and social services. 

Table 8: SMEs by Industry Sector

Sector number of SmEs

Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 11

Manufacturing 7

Heath Care, and Social Services 5

Accommodation, and Food 3

Financial Services 3

Government 3

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 2

Education 2

Information, and Cultural industries 2

Retail, Wholesale, and Warehousing 2

Construction 1

Not-for-profit 1

Support Services 1

Real estate, Rental, and Leasing 1

Utilities 1

Total 45

Source: The Conference Board of Canada, 2011.
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//// In order to inform this report, 45 SMEs with effective work-related learning programs were identified, selected and 
studied. This was achieved by the following methodology.

Identify recognition programs

//// The Conference Board identified programs that have recognized effective work-related learning programs in the past 
five years by awarding prizes, publishing lists, reporting leading examples, among other forms of recognition. SMEs studied 
for this report were recognized by:

The Canadian Awards for Training Excellence;•	

Canada’s Top 100 Employers •	 (and associated provincial/regional competitions);

Best Employers for New Canadians;•	

Council of the Federation Literacy Award;•	

Canadian Association of Municipal Administrators’ Workplace Literacy/Learning Awards;•	

National Award for Small Business Skills Development;•	

Sharing the Flame: Recognizing Excellence in Learning; •	

UK Skills’ National Training Awards•	  (and associated regional competitions);

The Australian Training Awards •	 (and associated state competitions);

Training Magazine’s•	  “Training Top 125”; and

Investors in People New Zealand Case Studies.•	

//// These recognition programs were a rich source for identifying many effective practices and were useful: 

in facilitating the discovery of work-related programs implemented in SMEs; •	

in filtering employer-led work-related programs to those that have been deemed to be effective; and•	

in providing information on the nature of the learning practices implemented as well as the outcomes, keys to success and challen-•	
ges overcome in their implementation.

//// Although the recognition programs were a sound starting point, as a group they were limited in some regards. For 
instance, the recognition programs did not provide many cases of effective work-related learning programs among Quebec 
SMEs. As such, not all SMEs studied for this report were identified through a recognition program. A few SMEs were studied 
based on the advice and suggestions provided by the project’s Advisory Committee (See Appendix D).
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Select SMEs as candidates for possible study

//// From these sources, the Conference Board compiled a list of SMEs that have implemented effective work-related learning 
practices. In total, information on the work-related learning programs in 81 SMEs in Canada, Australia, the uk, the uSA, 
and new zealand was gathered. 

//// The compiled candidate SMEs were prioritized in order to study a broad array of SMEs by size, sector, and region (inter-
national and Canadian examples, as well examples from various regions within Canada). SMEs that were able to demon-
strate the impacts of their work-related learning on the SMEs and/or the learners were regarded as particularly desirable. 
SMEs were also selected based on the availability of public information on such elements as the objectives of the work-
related learning, the nature of the learning practices, and the level of investment by the SMEs. 

//// Based on these criteria, the Conference Board selected 45 practices for study. Those selected for study had a reasonable 
amount of information readily available, displayed interesting aspects, and/or had been found to be particularly effective. 
The remaining 36 SMEs were placed on a reserve list. In some cases the selected SMEs proved unsuitable as case studies. In 
such cases, the Conference Board looked to the reserve list for SMEs for possible study. 

Develop an information framework

//// The knowledge gathered on the SMEs was documented in a structured, uniform manner in order to ensure the informa-
tion recorded was relevant to this report. To achieve this, the Conference Board developed an information framework to 
standardize to the extent possible the knowledge gathered and reported. The information framework included background 
information on the SME; learning objectives and activities; challenges and keys to success; resources required; innovative 
practices, and possible use as a model by other SMEs. The 45 SMEs presented in the Case Studies in Effective Work-related 
Learning in SMEs report all follow this information framework.

Collect publicly available information

//// The Conference Board collected publicly available information on the selected SMEs, particularly on their work-related 
learning programs. This information was entered into the information framework. In most cases the publicly available in-
formation did not entirely satisfy the requirements of the information framework. These ‘information-gaps’ were identified 
for follow-up. 

Correspond with SMEs via email and/or telephone interviews

//// The Conference Board filled the information-gaps in the publicly available information by acquiring further information 
directly from the SMEs. The Conference Board contacted SMEs via e-mail and/or telephone to learn more about the learning 
program implemented in the organization. 

Prepare and Analyze Case Studies

//// The information gathered on each SME’s work-related learning program was summarized in a 3-5 page case study. A 
condensed, one-page summary was prepared for each practice studied to highlight the key attributes and outcomes. The 
Conference Board then analyzed the common features of these 45 examples of effective work-related learning implemented 
in SMEs, a process that informs this report.
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Definitions

In order to frame the study, the following terms were defined as follows: 

Small and medium sized enterprise (SmE): a private, public, or not-for-profit organization that employs fewer than 
500 employees.

micro-sized enterprises:•	  a private, public, or not-for-profit organization that employs fewer than 20 employees.

Small-sized enterprises:•	  a private, public, or not-for-profit organization that employs between 20 and 99 employees.

medium-sized enterprises:•	  a private, public, or not-for-profit organization that employs between 100 and 499 employees.

Work-related learning: the formal, in-formal, and/or non-formal development of skills, knowledge and attitudes de-
signed to contribute to the workplace.

Effective program: an initiative that achieves its intended objectives for the organization (e.g., improved productivity) 
and/or the worker (e.g., enhanced employment opportunities) as demonstrated through formal quantitative and/or qualita-
tive evaluations. 
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rESEarch 
projEct’S adviSory 
coMMittEE
//// This report was prepared with the guidance of an Advisory Committee comprised of experts and practitioners in the 
fields of continuing education, work-related learning and human capital. The Conference Board of Canada would like to 
extend a heartfelt thanks to all Advisory Committee members. Table 9 below lists Advisory Committee members who agreed 
to be publicly recognized. The efforts of Advisory Committee members who wish to have their contribution remain anonym-
ous are also greatly appreciated. 

Table 9: Partial List of Advisory Committee Members

name title organization

Saul Carliner Associate Professor Concordia University

Margan Dawson Executive Director Association of Workplace Educators 
of Nova Scotia

Paula Demone Planning and Development Officer Labour and Advanced Education, 
Province of Nova Scotia

Don Gardener Manager, Strategic Policy, Alberta Works 
Programs

Alberta Employment and Immigration - 
Workforce Supports Division

Ron Koslowsky Vice President, CME Manitoba Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters

François Lamontagne Manager, Skills and Employment Branch Human Resources and Skills Development 
Canada

Dr. Ellyn Lyle National Manager of Learning and Development Ceridian Canada

Ed Wong President GTI Inc.
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