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Introduction
The ebb, and ebb, and ebb - and occasional flow - of the markets today put many C-Level executives in 
precarious positions, but the solution to Chief Learning Officers’ (CLOs) principal e-learning content development 
worries are just outside their windows – a mere partnership away. 

A recent IDC survey of the Business Intelligence Board (BIB) of Chief Learning Officer magazine asked 
respondents to rank their company’s most important training activities along with the activities most outsourced. 
Custom content design and development topped both lists. Considering that the respondents’ top three reasons 
for outsourcing were to deliver more training than internal resources can provide, to access expertise and to 
reduce costs1, it is not surprising to see the most important training activity is also the one most often entrusted 
to a Managed Training Services provider. 

Source: Training Outsourcing on the Decline, Chief Learning Officer, September 2008 

Managed Training Services (MTS) is a sourcing relationship in which a CLO outsources a process to a strategic 
partner (e.g. curriculum development or training administration). The MTS partner takes responsibility for the 
overall health of those processes. As a sourcing model, MTS falls between Preferred Provider status, where 
the client faces an ongoing stream of projects and wishes to receive some benefits of scale (e.g. reductions in 
rate) but does not have sufficient visibility to make long-term commitments; and Learning Business Process 
Outsourcing, where the client asks a partner to take responsibility for substantially all training processes.

The ideal MTS partnerships enable CLOs to increase service levels and quality while reducing costs. These 
relationships are typically multi-year agreements with minimum commitments. Through NIIT’s own research study 
with CLOs, we found one of the key reasons MTS is of interest to CLOs is because it accelerates their path to 
optimization by increasing their business alignment. This is achieved from higher process maturity and improved 
toolsets giving CLOs tighter management control over their operations, thereby increasing scalability.

Therefore, the intent of this white paper is to serve as a go-to resource, a blueprint for CLOs seeking to optimize 
content development, by providing you an understanding of what to look for when embarking on a managed 
training services partnership.
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Top 10 Client Expectations for an 
e-Learning Content Development 
Partnership
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Lifecycle Content Management7. 

Reduced Cost8. 
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Top 10 Client Expectations for an e-Learning Content  
Development Partnership
When working to optimize e-learning content development, there is a hard and 
fast set of expectations CLOs must have met when entering a managed training 
services relationship. In order for a MTS partnership to prosper, a client should 
stipulate the discussion of these prerequisites and feel confident in the partner’s 
ability to meet these demands prior to finalizing a contract. This White Paper 
also arms you with the relevant questions to ask prospective service providers 
as you consider MTS for content development.

1. Align Learning to Business Needs
The most common source of waste in training is simply providing the wrong 
training. This can happen intentionally – perhaps the accounting department is 
friendliest with the training department, so accounting receives the majority of 
the training content even though sales is the top business driver, or unintention-
ally – perhaps your retail stores are losing money and you do not know what 
is driving the loss, so you throw money at training all departments. Whatever 
the case, a MTS partner should provide a clear line of sight through budget-
ing, performance consulting, curriculum design and critical mistake analysis to 
objectively help you align your business needs. An old marketing adage talks 
about knowing that 50 percent of a budget is wasted but not knowing which 50 
percent. This need never be the case for e-learning content development.

Josh Bersin, principal analyst at Bersin & Associates, points out a fundamental 

concept in a recent Research Bulletin. “It may seem basic, but the biggest 

decisions you will make as a training organization are which programs to fund 

and at what level to fund them2.”

2. Strong Instructional Design

Shrinking staff and budgets in 2008 resulted in organizations delivering less 
training. The average number of formal training hours fell from 25 hours per 
learner in 2007 to 17.2 hours last year.3 The less training you offer, the more it 
becomes essential to fully optimize the training that you do offer. Additionally, the 
total cost to an organization to conduct a training program is anywhere from 4x 
– 25x the total cost of developing content for that program, so if your content is 
poorly designed you are already at a loss. Essentially, the instructional design is to 
this content development blueprint what the steel beams are to a skyscraper. It 
holds everything together by defining who to teach, what to teach, how to teach 
and how to access it, but it should also be broad enough to support a variety of 
instructional content. This is the framework MTS partners and CLOs will continue 
reviewing to make sure their metaphorical building is stable.

Questions to Ask:
1.  Align Learning to Business 

Needs
What are your processes for  �
achieving alignment, level by level? 
How do you manage alignment 
during the annual budgeting 
process? How do you achieve 
alignment in areas where root 
causes of performance are unclear 
through performance consulting? 
How do you achieve it at the 
curriculum design level? How do 
achieve alignment within individual 
content development projects?

How do you enlist business  �
sponsors in these processes in 
making prioritization decisions? 
What specific information do you 
provide them and expect from 
them? Do these decisions feel 
“natural” for business sponsors to 
make?

How deeply does your alignment  �
process influence the specifics 
of the content you develop? If I 
were to point at a specific section 
in a course, how would you be 
able to tie the content provided in 
that section back to the business 
objectives we set out to achieve?

How do you measure success in  �
the eyes of business sponsors and 
the target audience?

2. Strong Instructional Design
What is your learning theory? How  �
do you believe people naturally 
learn to be effective in specific 
areas? Based on that, what is 
your training theory? What should 
training do and how should it be 
structured?

What is your method for capturing  �
design best practices in reusable 
formats? Do you have a design 
library? If so, how is your learning 
theory reflected within it?

Who does the design work for  �
you? What is their background? 
How do you ensure that they 
remain up-to-date?
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Source: 2008 Industry Report: Gauges & Drivers, Training, November/December 2008

3. Flexible Capacity
Staff utilization has evolved dramatically over the last few decades. In years 
past, all you needed was a writer and editor to create training because it was 
delivered via a book. Now, the various modes of training (e.g. video, online, 
e-learning, blended learning, instructor led) require multiple specialties on 
staff (e.g. performance analysts, writers, graphic artists, flash programmers, 
video producers, editors, software engineers and project managers). Keeping 
this many people on staff, sometimes 15-20, is a cost constraint particularly 
because they are rarely fully utilized year-round. Organizations that do use these 
resources full-time have a name – training companies. If you are not a training 
company, you need a MTS partner that is able to offer a dedicated core team 
along with the ability to adjust workloads up or down to bring additional “client 
ready” staff onto a project as needed.

4. Mature Development Process and Infrastructure
It is the responsibility of any MTS partner to not only do quality work themselves, 
but to also lead client teams – and in particular, subject matter experts – through 
an engagement. Without a mature internal practice management structure in 
place there is nothing controlling the technical quality or driving improvements in 
the partner’s process or infrastructure. Quality and costs are the ultimate outputs 
of this process, so its strength is paramount.

Questions to Ask:
3. Flexible Capacity

What is your practice structure?  �
How many staff do you have in 
each practice?

How do your practices stay at the  �
top of their respective games? 
How do you ensure that they 
improve year-by-year in the areas 
that matter most to clients?

How do you onboard new  �
members into a practice? How do 
you onboard them onto a client 
project?

How do you manage utilization to  �
ensure that best-in-class expertise 
is available when a project requires 
it, but that lower cost resources are 
employed where possible?

4.  Mature Development Process 
and Infrastructure
What is your development process?  �

How do you set expectations for  �
the client team? Can you show me 
sample deliverables that indicate 
the kinds of guidance you provide 
to stakeholders during information 
gathering and during review?

What toolset do you use to support  �
your process? How does it help 
you capture content, feedback and 
provide early prototypes?

To what extent are you able  �
to adjust your process for our 
organization? How do you do that? 
How do you capture the results?

How do you onboard team members  �
so that they understand the process 
and can guide us through it?

Training Hours Consumed Per Learner 2007-2008  2007  2008

All Companies
25.0

17.2

25.0

16.8

28.0

18.4

23.0

25.0

Small 100-999 
Employees

Midsize 1000-9999 
Employees

Large 10000+ 
Employees

Average no. of training hours taken per learner annually

The most common 
source of waste in 
training is simply 

providing the 
wrong training.
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5. Efficient Use of Business Unit Staff
Knowledge acquisition and progress reviews are two areas that commonly 
bog down content development projects. Business unit staff, particularly 
subject matter experts, are best utilized by MTS contacts when their 
know-how is captured accurately the first time and clear expectations 
on time commitments and participant requirements are outlined up front. 
Time wasted here only hurts the organization’s bottom line and puts the 
employee’s ability to deliver on his or her own goals in jeopardy.

6. Rapid Time to Market
Historically, content development has been considered a craft rather 
than a repeatable practice. Unfortunately, when content development is 
treated as a small-scale craft process, it is easy for timelines to shift – 
often unpredictably. Without flexible capacity, staff suffers from competing 
priorities. Without a deep design library, overly complex design approaches 
can be selected and the implementation can be debated seemingly 
endlessly. Without sound incident management, feedback cycles can stretch 
on. In contrast, when content development is viewed by a MTS partner as a 
mass-customizable factory process, training can launch rapidly as products 
are released or as business challenges evolve.

7. Lifecycle Content Management

Getting the first release of training content ready is only half the battle. 
Maintaining it over time as needs change, regulations are adopted, players 
shift positions and audiences vary can require as much as 20 percent each 
year of the original effort that produced the content. A common reaction 
is to go without adequate maintenance, which provides a short-term gain, 
but can cause long-term pain as curricula do not meet needs, patchwork 
courses consume too much learner time and ground-up curriculum 
overhauls occur more frequently than required. An MTS partner should 
reduce both the cost of performing maintenance and the “total lifetime 
cost of ownership” for custom content. The partner should offer a process 
of indexes to mitigate risk to your organization so you know, for example, 
how a regulation change affects the course(s) you offer and which specific 
course(s) must be updated as a result. Additionally, the MTS solution should 
include real world assessments so people learn in the natural environment 
not to make mistakes. When this maintenance process is in place a CLO can 
modify courses as needed, especially if scores are no longer in line with the 
goals or when fluctuating regulations dictate immediate change.

Questions to Ask:
5.  Efficient Use of Business Unit 

Staff
Explain how you interact with Sub- �
ject Matter Experts (SMEs). 

Can you show me how you indicate  �
how much time SMEs should set 
aside? When they should set it aside?

Can you show me what an SME  �
would receive before an interview? 
How do you capture notes after-
wards?

What methods do you employ to  �
gather feedback? How do you 
decide which to use? What do you 
do when the client team fails to 
provide inputs on time?

6. Rapid Time to Market
What is an average turnaround  �
time for a content development 
project of similar scope to mine? 
What are the exceptions that will 
prolong the time to market?

How do you prevent timelines from  �
shifting and what tactics do you 
employ when they do shift?

What guidelines or strategies do  �
you follow to ensure a project is 
launched as quickly as possible?

7. Lifecycle Content Management
What processes do you employ  �
to maintain content? (Harvest 
change drivers, identify content 
requiring change, batch change 
requests, prioritize and schedule 
change requests, deploy changed 
content)?

What toolset do you use to support  �
this process?

Getting  
the first release  

of training content 
ready is only half 

the battle. 
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8. Reduced Cost
With today’s tumultuous economy, cost is a factor on every executive’s mind. 
Training Magazine’s 2008 Industry Report, conducted by Bersin & Associates, 
found that training expenditures per learner dropped 11 percent overall from 2007 
to 2008, while midsize companies experienced a whopping 48 percent drop in 
per-learner spending4. A competitively priced solution does not mean speed or 
quality must be sacrificed. Focusing on “getting it right the first time” and achieving 
rapid time to market naturally lends itself to a cost efficient content development 
system. A MTS solution partially sourced from low-cost offshore locations can 
produce attractive prices in combination with quality deliverables.

9. Management Transparency
Many organizations struggle to systematically manage content development as a 
business function. The need to understand cost per hour, stakeholder satisfaction 
or the status against priority improvement initiatives is best managed through a 
governance infrastructure. Sound management reporting, in addition to advisory 
services (e.g. quarterly business reviews between partner and client) deriving 
intelligence from the data and providing actionable insight, maintain transparency 
allowing management and their MTS partner to make the most informed 
decisions. Agreeing to and utilizing a predefined performance scorecard is a useful 
tool allowing unbiased decisions to be the driving force behind any change.

Questions to Ask:
8. Reduced Cost

How do you select the most  �
efficient blend of learning 
resources?

How do you employ design  �
libraries to keep quality high while 
keeping costs low?

What is your dual-shore staffing  �
model? What flexibility do you have 
in choosing a staffing model to fit 
an individual client or an individual 
project?

What toolset do you use to support  �
development? How does it help 
you keep costs low?

9. Management Transparency
What is your process for providing  �
management visibility?

How do you set specific performance  �
targets? How do you measure 
progress and gaps against them? 

What are typical examples of service  �
level agreements you put in place? 
Which metrics do you measure? 
Describe improvement initiatives you 
have completed.

An  
MTS partner 

should reduce 
both the cost 
of performing 

maintenance and 
the “total lifetime 

cost of ownership” 
for custom 
content.

Training Expenditures Per Learner 2007-2008  2007  2008

All Companies
$1,202

$1,705

$1,174

$1,129

$1,440$743

$1,037

$944

Small 100-999 
Employees

Midsize 1000-9999 
Employees

Large 10000+ 
Employees

Average training spending per learner (including budget and payroll

Source: 2008 Industry Report: Gauges & Drivers, Training, November/December 2008
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10. High Rate of Innovation
Technology is continually offering new ways for leveraging knowledge. However, 
given the rate of change, curriculum can quickly feel behind the curve. It is easy 
for organizations to become distracted with new ideas that do not address their 
core business needs. A range of hypotheses for which innovations to pursue 
must be identified. Prioritization then directs focused attention on the small set 
that matters most. A prosperous MTS relationship not only focuses and drives 
the innovation, but also helps bring these high-priority ideas to fruition.

Creating “One Philips”
Philips, a global leader in healthcare, 
lifestyle and technology with a 
presence in more than 60 countries, 
wanted to implement a Global 
Training Administration solution which 
included a learning management 
system (LMS) and a full service 
desk team – from a single vendor. 
Philips did not view the transaction, 
administrative or logistical activities 
associated with deploying learning 
initiatives as their core skill and, 
as such, outsourced this activity 
solely to NIIT. The resulting solution 
was globally consistent but locally 
implemented. Philips reported 
an increase in its Learning Portal 
enrollments, a 30 percent reduction 
in overlap of critical skills competency 
development and a 20-25 percent 
reduction in learning expenditures.

To read the entire case study visit 
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/
CaseStudiesUSA.aspx.

Questions to Ask:
10. High Rate of Innovation

What is your process for identifying  �
where innovation will provide the 
highest business returns?

What is your process for identifying  �
relevant innovations and bringing 
them to the table for your clients? 
Who do you bring to the table to 
generate and drive innovative ideas?

What is your process for  �
systematically implementing 
improvement initiatives? What are 
your contracting terms for such 
initiatives?

What is your history of innovation?  �
Can you describe the role that your 
organization has played in advancing 
innovation in the industry?

Case in Practice

http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
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NIIT’s Proven Formula for Accelerating Content Development
Even now, we are only emerging into an era of dependable, repeatable, 
efficient approaches to creating quality content. Despite the infancy of 
this new approach, there are lifetimes of experience and solid examples 
of success driving this methodology. There is also a proven formula for 
accelerating content development and if a learning officer’s MTS partner has 
mastered this formula, there is reason to believe your business impact, too, 
can be accelerated.

Step 1: Nourishing a Broad Range of Specialized Skill Sets
Rapid evolutions in technology and reductions in staff mean today’s CLO 
likely needs a MTS partner to provide services previously handled internally. 
At NIIT we understand the complexities content development now requires, 
and in our taxonomy we count more than 25 separate processes that are 
essential for content development – and we are masters of them all. In our 
experience, only the largest captive development groups have the scale to 
perform such a variety of processes with deep competence, and even those 
are quickly becoming extinct.

Step 2: The Ability to Manage Fluctuations in Volume and Needs 
Ramping Up/Down
Needs vary from week to week, month to month and year to year, and 
in traditional project-based content development relationships teams are 
formed for each project and then dissolved with the project is complete. A 
Center for Curriculum Excellence is NIIT’s solution to long-term, large-
scale needs for curriculum design and development. This approach offers 
an enhanced, stable organizational structure by providing a dedicated core 
team with flexible capacity, plus a fully informed “SWAT” team available for 
breakdowns on the line. Whether the Center is housed at our location or on 
your site, this engrained level of understanding with a CLO’s business can 
deliver twice the impact and half the cost.

Improving Insurance Agent 
Accuracy 
Allstate Insurance Company, a 
Fortune 100 company and the largest 
publicly held personal lines insurer 
in the U.S., engaged NIIT to create 
a customized learning solution to 
measurably improve agent accuracy 
and incorporate internal changes 
in the quoting process. A scenario-
based contest in the state of Texas 
found 80 percent of participating 
agencies provided higher than average 
quotes and 90 percent quoted rates 
higher than $100 or more for annual 
premiums. 

NIIT developed a blend of e-Learning 
and performance support allowing for 
clear and efficient knowledge transfer, 
speed to market and market specific 
compliance. As a result, the accuracy 
of quotes jumped from 20 percent 
pre-intervention to 93 percent post-
intervention, a 73 percent reduction in 
errors. 

The solution was rolled out to 39 
states in all 13 regions of Allstate 
in less than nine months and each 
of the 39 states had their own 
customized module for training. For its 
achievement and program success, 
this project won an Innovation Award 
from the Society of Insurance 
Educators for Allstate and a Gold 
for Excellence in E-Learning from 
Chief Learning Officer Magazine’s 
Learning in Practice Awards.

To read the entire case study visit 
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/
CaseStudiesUSA.aspx.

A prosperous MTS relationship not only 
focuses and drives the innovation, but also 

helps bring these high-priority ideas to fruition.

Case in Practice

http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
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Step 3: Staying Current with Evolving Design Practices
Attempting to scale a business utilizing developer bandwidth without 
methodology is as productive as constructing a skyscraper using skilled 
workers but not a blueprint. At NIIT, we are both well-trained masters of our 
industry and eternal students surveying the changing world around us. Our 
continual thirst for knowledge in the learning design field has helped keep 
our offerings ahead of the curve and drives the unparalleled advice we offer 
our partners. From our pioneering, award-winning “Critical Mistake Analysis” 
laying the foundation for our design, to our design principles and approach 
originally developed in Northwestern University’s Institute for the Learning 
Sciences, we are able to identify the most effective and efficient blended 
approach for a given learning requirement.

Step 4: Maintaining Consistency and Driving Operational Efficiencies 
across Clients
No client wants to be second fiddle, and no one should settle for a 
partnership that treats them as such. Thousands of hours of instructional 
content development across hundreds of engagements at NIIT have 
culminated into a set of supporting technologies including, among other 
elements, a Project Portal site with integrated incident management, a 
collaborative content authoring and publishing platform and an enterprise 
project management system that ties into our accounting system. These 
innovations, along with our time-honored processes, allow us to pass the 
savings onto and accelerate impact for our clients.

Building Brand Equity for DIAGEO
DIAGO, the world’s leading premium 
drinks business with an outstanding 
collection of alcohol beverage brands 
across spirits, wine and beer catego-
ries, employs 22,000 talented people 
worldwide with offices in 80 countries. 

The company partnered with NIIT to 
extend the DIAGEO brand promise, 
Celebrating Life, into the recruitment 
process with seamless, satisfying 
and transparent results, including: 
strengthening its ability to hold market 
share in light of recent projections, 
increasing its brand equity in the mar-
ketplace and continuing its reputation 
as a “Great Place to Work.” 

Through Critical Mistake Analysis and 
analogy-based design, NIIT fashioned 
an effective and engaging course 
where the hiring managers were the 
director of a movie and needed to as-
semble the proper team. The realistic 
situation created episodic memory so 
when the learner needed to apply this 
behavior in the real world it worked as 
a consequence of natural learning. 

The success of the training was mea-
sured against the quality of new talent 
in the company and DIAGEO’s brand 
equity in the market as an employer. 
End users and the project team rated 
the training a maximum of 5/5 on 
Customer Satisfaction.

To read the entire case study visit 
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/
CaseStudiesUSA.aspx.

Case in Practice

Adhering to this content development 
blueprint and partnering with a qualified MTS 

provider can keep your company moving 
forward while others are struggling to  

maintain the status quo.

http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
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Results You Should Expect
Many of today’s top business leaders believe the best time to invest in change 
is during an economic downturn. Why? Because that is when the lesser 
companies become paralyzed with fear and are too busy looking at today’s 
bottom line to focus on driving results one, five or even 10 years into the 
future. Adhering to this content development blueprint and partnering with a 
qualified MTS provider can keep your company moving forward while others are 
struggling to maintain the status quo.

Once you take the first step toward a MTS partnership, there are a handful of 
basic expectations you should have, including:

A knowledgeable point person running a highly skilled team. �

Your questions answered in a timely and respectful manner. �

Clearly defined goals at the onset of the project, continual oversight to meet  �
those goals and honest assessments if and when those goals are not achieved.

At NIIT, we view the above list as inalienable rights of our clients, but we offer 
more than simple sentimentalities – we offer real results. On average, our clients 
can expect:

Customization �  – Including customized design library, process definitions 
and performance support for participants

Lower Cost �  – Typically a 20-30 percent reduction in cost the first year and 
5-10 percent reductions thereafter

Fewer Escalations �  – Around 25 percent less escalations allowing business 
impact to truly accelerate

Less Internal Time Invested �  – Approximately 25 percent fewer of their 
own hours spent on content development

Keeping in mind the 48 percent drop in per-learning spending revealed by Training 
Magazine’s 2008 Industry Report, now consider this: last year’s total training 
spending was $56.2 billion and, of that total, payroll spending declined more than 
spending on outside products and services5. This shift in allocations is due to 
companies bringing in outside providers to fill resource gaps left by staffing cuts.

The IDC survey further emphasized the important role outsourcing plays in 
today’s training marketplace. Only 15 percent of companies currently outsourcing 
indicated a drop in the 2009 training outsourcing budget, which means that while 
the number of companies utilizing outsourcing has declined, the companies that 
are outsourcing are satisfied with their external training providers6. 

So take this blueprint and confidently put it into action while your competitors 
are wringing their hands with worry. As the former chief executive of GE, Jack 
Welch, once said, “Control your destiny or someone else will.”

Communicating Clearly With 
Clients 
Hewitt Associates, a market leader 
in benefits administration and a 
best-in-class human resources 
consulting and outsourcing services 
provider, enlisted NIIT to create a 
training program enabling client-facing 
associates to interact more effectively 
with clients and clearly articulate their 
commercial services model. 

Through Critical Mistake Analysis, NIIT 
discovered the associates needed 
to build a consistent approach 
to participating and interacting in 
meetings and delivering unpleasant 
news to clients. 

The solution was a rich media and 
interactive modular training program 
focused on communicating bad news, 
leaving professional impressions, 
developing a commercial mindset, 
conducting successful meetings 
and understanding customer needs. 
Learners reported they could easily 
relate to the scenarios and expressed 
their satisfaction on the effectiveness 
of overcoming communication 
challenges.

To read the entire case study visit 
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/
CaseStudiesUSA.aspx.

Case in Practice

http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
http://www.niit.com/library/Pages/CaseStudiesUSA.aspx
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About NIIT
NIIT, Inc.’s Enterprise Learning Solutions Company delivers innovative strategies 
that help clients accelerate business impact. Our clients count on our Managed 
Training Services specifically in the areas of advisory and learning services, 
technology tools, and custom content to optimize their learning organizations 
and to improve time to performance for employees, customers and partners.

We use cutting-edge instructional design and our Critical Mistake Analysis 
method to deliver award-winning solutions, technology and services. Together 
with our subsidiaries, Cognitive Arts and Element K, our Global Talent 
Development programs help clients achieve real-world skills to better compete 
in today’s market.

Established in 1981, NIIT is known globally as the number one choice for 
strategic learning solutions. We proudly partner with the world’s leading 
education, technology, publishing and Fortune 500 companies. NIIT has won 
over 40 awards, including 12 Brandon Hall awards.

For more information, please contact Kimberley Kelly, Director of Marketing, at 
770-290-6064 or write to us at businessimpact@niit.com.
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