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The Impact Imperative in Education 
 
What are the most important factors for your members when deciding whether to invest in a 
continuing education or professional development experience?  
 
Over more than a decade of conducting surveys for our clients, we’ve found that – not 
surprisingly – people care about the reputation of the presenter and, where relevant, they care 
about whether continuing education credit is offered. Perhaps more surprisingly, a factor that 
has consistently ranked in the top two or three out of several possible choices is: 
 

The activity has been shown to produce demonstrable improvement in knowledge or 
performance for those who take part 

 
The desire for “demonstrable improvement” – in other words, impact – is growing significantly as 
the market for adult lifelong learning evolves, but relatively few organizations are prepared to 
demonstrate that their educational offerings actually move the dial for learners. For those that 
want to remain competitive in the new learning landscape, that needs to change.  
 
Why Impact Matters More Than Ever 
Spurred by advances in technology and changes in the global economy, the market for 
continuing education, professional development, and lifelong learning has become much larger, 
more sophisticated, and competitive over the first two decades of the 21st century. Three factors 
now drive why impact is becoming an imperative. 
 
Lifelong learning has gone mainstream.  
As little as a decade ago it was rare to see the term “lifelong learning” in mainstream or business 
media. It has since become a major focus, along with related terms like “upskilling” and 
“reskilling,” and widely respected publications like The Economist have gone so far as to declare 
it an “economic imperative.” 
 
Learners have more choices than ever before.  
Big commercial companies have gotten into the game – LinkedIn Learning is just one of many. 
The subject matter experts associations rely on for creating education can now easily bypass 
them by working with these companies and/or by licensing a low cost online platform of their 
own. And, of course, aside from formal offerings, learners can and do make extensive use of 
search engines, YouTube, ChatGPT, and a wide range of other platforms. Competition for their 
attention is arguably fiercer than competition for their wallets.  
 
Impact is more measurable than ever. 
With advances in learning science, we know more than ever about what to measure and how to 
measure it. And we now have much better, more affordable tools to do it.  Recent advances in AI 
make that even truer – the ability to dynamically analyze large amounts of data and provide 
much more personalized learning experiences will make it possible to deliver highly targeted, 
individualized impact.  
 
All of these factors combine to make a measurable return on learning not only possible but 
expected – by learners and by the organizations that employ them. Bottom line: If your members 
– or their employers – are going to spend time and money on education, they expect it to 
actually produce results.  

https://6y888wfbb.cc.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=0010Cx8A1IhUW-_1NDENRvPTS1ke26B9t_AO82SgJjP-k1-iF-D8qFvZjDhN2HIwRM_MrwoBF6zGqj9OvBBfT56XFCVg6kVnb2wxhRoEk6uVsPDBhV-SYKdE1HQhsvg6yL1ym_fGD5UIrTi6erBm2ldQyUiXsCTOSt4l1tYRCLCEuFqdSYn7GOMM4lcf4CyRxZp&c=C1Z-Iil5YbMiLmTcOdDcfbt_kE0QHteAWd4grvWrg0-mOiJrs2GELA==&ch=dRGfKVXPRucudH5JSQY5ekWxe6N_ieKW5C7OAnlPGBmdKsIzpt-SoQ==


Traditional Evaluations Aren’t Enough 
Many education and events staff will counter that their organizations consistently collect 
evaluations at the end of seminars, conference sessions, and other learning events. But while 
these evaluations may have some value, they typically are designed only to measure the 
reaction of learners to the learning experience.  
 
“Reaction” is Level I of the widely used Kirkpatrick model for evaluating adult training and 
education. Unfortunately, a range of research has indicated that there is little connection 
between the way people initially react to training or education and how it ultimately affects their 
performance. Indeed, it is not uncommon to find situations in which instructors and sessions 
have received poor Level 1 evaluations and yet proved to have significant positive impact on 
learners’ longer-term performance. 
 
Because associations are in the learning business, it is useful and important to know whether 
your learners (aka you customers) like what you are offering – what typical evaluations measure. 
At the same time, as mission-driven organizations, we often need to give learners what they 
need, which is not always what they want. 
 
How to Better Measure Impact 
Measuring impact begins with creating well designed learning experiences that have 
opportunities for measurement built in.  
 
Greater use of pre- and post-assessment is one clear path to better measuring the impact of 
learning. Assessments may be longer or shorter and more or less complex depending on the 
nature of the learning experience, but even brief, simple assessments can effectively capture 
“before” and “after” states.  
 
The use of assessment and evaluation over time should also be increased. As already noted, 
the possibilities for gauging impact immediately following a learning experience are very limited. 
Following up weeks, months, or even years after the experience can give much more insight into 
how and whether the learning actually “stuck” and had an impact.  
 
Integrating more opportunities for practice and application, both during and – crucially – after a 
learning experience ensures learning will stick and also gives learners a concrete point of 
reference – rather than just their “gut” – for assessing their own improvements.  
 
Finally, it’s important to note that the level of measurement suggested here may not be 
necessary for every learning experience an organization offers, but it should be a priority for at 
least a subset of learning experiences to incorporate well defined approaches for measuring 
impact. 
 
Communicating Impact  
Arguably, the main reason for focusing on impact is that it is simply the right thing to do. The 
promise of results is implicit in association educational offerings and organizations have an 
obligation to deliver on that promise.  
 
But another key reason is that being able to demonstrate and communicate impact – through 
data, through stories, through testimonials – creates a powerful marketing edge.  
 
In today’s highly competitive market for continuing education and professional development, if 
your organization is able to deliver “demonstrable improvement in knowledge or performance,” 
learners will beat a path to your door.  
 
 
About the Author: Jeff Cobb and Celisa Steele are co-founders and managing directors of 
Tagoras, a firm focused on helping organizations in the business of continuing education and 
professional development increase their reach, revenue, and impact. They also co-host the long-
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running Leading Learning Podcast, a source of ongoing insights and information for learning 
business professionals. 
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