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Learning and development are among the biggest growth opportunities for small and mid-sized businesses (SMBs). 

The reasons why are clear—L&D is a powerful driver of performance, retention, and long-term growth. The facts prove it: companies offering comprehensive training programs experience a 218 percent higher income per team member and a 24 percent higher profit margin.  

However, with limited time, budgets, and internal resources, deciding how to deliver training can feel like a guessing game. 

Do you build internally? Buy externally? Make a blend of the two? 

The truth is that what’s right for one business—or even one team—might be totally wrong for another. 

That’s why we’ve created this workbook. This can act as your roadmap to cut through the noise of L&D and help you make confident, context-driven choices about the future of your training. 

This workbook helps you:

· Make confident decisions about how to deliver training 
· Align L&D investments with business outcomes
· Avoid costly tradeoffs and blind spots

You’ll learn how to: 

· Compare the tradeoffs of building vs. buying training 
· Analyze the type of knowledge you need to transfer
· Answer 10 key decision questions to assess feasibility
· Apply a structured framework to make your choice
· Define and measure training impact to show ROI 
· Evaluate the long-term fit of your training strategy 

For SMBs navigating fast growth, evolving skills gaps, or workforce development challenges, this is your hands-on guide to smarter, more strategic employee development. 

Step 1: Compare the tradeoffs of building vs. buying
Every training strategy has its pros and cons.

But your best choice depends on your goals, constraints, and internal capabilities. 

	Building training
	Buying training

	Pros
· Control (content, brand, methods)
· Build teaching skills among SMEs
· Less expensive to scale and repeat
· Retain all IP and data 

Cons
· High time or cost to build and update
· Limited to internal knowledge
· High SME time costs
· Instructional quality issues (design and teachers)

	Pros
· Swift to implement and update
· Content additive
· Low SME time costs
· Higher baseline instructional quality
· Third-party certifications

Cons
· Limited control 
· More expensive to scale and repeat
· Vendor risks (continuity, price)
· May need to share IP & data 



Understanding these tradeoffs is the very first step on your journey to align learning strategies with real-world business and talent development needs. 

How to identify your delivery methods
This exercise helps you identify which delivery method best fits your team’s goals, internal bandwidth, and long-term L&D strategy. 

Build vs. buy comparison table
	Category
	Building training (Internal)
	Buying training (External)

	Control
	High—full customization
	Low—limited by vendor options

	Speed
	Slower—requires SME time
	Faster—ready-to-use content

	Cost
	Lower per learner over time
	Higher upfront cost

	Instructional quality
	Depends on internal expertise
	Often professionally developed

	Scalability
	Strong for repeat use
	May require license expansions

	Alignment
	Highly tailored
	May lack contextual relevance

	
	
	


Activity: Fill out your own comparison table
Now it’s your turn. Use the sliders below to evaluate your needs across six key categories. For each category, put a dot (◉) where your training initiative falls on the spectrum—from fully internal (build) to fully external (buy). For example, under control, how much customization is needed for this program to be successful? Heavily customized content would lean towards an internal focus, while a more generic training could be acquired externally. Look for patterns. Are your priorities clustering on one side? 

Have a real think about what really matters to your organization—whether that’s speed, scale, alignment, or perhaps something else.

	Category
	Building training (Internal)
⇤
	Buying training (External)
⇥

	Control
	



	Speed
	



	Cost
	



	Instructional quality
	



	Scalability
	



	Alignment
	



	
	



	
	



	
	





Step 2: Analyze the knowledge to transfer
Training isn’t a one-size-fits-all process. 

Some skills are entirely unique to your organization’s culture, tools, or processes, while others are standardized across industries and can easily be outsourced. 

To make smart L&D decisions, it’s important to analyze the type of knowledge you’re trying to transfer.

· Explicit knowledge. This is more formal, structured, and easy to document. It works well with lectures, manuals, and classes.
· Tacit knowledge. This is learned through experience, like reading a room or handling a sensitive conversation. Teaching it takes time, mentoring, and real-world exposure. 
· Implicit knowledge. This includes unspoken habits, mental models, or cultural norms. It requires consistent practice and feedback to be properly internalized. 

Most work behaviors are a blend of all three. However, most of the time, organizations tend to default to training methods that only work for explicit knowledge. Why? Because they’re faster and easier to deliver. 

That can leave big gaps when it comes to behavior, confidence, and performance.

Clarifying which types of knowledge are involved helps you shape your strategy, set realistic expectations, and understand the true time-to-proficiency. It also helps managers and SMEs know what part they play in getting people up to speed. 

AI can help support this process, especially for surface-level or searchable content. 

But when skills need to be applied in real-time, or when nuance and context matter, you just can’t beat experience and human support. 

This step helps you to prioritize which training initiatives to build in-house, buy from external providers, or blend based on the complexity, urgency, and purpose of the content. 

Example: Knowledge transfer table
	Type
	Description
	Example
	Can AI teach it?
	How easy to buy at scale?

	Explicit
	Formal, codified, and easily shared through writing or instruction.
	Learning about different techniques to coach an underperforming employee from a book. 
	AI excels at teaching clear, structured content. Consider integrating GPTs to free up time for other learning experiences.
	Easy—Often transfers across workplaces or is easy to add to external content.

	Tacit
	Experience-
based knowledge learned through doing, observing, and personal insight. 
	Adjusting your body language, tone, and word choice to reflect the techniques you learned. 
	AI can simulate scenarios, but it cannot fully replace real-life experience or social learning.
	Hard—Benefits from internal experience-based learning and mentoring/coaching.

	Implicit
	Unspoken habits or mental models are developed unconsciously through repeated exposure to certain patterns.
	Deciding which techniques work best for a specific employee. 
	AI can mimic patterns but may overlook subtle cultural cues or contextual nuances.
	Very Hard—Best conveyed through cultivated experience-
based learning.



Activity: Map your own knowledge transfer approach
Choose 2-3 training initiatives you’re currently working on or that you plan to launch soon.

For each one:

· Describe what you need to teach; you may need to break a single initiative into different content areas or use all three types of knowledge (plus sub-training) for complex teachings, such as a sales enablement process.
· Identify whether the knowledge is mostly explicit, tacit, or implicit
· Decide what kind of learning method makes the most sense
· Reflect on where (or whether) AI could support the learning process

	What are you teaching?
	Type of knowledge
(Explicit, tacit, implicit)
	Preferred learning method
	How can AI play a role?

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	



What you’re teaching works best when you shape how you teach it. 

This exercise helps you think beyond generic instruction and design training that meets the challenge you’re facing. 

Step 3: Answer the 10 key decision questions
Even the best-looking, most organized plan can run into a few hiccups if your organization isn’t ready to execute. 

That’s why this step is designed to help you pressure-test your plan before you fully commit. 

These 10 questions highlight the realities of building training internally—from bandwidth and expertise to your budget and available tools. They also help flag early signs that you might be headed toward misalignment or overload. 

The truth is that training initiatives can look great on paper but still fall a bit short of the mark in practice. 

By spotting constraints up front, you can avoid any false starts and make sure your strategy is set up for success right from the start. 

Activity: Assess your readiness
Do your best to answer each question honestly based on the specific training initiative you’re evaluating. There’s space to add any notes to clarify blockers or exceptions along the way. 

	Question
	Yes
	No
	Notes

	1. Is there a clear business need, and do we know how we’ll demonstrate having fulfilled that need?
	
	
	

	2. Is the content clearly defined, and do we know how tailored it needs to be?
	
	
	

	3. Is this a low-urgency initiative, giving us time to build something in-house?
	
	
	

	4. Do we have internal experts with enough time and knowledge to build and deliver the training?
	
	
	

	5. Do we know how many people need training and whether it needs to be repeated?
	
	
	

	6. Is internal training sufficient without external certification or accreditation?
	
	
	

	7. Can this training be consistently applied or easily adapted across teams and locations?
	
	
	

	8. Do we have access to the right people and processes to implement what’s taught?
	
	
	

	9. Do we have the tools and tech to deliver, track, and evaluate this training?
	
	
	

	10. Do we have both the budget and approval to build and deliver this training internally?
	
	
	



Remember that readiness is about more than just willingness. If you find that you’re answering “no” more often than “yes”, then external options—or a hybrid approach—may be the way forward for you and your organization. 

Step 4: Apply a decision framework
So far, you’ve evaluated the tradeoffs, analyzed the knowledge to transfer, and pressure-tested your readiness.

Now, it’s time to bring everything together into a structured, justifiable decision. 

Whether you’re presenting a recommendation to leadership or mapping out your next quarter, this framework gives you the clarity and rationale to act with confidence. 

Having a documented recommendation is useful for decision-making, but it also helps to support alignment, set expectations, and secure buy-in from key stakeholders.

Example: Decision summary table
	Question
	Internal (Build)
	External (Buy)
	Hybrid

	Content specificity
	Highly customized to your org
	Broadly applicable across orgs
	Adapt standard content to your organization

	Urgency
	Ample time to plan and iterate
	Training needed ASAP
	Use external for speed; improve over time with internal context

	Expertise and bandwidth
	In-house experts with time & skills
	No internal capacity or expertise
	SMEs enhance external content

	Frequency
	Repeated often (e.g., onboarding)
	One-off or rare need
	Internal for frequent sessions, external for rare ones

	Certification needs
	No external credential needed
	External certification required
	Internal prep + external certification

	Consistency across teams
	Needs tailoring by team/location
	Must be consistent org-wide
	Standard content + local facilitators

	Change management
	Success depends on org alignment
	Content usable individually
	Add internal coaches to embed learning

	Tech needs
	Low-tech delivery is sufficient
	Needs scale, automation, or interactivity
	Internal for personal; external for tech scale

	Budget
	Tight—leverage internal talent
	Budget available for turnkey solutions
	External for gaps; internal to save costs



Activity: Complete your own decision summary
Use the table below to summarize the rationale for your recommendation. 

Be honest about any risks or constraints you may have, and document the actions required to bring your strategy to life. 

This is where you can turn analysis into action. With a clear decision and strong rationale, you can move forward with focus and bring your team along with you. 

	Question
	Internal (Build)
	External (Buy)
	Hybrid

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	

	

	
	
	



Step 5: Define and measure the training impact
Even well-designed training can lose visibility if you don’t define how it contributes to your business success.

Measuring outcomes helps you in so many ways. You can prove value, optimize learning experiences, and even make the case for ongoing investment.

Because without metrics, training can slip into guesswork.

This step helps you link learning outcomes to business results and communicate that value clearly to leadership. 

Example: Evaluating the impact
	
	Quantitative approaches
	Qualitative approaches

	
	Training tool metrics
	Surveys and polls
	Quizzes and assessments
	Business metrics
	Behavioral data
	Stakeholder feedback
	Interviews or focus groups

	Engagement and completion rates
	Track % of participants who enroll, complete, and return to training. Watch for drop-off points and time spent per module.
	Ask learners about ease of use, motivation to complete, and overall satisfaction. Look for consistent negative comments.
	Not relevant
	Compare participation to key milestones (e.g., onboarding completion time, customer response time). Flag missed completions that correlate with lower team performance.
	Look for login frequency, course access patterns, and whether training translates into job-related activity (e.g., initiating new processes).
	Ask if trainees participate without prompting and discuss the content proactively.
	Gather candid responses about what motivated or hindered completion. Look for emotional reactions and usability blockers.

	Knowledge retention
	Monitor repeat access to learning modules, replays, or related resources.
	Ask if learners feel confident applying what they learned after 2–4 weeks. Include open-ended prompts to test memory.
	Compare pre- and post-training quiz scores. Retest 30+ days later to gauge long-term retention.
	Tie retention to mistakes avoided, improved compliance, or improved process adherence over time.
	Track errors, speed, or autonomy in tasks requiring trained knowledge. Improvements over time signal retention.
	Ask if trainees demonstrate understanding during tasks or discussions.
	Look for “aha moments” or examples of recall and application. Ask how long the content felt useful or fresh.

	Employee performance improvements
	Monitor the usage of new tools or processes introduced in training.
	Ask learners if they’ve applied new skills or ideas. Look for confidence shifts.
	Use scenario-based assessments to test the practical application of knowledge.
	Look for improved KPIs, such as productivity, quality, customer satisfaction, or service delivery metrics.
	Analyze changes in output, quality, or accuracy compared to the pre-training baseline.
	Ask about specific observed improvements (e.g., better decision-making, fewer escalations).
	Invite employees to share success stories or changes in how they approach tasks.

	Business impact metrics
	Look for a correlation between tool adoption and operational metrics (e.g., fewer tickets more deals closed).
	Ask about the perceived impact on job performance, efficiency, or teamwork.
	Link assessment results to business capabilities (e.g., budgeting knowledge tied to better project planning).
	Compare business-level KPIs, such as sales growth, error rate reductions, cycle time improvements, or reduced attrition rates across cohorts. Is the program producing more revenue than it costs to run?
	Identify trends in absenteeism, turnover, revenue per employee, or cost per error post-training.
Are SMEs remaining engaged with internal programs?
	Ask if changes in training-related behavior affected team goals or KPIs.
	Gather stories and narratives to show qualitative impact on the team or culture.



Activity: Create your training impact plan
Use the table below to define how you’ll evaluate your success. 

Think about it across four levels:

1. Engagement and completion rates. Did the people find the training engaging and relevant?
2. Knowledge retention. Did they retain the knowledge or skills?
3. Employee performance improvements. Did behavior or performance change?
4. Business impact metrics. Did the training support your business metric (e.g., retention, productivity, customer satisfaction)? 

Fill in your answers for a recent or planned training program. Make sure to be realistic about your baselines and choose KPIs that you can track over time. 

	
	Quantitative approaches
	Qualitative approaches

	
	Training tool metrics
	Surveys and polls
	Quizzes and assessments
	Business metrics
	Behavioral data
	Stakeholder feedback
	Interviews or focus groups

	Engagement and completion rates
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Knowledge retention

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Employee performance improvements

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Business impact metrics
	

	
	
	
	
	
	



Remember that if you want training to be strategic, treat it like any other business investment—track, measure, and share the results. 

Step 6: Evaluate the long-term fit of your training strategy
Training is never a one-and-done initiative. 

Every training program benefits from regular reflection and a hearty refresh, especially with evolving goals, teams, and tools. 

Revisiting your approach helps you to make sure it stays relevant and high-impact. As we said, business goals shift, people change, and technology is constantly evolving—so your L&D approach needs to keep up. 

A program that started strong may eventually need rethinking to stay relevant, efficient, and impactful as business needs evolve. This step helps you assess whether your current strategy still delivers value and where you might need to refresh, reallocate, or rethink.

Activity: Evaluation checklist
Use the table below to help you assess your existing or recently completed training initiative. 

	
	Question
	Answer
	Notes or red flags

	Impact
	Is the training driving behavior change or improved performance?
	
	

	Upkeep
	Is the content still accurate, engaging, and aligned with your goals?
	
	

	Cost
	Is the program still worth the time and budget required to maintain it?
	
	



Based on your answers above, it’s now time to decide what action to take. 

This is your opportunity to align your training strategy with what’s actually working—and what needs to change.

Choose the option that best fits your current context:


· Keep as is. No major changes are needed. The program is relevant, effective, and efficient. 
· Refresh the content. There are a few elements that need updates, but the format and purpose still fit. 
· Switch delivery model. Consider moving from internal to external delivery (or vice versa) or blending both. 
· Sunset or replace. The training is no longer serving its purpose and should be phased out in favor of a better fit. 

Great training doesn’t stand still. It’s always changing, adapting to the circumstances around it. 

Regular reviews help make sure your L&D programs always stay fully aligned with your business needs—and also help you make sure you’re always delivering a good ROI. 

Summary and next steps
By making your way through this workbook, you’ve:

· Weighed the tradeoffs of building vs. buying training
· Mapped knowledge needs and readiness factors
· Answered our 10 critical questions to guide your decision
· Applied a structured framework to recommend a path
· Defined how to measure success and how to grow over time 

Next steps:

· Share your completed workbook with your key stakeholders
· Present your recommendation using the summary table
· Set a review cadence (quarterly, biannually, or annually) to keep your L&D strategy fresh and on track

The importance of training can never be overstated. It’s a capability that drives workforce development, talent retention, and long-term performance. 

And with the help of this workbook, you can make sure that every decision you make counts. 
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