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Personal and Organizational Factors Affecting 
the Transfer of Workplace Training 
In a workplace setting, there are countless opportunities for employee training, where 
employees learn about topics relevant to their job or organization, which might include anything 
from safety procedures, to software applications, to business processes, to communication skills. 
Training might be delivered in the classroom, on the job, online, or using a combination of 
methods.  

Because training is generally being funded by the organization itself, transfer of training into the 
workplace is key for providing a return on investment. From a performance perspective, 
effective transfer helps to ensure that employees are working efficiently and following the 
organization’s rules and best practices (Turab and Casimir, 2015). From an employee 
perspective, transfer shows that time invested in training was time well-spent. 

It’s important for the companies that invest in training and the instructional design 
professionals who design training to understand the concept of transfer in order to make 
informed decisions related to building or modifying training programs. This literature review 
considers the question of what factors are most relevant to the transfer of training in workplace 
environments and then suggests areas for additional research.  

Characteristics of Workplace Learning 
Workplace learning has some distinct differences from learning in a school-based setting. 
Employees are participating in learning not merely as individuals, but as part of a larger 
organization. What they learn and how they apply that learning has the potential to benefit them 
personally as well as the organization that they represent (Elkjaer, 2004).   

Training is a significant financial investment for organizations. In some cases, the organization 
is required to provide the training, such as in the case of an annual fire safety refresher course 
that is mandated by law. In other cases, the organization elects to provide the training, such as 
in the case of a communication skills seminar. 

In contrast to a school setting, where students’ primary focus is on learning, employees within 
an organization have other work-related responsibilities, and engagement in learning tasks 
might be de-prioritized in the presence of conflicting tasks (Noesgaard, 2016). 

In some instances, there are high stakes involved with workplace training. Some courses, when 
completed, might allow for an employee to be promoted to a new position, whereas, not 
completing other courses might be grounds for a penalty, or even termination in extreme cases. 
The potential for negative consequences is liable to affect the employee’s motivation for, 
engagement in, and general performance as it relates to the training (Noesgaard, 2016). 

Workplace training continues to take on a more prominent role as the pace of change in 
organizations increases. Employees are now, more than ever, expected to be lifelong learners 
and adapt to such things as mergers, new business models, and new technology without a 
disruption to their productivity or performance on the job.  
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Learning Transfer 
Transfer of training in the context of workplace learning has been defined as “the degree to 
which trainees effectively apply the learning from a training context to the job” (Subedi, 2004, p. 
591). Various researchers have claimed that a common flaw in training programs is that they are 
not designed for transfer (Lee, 2010).  

Near Transfer and Far Transfer 
There are two levels of transfer that should be considered, near transfer, also known as direct 
transfer, and far transfer, also known as indirect transfer. Near transfer is concerned with the 
application of knowledge, skills, and abilities in similar situations, such as within the context of 
the training course. Far transfer is concerned with the application of knowledge, skills, and 
abilities in different situations, such as within the workplace (Ismael, Mohamed, Sulaiman & 
Sabhi, 2010). Far transfer is the primary concern of the organization in receiving a positive 
return on the training investment.  

Motivation to Transfer 
Motivation relates to the drive, persistence, and amount of effort that a person puts into 
achieving a given objective (Ismail, Mohamed, Sulaiman, & Sabhi, 2010). Noe (1986) defined 
motivation to transfer as “trainees’ desire to use the knowledge and skills mastered in the 
training program on the job” (p. 743). 

If might seem intuitive, but research has reinforced the idea that motivation to transfer is a key 
mediating factor in the transfer process (Grohmann, Beller, & Kauffeld, 2014). If a trainee lacks 
motivation to transfer, a lack of support from the surrounding environment or people could be a 
factor (Martin, 2010). Social support has been found to be linked to motivation to transfer for 
both individuals and teams (Massenberg, Spurk, & Kauffeld, 2015). 

Autonomous and Controlled Motivation to Transfer. 
Autonomous motivation to transfer, or AMT, is an individual’s internally-driven desire to 
transfer training. Controlled motivation to transfer, or CMT, is an externally-driven intention to 
transfer training, precipitated by something outside of the learner, such as the potential for a 
negative consequence (Gegenfurtner et al., 2009).  

Motivation to Learn. 
It is important to note that motivation to transfer does not necessarily correlate with motivation 
to learn. Motivation to learn relates to initially acquiring information, knowledge, and skills, 
whereas motivation to transfer relates to actually using what is learned on the job (Bauer, Orvis, 
Ely & Surface, 2015; Curado, Henriques, & Ribeiro, 2015). An employee might exhibit a strong 
motivation to learn without a strong motivation to transfer. 

Factors Affecting Transfer 
The transfer literature has identified and investigated a variety of factors that have a potential 
effect on transfer and motivation to transfer. We review some of the most notable factors in the 
following sections. 

Opportunity for Transfer 
If employees do not have a chance to apply what they’ve learned in training to the workplace, the 
opportunity for transfer is immediately negated (Martin, 2010), regardless of the employee’s 
motivation to transfer. Lack of transfer opportunity might occur in situations where the content 
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of the training is not relevant to the employee’s work responsibilities or the training program is 
not a good match for the work environment. Budget constraints, time constraints, and lack of 
required resources (Santos & Stuart, 2003) can also inhibit transfer. 

Voluntary or Mandatory Enrollment 
An employee’s attitude toward training and transfer can be affected by the circumstances 
surrounding whether participation in the training is required or optional. For example, some 
training courses might be mandatory for all employees, some might be required for 
advancement into a new position, and other might be initiated by the employee based on 
personal interests. In each of these scenarios, the dynamics affecting motivation will differ.  

If an employee who would typically be intrinsically motivated about a particular course’s content 
is required to take the course, that employee has the potential to lose intrinsic motivation 
because of the lack of perceived choice in the decision of whether to take the course (Bauer, 
Orvis, Ely, & Surface, 2015). Employees who participated in training voluntarily were shown to 
have higher autonomous motivation to transfer than those who participated by mandate 
(Curado, Henriques, & Ribeiro, 2015), and voluntary participants indicated that their value of 
the training activities as interesting and important played a role in their intention to transfer 
what they learned into the workplace (Sankey & Machin, 2014). 

While it might seem that the solution is to make all training optional, it is often the case that 
organizations are mandated by law or other regulations to require certain types of training 
(Curado, Henriques, & Ribeiro, 2015). But, in situations where it is possible to make training 
optional and at the same time support employees’ participation in and selection of their own 
learning curriculum, an organization can encourage employees’ self-determination, while at the 
same time take steps toward building a successful training program (Sankey & Machin, 2014). 

Workplace Climate 
Employee choice in training programs and opportunities for transfer are among many factors 
related to workplace climate (Chiaburu & Marinova, 2005). Noe (1986) predicts a direct link 
between workplace climate and transfer of training (Martin, 2010). If work climate and 
management strategies are such that employees are encouraged and rewarded for using new 
skills, training tends to be more effective (Santos & Stuart, 2003).  

Learning Culture 
Organizational culture can define the way that employees think, feel, and perceive things A 
learning organization is a particular manifestation of organizational culture that promotes and 
supports learning among its employees. A learning culture has been shown to be a significant 
predictor for transfer of training within an organization (Joo, Lim & Park, 2011). 

Supervisor Support 
Two of a supervisor’s responsibilities that have been shown to significantly correlate with 
transfer of training are employee support and communication (Ismail, Mohamed, Sulaiman, & 
Sabhi, 2010). When employees lack support from their supervisors, it is more difficult for them 
to apply what they’ve learned in training on the job.  

Within the context of the training itself, employees were more likely to experience a state of 
flow, or deep learning, when they had the support of their supervisors. And those same trainees 
were more likely to transfer that learning into their daily work (Joo, Lim, & Park, 2011). 
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Peer Support 
Peer support can also affect an employee’s transfer of training, though in seemingly less 
straightforward ways. One study found that peer support had a significant positive effect on 
transfer but failed to predict transfer independently when supervisor support was considered as 
well, suggesting that supervisor support has a stronger influence on transfer (Birdi, 1997). 
Whereas, another study showed peer support to have the power to mitigate the effects of a 
negative workplace climate, characterized as proximal support (peers) having more influence 
than distal support (environment) (Martin, 2010).  

Frameworks proposed by Gegenfurtner and Noe have suggested that peer support affects 
transfer indirectly through an employee’s motivation to transfer, rather than having a direct 
effect (Massenberg, Spurk, & Kauffeld, 2015).  

Learning Format 
The “No Significant Difference Phenomenon” indicates that no significant difference exists, no 
matter which medium is used for training (Joo, Lim, & Park, 2010). However, there are some 
special considerations that are important to be aware of in the context of elearning and blended 
learning. For elearning, usability can mediate the effects between an employee’s attitude toward 
technology and transfer of learning. More usable applications can result in a more positive 
attitude toward the technology (Park & Wentling, 2007). For blended learning, employees have 
been shown to need contextual chains from one element of the training to the next in order to 
build cohesion and maximize the potential for transfer (Lee, 2010). 

Follow-Up Interventions and Time Spacing 
Employing blended learning is one way to build follow-up and time spacing into a training 
program. Follow-up interventions might include discussions within a virtual learning 
community (Allan & Lewis, 2006) or coaching and on-the-job scaffolding from a mentor 
(Noesgaard, 2016). Noesgaard argues that such interventions are necessary to support 
meaningful transfer and sustained behavior change. 

Time spacing builds breaks into a training program during which employees have the 
opportunity to apply and practice what they learned in their work environment. Then then 
return to training where they can discuss what worked well and what didn’t and refine their 
learning (Ibrahim, Boerhannoeddin, and Bakare, 2017). This format inherently supports 
transfer, in that employees are aware that they must practice what they’ve learned in order to 
prepare for the follow-up training. 

Limitations of Prior Research 
In reviewing the literature pertaining to training transfer, several limitations stand out. 

Nearly all of the quantitative studies reviewed employed a narrow sample, generally from one or 
two specific organizations, and in some cases overwhelmingly male or female. The studies also 
almost exclusively relied on convenience sampling techniques. These limitations severely hinder 
the generalizability of most of the findings discussed in our review.  

  Most of the studies analyzed relied on self-reporting using Likert-type scales to analyze 
transfer. Because employees might not be able to accurately gauge their own transfer and tend 
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to overreport (Park & Wentling, 2007), there is a need for more studies that go beyond employee 
perceptions to measure transfer in a more objective way (Martin 2010). Potential measurement 
tools mentioned in the literature include 360-degree performance evaluation (Lee, 2010) and 
the Learning Transfer System Inventory (Massenberg, Spurk, and Kauffeld, 2015). 

Further, much of the literature described studies that did not track employees over a sufficient 
period of time to measure actual transfer, but rather only long enough to measure short-term 
retention. One study by Park and Wentling stood out as one of the better examples from the 
review sample, tracking transfer over a six-month period and including reports from both 
employees and their supervisors to measure the level of transfer (2007). 

Recommendations for Future Research 
A significant amount of future research is needed to validate findings from earlier studies and 
formulate a robust set of best practices that can be used in the field to inform training 
development and design decisions. A few of the potential areas of focus could include: 

• Further examine the interactions among supervisor support, peer support, and 
workplace climate. 

• Investigate how transfer might differ between classroom training, elearning, and hybrid 
training. 

• Compare several types of post-training follow-up interventions, such as coaching or 
small-group discussions, and the level at which they affect training transfer. 

• Measure motivation to transfer prior to the employee’s beginning the training program 
compared with motivation to transfer after training. Did the employee come into the 
learning environment with a motivation to transfer, or was motivation influenced by the 
training itself? 

• Explore ways to present mandatory training to employees that maximize employees’ 
perceptions of self-determination and motivation even when they do not have a choice of 
whether to participate in training. 
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