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Abstract

Purpose – Focusing on management training, the purpose of this paper is to establish whether
identical elements in a training program (i.e. aspects resembling participants’ work situation) can
improve training transfer and whether they do so beyond the contribution of two well-established
predictors – motivation to learn and expected utility. In an effort to establish mechanisms connecting
identical elements with training transfer, the authors aim to propose and test motivation to transfer as
a mediator.

Design/methodology/approach – Data were collected online from 595 managers who participated
in a management training program. Structural equation modeling was used to test the model.

Findings – Identical elements, expected utility and motivation to learn, each had a unique
contribution to the prediction of training transfer. Whereas motivation to learn partially mediated
these relationships, identical elements and expected utility also showed direct associations with
training transfer.

Research limitations/implications – Identical elements represent a relevant predictor of training
transfer. In future research, a longitudinal analysis from different perspectives would be useful to
better understand the process of training transfer.

Practical implications – Participants may profit more from management training programs when
the training better resembles participants’ work situation. Organisations and trainers should therefore
apply the concept of identical elements in their training, to increase its value and impact.

Originality/value – This study contributes to the training literature by showing the relevance of
identical elements for transfer, over and above established predictors.

Keywords Employees behaviour, Management training, Transfer, Motivation, Identical elements,
Managers

Paper type Research paper

In this era of economic crises and globalisation of markets, effective leadership is crucial
for organisational effectiveness. Whereas good leadership can inspire, transform and
provide meaning and purpose, poor leadership can by contrast lead to disengagement,
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disappointment and distress (MacKie, 2008). Owing to the rapid changes in their
environment, managers constantly need to acquire new knowledge or skills (Aguinis and
Kraiger, 2009). Evidence indicates that management training can substantially improve
managerial competence (Collins and Holton, 2004) and thus enhance individual and
organisational productivity (Arthur et al., 2003). Over the years, management training
programs have become increasingly popular, with organisations spending large
amounts of money on management development (Saks and Belcourt, 2006).

Although managers can learn on-the-job, through challenging work assignments
(McCauley et al., 1994), management training typically occurs off-the-job, in separate
training environments. Training transfer, defined as the generalisation and application
of new knowledge and skills to the work setting becomes, in such instances, crucial
(Baldwin and Ford, 1988). Research indicates that different factors can play a role in
successful training transfer including characteristics of the individual (i.e. motivation)
and the organisation (i.e. transfer climate) (e.g. Cheng and Ho, 2001; Colquitt et al.,
2000). Moreover, aspects of the training itself can affect how well learning transfers to
the work environment (Baldwin and Ford, 1988). Previous studies have focused on
several design features, such as overlearning, practice and other instructional
strategies (Blume et al., 2010; Burke and Hutchins, 2007).

One aspect that is quasi-absent from current transfer research is identical elements,
defined as the extent to which the stimuli and responses in the training setting are
identical to those in the actual performance environment (Saks and Belcourt, 2006). Yet,
especially in a transfer of management training, identical elements should be a crucial
training aspect. For example, when management training programs are outsourced to
external training providers (Hale, 2006), training delivery may disproportionately rely on
standardised training programs. In such situations, the training program may lack
sufficient stimuli identical to the job. Training may, as a result, be less effective in
affecting on-the-job behaviour, precisely because design and delivery modes lack
identical elements. Except for studies on specific tasks (e.g. DeVoge and Bass, 2007),
research examining the effect of identical elements on training transfer in a managerial
context has been limited. Although researchers (e.g. Spector, 2006a) as well as the
American Society for Training and Development (2008) emphasise the importance of
identical elements, studies investigating training content have mostly focused on its
relevance, and therefore on determining whether the training materials are relevant to
the transfer task (e.g. Burke and Hutchins, 2007). Overall, current research has not
focused in any detail on the extent to which the stimuli provided in training and trainees’
responses are perceived as identical. More importantly, as far as we know, the impact of
identical elements in management training – a domain where training transfer is crucial
for organisational effectiveness – has not been adequately addressed.

Accordingly, our objective is to investigate the relevance of identical elements for
training transfer in a management training context. Because management and
leadership can be largely conceptualised as a social process (Day, 2000), the focus of the
study was on the transfer of social skills training for managers. In particular, we aimed
to establish whether identical elements add to the prediction of training transfer
beyond well-established antecedents, including motivation to learn and expected
utility (e.g. Blume et al., 2010). Responding to calls for research on establishing
processes (Taylor et al., 2005), we also examined intervening mechanisms, and
therefore included motivation to transfer as mediator. Overall, this study aimed to
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contribute to the current knowledge base by focusing on identical elements as an
important yet under-researched aspect of management training. The research model is
presented in Figure 1.

Transfer of management training
Managers are considered a crucial factor for organisational performance and success.
One of the most important aspects of management concerns leadership, which is
defined as “the process of influencing others to understand and agree about what needs
to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective
efforts to accomplish shared objectives” (Yukl, 2010, p. 26). This definition elucidates
that managers operate in social contexts, and that, therefore, managers’ social skills are
especially important for effective leadership (Day, 2000). Accordingly, management
training is often focused on developing skills to increase managers’ influence over their
social environment.

Although transfer of learning from the learning environment back to the workplace
is a crucial training outcome, research indicates that only a small part of participants’
learned skills and knowledge are applied to the job (Burke and Hutchins, 2007). Saks
and Belcourt (2006) for instance found that only 34 per cent of trainees used the
newly-learned skills one year after training.

Yet, a positive balance in the transfer of training is considered important because it
should lead to meaningful changes in work performance (Blume et al., 2010; Colquitt
et al., 2000). There is an increasing concern in organisations that the investment made
in training should be justified in terms of improved organisational performance, such
as higher productivity, profit, safety, reduced error, and enhanced market share (Salas
and Cannon-Bowers, 2001). For various reasons, organisations outsource management
training to external providers (Hale, 2006). Based on the assumption that successful
management is rooted in a number of general skills and that it is useful for managers to
acquire these skills (Avolio et al., 2010), training providers may focus primarily on
standardised training programs that are thought to serve all. Standardised programs
are also more cost effective than tailor-made training programs accounting for
individual manager’s situation (Burke and Hutchins, 2008).

Figure 1.
Research model
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Another challenge for management training is that demands on managers are
evolving, owing to fast changing environmental and organisational demands (Yukl,
2010). Training providers should take these changing demands and managers’ unique
work context into consideration (Salas et al., 2009). Salas and colleagues argue that
traditional methods for training managers may fail to meet the demands of work
environments in modern organisations. Thus, they propose to provide trainees with the
opportunity to practise in environments that replicate important features of the “real
world” environment.

Identical elements
Identical elements refers to the extent to which the stimuli and responses in the
training setting are identical to those in the actual performance environment (Saks and
Belcourt, 2006). The concept of identical elements was originally introduced by
Thorndike and Woodworth (1901), who noticed that learning is a specific instance of
mental adaptation which does not always generalise. Their identical elements theory
implies that training transfer depends on the degree to which the stimuli and responses
in the training are identical to those in the transfer situation. From this theoretical
standpoint, it will be easier for trainees to apply what has been learned in the training
to the job setting when the stimuli and responses in these two settings match well.
Similarity in stimuli is important since it increases the relevance of the training
situation; moreover, back at work, it will help trigger managers’ effective responses,
matching those developed in the training. Similarity in response is important because it
guarantees that the skills that are practiced are relevant and necessary for successful
performance at work. Owing to the complex nature of managers’ work situation, full
physical similarity might be difficult to obtain. Yet it is important for the training
situation to have high psychological fidelity (Salas et al., 1998), implying that trainees
attach similar meanings to stimuli in the training and in the organisational context,
and that the training stimuli elicit similar responses, emotions, and decision-making
processes in real-life management situations (Baldwin and Ford, 1988; Ford et al.,
1998). When the stimuli and responses that trainees are subjected to in training are too
different from those in real work tasks, the training can have only negligible or even a
negative effect on trainees’ job performance (Blume et al., 2010; Holding, 1965; Taylor
et al., 2005).

The inclusion of identical elements is especially important in management training
which often addresses open as opposed to closed skills. In closed skills training,
trainees learn to respond in one particular way on the job, according to a set of rules
implemented in a precise fashion (Blume et al., 2010). Management training focuses on
more variable, open skills, such as interpersonal skills or supervisory competencies –
relevant for many different situations and not specifying a single correct way to act.
Because the application of these open skills is less straightforward, trainers may be
inclined to develop a general training environment instead of a training program that
resembles trainees’ work situation. Even though it may be difficult and
time-consuming to include identical elements in open management training, their
absence may pose a risk for training transfer.

The idea of identical elements has been consistently emphasised as an important
component of instructional design (Baldwin and Ford, 1988; Burke and Hutchins,
2007). Despite its importance, it has only recently been applied to training programs,
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such as software computer training (Kluge et al., 2010), simulation-based training in
health care (Libin et al., 2010), aviation (DeVoge and Bass, 2007), language learning
(Hilte and Reitsma, 2011), and even football kicking (Young and Rath, 2011). Research
generally indicates that learning situations that better resemble real-life events
improve the transfer of training (Goldstein and Gilliam, 1990). While in some studies,
the effect of identical elements has been examined with a measure of perceived content
match (Lim and Morris, 2006), perceived content relevance (Axtell et al., 1997) or the
extent to which learning aids (i.e. scenarios) were generated by the trainees or the
trainers (Taylor et al., 2005), more evidence, using a precisely-designed identical
elements construct, is needed to show how training similarity contributes to training
transfer. Extending prior findings to a managerial training, we thus formally propose:

H1a. The use of identical elements is positively related to training transfer.

Motivation to transfer
Essential for the transfer of training is trainees’ motivation to transfer. Motivation to
transfer refers to trainees’ intended effort to utilize skills and knowledge learned in a
training setting to a real world work situation (Noe, 1986). Findings indicate that
motivation to transfer directly affects training outcomes (Axtell et al., 1997; Chiaburu
and Lindsay, 2008; Chiaburu et al., 2010b). For instance, Chiaburu and Lindsay (2008)
observed a strong, positive relationship between motivation to transfer and training
transfer.

In turn, motivation to transfer is predicted by individual characteristics, such as
work motivation and self-efficacy, and workplace characteristic, such as supervisor
support and perceptions of organisational support (Chiaburu et al., 2010b; Noe and
Schmitt, 1986). Moreover, motivation to transfer appears to be affected by factors that
are related to the training, such as trainees’ perceptions of the relevance of the training
content for job performance, expectations that the new skills and knowledge can be
used back on the job and will lead to performance improvement (Burke and Hutchins,
2007; Noe, 1986). These perceptions and expectations will be higher when trainees
experience a training setting with more identical elements. Based on this evidence, we
expect that motivation to transfer will mediate the identical elements – training
transfer relationship:

H1b. The relationship between the use of identical elements and training transfer is
mediated by motivation to transfer.

Motivation to learn and expected utility
Design aspects (e.g. identical elements) are not the only drivers of training transfer.
Individual differences among trainees in motivation and attitudes are considered
important factors for both learning and transfer (Baldwin and Ford, 1988; Noe, 1986).
Successful implementation of management training depends on several individual
dimensions, such as motivation to learn and expected utility (Blume et al., 2010),
discussed next.

Motivation to learn
Trainees’ motivation to learn refers to their desire to learn the content of a training
program (Noe, 1986). Individuals’ motivation to learn is considered a key determinant
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of the choices individuals make to engage in, attend to, and persist in learning
activities. Thus, trainees with a high learning motivation are concerned with
developing competence through training, and are more likely to take on challenging
tasks that will further support learning acquisition (Chiaburu et al., 2010b). Moreover,
learning motivation has been related to need for achievement, perceptions of control,
and the setting of challenging goals (Colquitt et al., 2000).

Motivation to learn can have important implications for training outcomes.
Research indicates that motivation to learn is a predictor of training performance
(Fisher and Ford, 1998), skill acquisition, post-training self-efficacy (Chiaburu and
Lindsay, 2008), and training transfer (Silver et al., 2006). Delobbe (2007), for instance,
found that learning motivation contributed to the work application of knowledge and
behaviours acquired during training, regardless of the features of the work context to
which learning needed to transfer. Generally, evidence suggests that a learning
orientation contributes positively to learning and performance in work settings (Payne
et al., 2007). Therefore, we formally propose:

H2a. Motivation to learn is positively related to training transfer.

H2b. The relationship between motivation to learn and training transfer is
mediated by motivation to transfer.

Expected utility
Employees who participate in a training program usually have some expectations
about the training’s benefits. This pre-existing belief about training effectiveness and
relevance is referred to as its expected utility (Facteau et al., 1995). Expected utility is
related to expectancy theory, which claims that individuals will be more motivated to
pursue choices and make an effort when they perceive the utility or value of that
choice. Applied to a training context, training participants will be more motivated to
use new knowledge and skills on the job when they expect that the material they learn
is useful for achieving valued outcomes back on the job, such as improved job
performance or career progression (Clark et al., 1993).

Extant empirical evidence supports this notion. Lieberman and Hoffmann (2008)
noted that utility expectations exerted a strong influence on transfer. Moreover, Alliger
et al. (1997) found in their meta-analytic study that trainees’ training utility perceptions
were a stronger predictor of training transfer than trainees’ affective responses to the
training. Accordingly, we posit the following hypotheses:

H3a. Expected utility is positively related to training transfer.

H3b. The relationship between expected utility and training transfer is mediated
by motivation to transfer.

Relative importance of identical elements
In what follows, we place identical elements in a theoretical context that includes the
other two major predictors discussed: motivation to learn and expected utility (Blume
et al., 2010; Facteau et al., 1995). As noted, it is likely that trainees will be more
motivated to transfer newly learned skills and knowledge when they perceive the
training stimuli and responses to be more (as opposed to less) identical to their work
setting. According to Burke and Hutchins (2007), trainees must see a close relationship
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between training content and work tasks to transfer skills to work. Likewise, Taylor
et al. (2005) meta-analytically substantiate the importance of trainees’ being able to
practice using their own work-based scenarios, as opposed to scenarios provided by
trainers. Conversely, when the training shows little resemblance with the daily work
situation, trainees will be less motivated to apply the newly learned skills and
knowledge to their jobs, due to this mismatch and of the resulting lack of perceived
relevance.

Given that motivation to transfer and expected utility are themselves influenced by
the extent to which training encompasses identical elements, we suggest that identical
elements will exert a strong and direct effect on training transfer. Overall, therefore, we
propose the following:

H4. Identical elements will predict training transfer over and above trainees’
motivation to learn and expected utility.

Method
Procedure and participants
The study focused on managers who participated in an open management training
program (in 2008 and 2009) to improve their social skills. The courses were provided
by two certified training companies, considered market leaders in The Netherlands.
Open training implies that the training is accessible to employees from different
companies (contrary to an in-company training, available only for employees in the
focal organisation) and that therefore a general training program is used. Of the 2,314
participants who were invited to complete an online questionnaire, 595 questionnaires
were returned (response rate ¼ 25.7 per cent). Participant mean age was 39 years
(SD ¼ 8.9); average tenure was 10.8 years (SD ¼ 8.9); and 56 per cent of the
participants were male. Most participants (79 per cent) had a higher vocational training
or university degree; the others had a degree at a lower level (21 per cent).

The duration of the trainings ranged from two to ten days, with a mean of 3.54 days.
In terms of content, trainees learned leadership skills, influence techniques, and general
communication skills. The courses were organised according to provisions of the
national training association Vetron, following Dutch ISO-9001 standards.

Measures
Unless otherwise indicated, a seven-point Likert-scale was used ranging from strongly
disagree (1) to strongly agree (7). Cronbach’s alpha (a) was calculated as an estimate of
the scales’ internal consistency.

Identical elements. To measure the degree in which the training situation was
identical to the work situation, both in stimuli and responses that were practiced, an
eight-item scale was developed based both on the available literature (Axtell et al.,
1997; Lim and Morris, 2006) and on extensive discussions with the trainees and
trainers. We used a pilot study to determine the scale’s psychometric properties.
Specifically, we obtained responses from 194 managers (mean age ¼ 39.9, SD ¼ 8.6; 53
per cent male) who participated in a management training. The findings showed
adequate internal consistency (a ¼ 0.91) and meaningful relationships with
theoretically-relevant constructs (e.g. transfer motivation, r ¼ 0.45; training transfer,
r ¼ 0.49). A sample item was “The training situations mimicked my work”. In the
present study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.92.
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Motivation to learn. Trainees’ motivation to learn was assessed with eight items
from Noe and Wilk’s (1993) scale. Noe and Wilk provided evidence for the validity and
reliability (a ¼ 0.81). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.89. A sample item
was “I try to learn as much as I can from training programs”.

Expected utility. We measured trainees’ expectations concerning the utility of the
training with a five-item scale that had shown validity and reliability (a ¼ 0.88) in a
study by Mathieu et al. (1992). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.90. A
sample item was “Successful completion of this training course will help me improve
the quality of my work”.

Motivation to transfer. Five items, developed by Noe and Schmitt’s (1986), were
used to measure trainees’ motivation to transfer. This scale has shown adequate
reliability in Noe and Schmitt’s study (a ¼ 0.95), and has been used in subsequent
research (e.g. Tai, 2006). In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.84. An
illustrative item is, “I am highly motivated to apply the skills I learned in this training
to my daily work”.

Training transfer. The degree to which trainees had been able to apply their new
knowledge and skills to the work setting was assessed with eight items derived from
Velada et al.’s (2007) scale, which had shown adequate reliability (a ¼ 0.87). In the
present study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.94. A sample item was “I have been using the
skills presented in the training course to help improve my performance”.

Background variables. Gender, age, tenure, education, voluntary participation (Hurtz
and Williams, 2009), and training company were included as control variables.

Confirmatory factor analysis
Confirmatory factor analyses were conducted to investigate whether the scales
measured distinct constructs using the AMOS 18.0 software package (Arbuckle, 2010).
Two nested models were investigated, a single-factor model that treated all items as
indicators of a single latent variable, and a five-factor model representing the five
scales in this study. An examination of the fit indices suggested that the single-factor
model did not fit the data well (x 2/df ¼ 11.09, p , 0.001; TLI ¼ 0.60; CFI ¼ 0.62;
RMSEA ¼ 0.13 [0.127-0.133]), and that the five-factor model showed good fit
(x 2/df ¼ 2.82; TLI ¼ 0.927; CFI ¼ 0.933; RMSEA ¼ 0.056 [0.052-0.059]). A chi-square
difference test (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988) indicated a significantly better fit for the
five-factor model (Dx 2 ¼ 4120.96, Ddf ¼ 10; p , 0.001). The estimated factor loadings
varied between 0.52 and 0.90 and were statistically significant. In sum, the
confirmatory factor analyses supported the hypothesised measurement model.

Main analyses
To test the hypotheses and the fit of the overarching model, structural equations
modelling with maximum likelihood estimation was conducted. Multiple
goodness-of-fit-indices were used to assess the adequacy of the estimated model.
The comparative-fit index (CFI) (Hu and Bentler, 1999) and Tucker-Lewis index (TLI)
(Kline, 2005) indicate sufficient fit when they exceed 0.90. The root mean squared error
of approximation (RMSEA) indicates sufficient fit when values are smaller than 0.08
(Kline, 2005). To compare the fit of alternative models, chi-square difference tests were
performed (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988). Sobel’s (1982) test for mediation was used to
establish the significance of the mediating effect.
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Results
As Table I shows, the study variables were moderately correlated. The tolerance and
VIF scores of the model however showed that the level of multicollinearity (VIF , 6) is
acceptable (Cohen, 2003). A preliminary analysis showed that the control variables
(training company, tenure, age, gender, education, and voluntary participation) were
not significantly related to training transfer (F (6,588) ¼ 1.98, ns). Therefore, these
variables were not included in the tables.

The hypothesised model, including control variables, achieved poor fit (x2(df =7,
N ¼ 595) ¼ 224.52, p , 0.001; x2/df =32.07; CFI ¼ 0.83; TLI ¼ 0.11; RMSEA ¼ 0.23).
The standardised residuals suggested that model fit could be improved by including
direct relationships of identical elements and expected utility with training transfer.
The fit indices of the adjusted model indicated good fit (x2(df¼5) ¼ 13.05, p ¼ 0.02;
x2=df ¼ 2:61; GFI ¼ 0.99; TLI ¼ 0.95; CFI ¼ 0.99; RMSEA ¼ 0.05). A chi-square
difference test showed that the adjusted model provided a significantly better fit than
the original model (Dx2 ¼ 211.47; Ddf ¼ 2; p , 0.001). Table II presents the
standardised path coefficients for the revised model, and shows that the model
variables explained 54 per cent in the variance of motivation to transfer, and 48 per
cent of the variance in training transfer.

H1, proposing a positive relationship between identical elements and training
transfer that would be mediated by transfer motivation, was supported. Identical
elements was significantly related to motivation to transfer (b ¼ 0.11, p , 0.01) and
motivation to transfer was significantly related to training transfer (b ¼ 0.15,

Motivation to transfer Training transfer
Predictors b b

Gendera 20.05
Age 0.05
Education 0.04
Voluntary participationb 20.03
Training provider 20.01
Identical elements 0.11 * * 0.29 * * *

Motivation to learn 0.52 * * * 0.08 *

Expected utility 0.25 * * * 0.40 * * *

Motivation to transfer 0.15 * *

R 2 0.54 0.48

Notes: n ¼ 595; a0 ¼ male, 1 ¼ female; b0 ¼ no, 1 ¼ yes; *p , 0.05; * *p , 0.01; * * *p , 0.001

Table II.
Outcomes of structural
equations modelling

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Identical elements 4.63 0.91 (0.92)
2. Motivation to learn 5.16 0.71 0.40 * * (0.89)
3. Expected utility 4.80 0.98 0.43 * * 0.47 * * (0.90)
4. Motivation to transfer 5.21 0.97 0.42 * * 0.69 * * 0.53 * * (0.84)
5. Training transfer 4.83 0.98 0.53 * * 0.42 * * 0.57 * * 0.49 * * (0.94)

Notes: n ¼ 595; *p , 0.05; * *p , 0.01; * * *p , 0.001

Table I.
Means, standard
deviations,
intercorrelations, and
reliabilities of the study
variables
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p , 0.01). Mediation was only partial, however, because identical elements was also
directly related to training transfer (b ¼ 0.29, p , 0.001). Sobel’s test for mediation
showed that the partial mediating effect was significant (Z ¼ 2.16, p , 0.05).

H2, proposing a positive relationship between motivation to learn and training
transfer that would be mediated by transfer motivation, was also fully supported.
Motivation to learn was strongly related to motivation to transfer (b ¼ 0.52,
p , 0.001), and modestly albeit significantly related to training transfer (b ¼ 0.08,
p , 0.05). Sobel’s (1982) test showed that the mediating effect was significant
(Z ¼ 3.08, p , 0.001).

Similarly, H3, proposing a positive relationship of expected utility with training
transfer that would be mediated by transfer motivation, was supported. Expected
utility contributed to the prediction of both motivation to transfer (b ¼ 0.25,
p , 0.001), and training transfer (b ¼ 0.40, p , 0.001). Sobel’s (1982) test indicated
that the mediating effect was significant (Z ¼ 2.88, p , 0.001). Again, the mediating
effect was partial because there was also a direct relationship of expected utility with
training transfer (b ¼ 0.40, p , 0.001).

H4, concerning the additional contribution of critical elements to the prediction of
training transfer, was also supported. Including identical elements in the regression
analyses significantly improved the prediction over and above motivation to learn and
expected utility (DR 2 ¼ 0.07, F(1,587) ¼ 73.30, p , 0.001).

Discussion
The findings of the current study provided evidence for the relevance of identical
stimuli for the transfer of management training. Managers who had participated in a
management training program reported more transfer of the new skills and knowledge
obtained in the training when the training’s tasks and practiced skills were more
identical to their daily work situation. Although the hypothesised indirect relationship
through transfer motivation was modest, the findings showed a substantial direct
relationship of identical elements with training transfer. These relationships support
Thorndike and Woodworth’s identical elements theory, and Giangreco et al.’s (2010)
notion that trainings should be aligned with what is actually taking place on the job. In
other words, effective training should address management situations and include
work processes and skills that are similar to those in a manager’s actual performance
environment. Moreover, the present study suggests that identical elements represent
valuable predictors of training transfer, and their effect is comparable with the impact
of other important transfer predictors found across studies (Gegenfurtner, 2011).
Specifically, we compared identical elements with “strong competitors” from a
theoretical standpoint. Across studies, motivation to learn, expectancy, and
instrumentality are strong predictors of training transfer, exhibiting effect sizes of
0.28 (for motivation to learn), 0.40 (instrumentality), and 0.52 (expectancy;
Gegenfurtner, 2011; see Table I). Against this background, we believe that the effect
sizes obtained in our study warrant some attention.

The findings also showed that motivation to learn and expected utility contributed
to training transfer, extending previous research (Blume et al., 2010; Chiaburu et al.,
2010b). Specifically, expected utility contributed strongly and directly to the prediction
of training transfer. This indicates that while trainees need to be motivated to learn in
order to be motivated to transfer, they in particular need to perceive that the training is

Management
training

431



instrumental for obtaining valued outcomes. Perceptions of the training’s
instrumentality may be especially important for managers, as included in our study,
since they usually experience high work pressure, competing demands, as well as
limited time for offsite training experiences (Clark et al., 1993).

As was predicted, motivation to transfer mediated the relationships of the three
predictors with training transfer. It should be noted however that motivation to
transfer was only modestly related to training transfer, and that identical elements and
expected utility each showed an additional direct and strong relationship with training
transfer. In other words, perceptions of the trainings’ features (i.e. similarity and utility)
contributed more to the prediction of training transfer than managers’ learning and
transfer motivations. This finding again stresses the importance of a carefully
developed training program that resembles managers’ work context and focuses on
developing skills and knowledge that will be valuable in this context. As such, these
findings are in line with previous meta-analyses (Alliger et al., 1997; Blume et al., 2010)
showing that trainees’ utility perceptions were associated with training transfer more
than trainees’ affective or emotional reactions. Similarly, Chiaburu and Lindsay (2008)
found a direct relationship between expected utility and training transfer, in addition to
the indirect relationship that was mediated by training motivation.

In sum, our findings indicate that there should be a close relationship between
training and work for skills to transfer to the work setting (Burke and Hutchins, 2007).
Yet, trainers and training providers may not be fully aware of the relevance of this
match. For example, in Burke and Hutchins’ (2008) study of trainers’ perceptions of
training transfer, only 5 per cent of the trainers mentioned that the training content
should match actual job duties, although most training professionals did emphasise the
importance of training design and delivery. This indicates, in the light of our findings,
that training providers should become more aware that training transfer is enhanced
by identical elements, and that they should develop training situations that trigger
cognitive, emotional and behavioural processes and responses that are identical with
(or at least closely matched to) those in the actual performance environment.

Strengths and limitations
An important strength concerns the research setting. Having managers from multiple
organisations providing data on management training increases the external validity
of our findings and provides organisations and training professionals with relevant
information about training transfer pertaining to managers. In addition, the current
study accounted for both alternative predictors and attempted to clarify processes (in
the form of mediators).

At the same time, several limitations are worth noting. First, we collected data from
one source: managers (trainees) attending the training reported on training
characteristics, their motivation, as well as training transfer. Yet, the measures of
the predictors and training transfer were separated by other variables, not used in this
study. As indicated by Podsakoff et al. (2003), such procedural remedies can reduce
response bias by decreasing the salience, relevance, and availability of responses
provided previously. Moreover, single-source bias may be less problematic than
commonly believed (see Doty and Glick, 1998; Spector, 2006b). More importantly,
observers are not necessarily more accurate in providing information about training
transfer than are trainees (Chiaburu et al., 2010a). Still, we cannot rule out that
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single-source bias could be responsible, at least in part, for the observed relationships.
In future studies, researchers may consider sources other than self-reported data, such
as colleagues and supervisors.

As another limitation, the study was cross-sectional; data were collected at one point
in time. Although this is a relatively common practice in training transfer research
(Blume et al., 2010), we still have to be careful with drawing causal inferences from the
present data. In future research, it may be advantageous to use either an experimental
design with low- and high-identical element conditions (see DeVoge and Bass, 2007), or
a longitudinal design to further support the findings of this study and improve our
understanding of how training and personal characteristics contribute to the process of
transferring trained content to the organisational context.

Future research
The concept of identical elements in management training has received only limited
research attention. The present study can therefore be considered a first step of a new
research agenda. Future studies are necessary to further establish the concept of identical
elements in the training transfer literature. The findings of our study suggest a number
of implications for future research. For instance, future studies could investigate how the
match between training and work situations can be enhanced. From a design standpoint,
studies may establish in greater detail what types of stimuli should be included for
trainees to attach similar meanings in the training and organisational context. Diary
studies could also be conducted to gain more insight into the match between both
situations, the applicability of new competencies, and the amount and variety of learning
that is transferred over time (Saks and Belcourt, 2006). Since learning and transfer
environments will never be fully similar, future research could also establish the role of
post-training supplements for transfer and further skill development (Tews and Tracey,
2008). Further, research is needed on when specific instructional design strategies
(e.g. automatisation vs schematisation; Jelsma et al., 1990) can be concretely used for
optimal identical elements design. From another direction, researchers have noted that it
is “the similarity of the information processing between training and transfer tasks that
is most important” (Ford et al., 1998, p. 221, italics added). Finally, because some
managers may more easily perceive a similarity between the training and work
environment, future research could additionally focus on trainee characteristics that
possibly underlie this similarity perception, such as cognitive competencies (Blume et al.,
2010) and meta-cognitive awareness (Schraw and Dennisson, 1994).

Practical implications
The current study has several practical implications. Most importantly, the study’s
outcomes emphasise the relevance of training design features for training transfer. The
findings indicate that trainers (i.e. training professionals, training organisations, and
HRD departments) can improve training transfer by paying more attention to the
alignment of the training stimuli and responses to those in trainees’ work situation.
Although transfer of training has been conceptualised predominantly as a
post-training process, it is crucial for trainers to acquire and use information about
trainees’ work situation. Trainers should be therefore aware of the unique tasks, issues
and aspects requiring the attention of each trainee. In fact, Goldstein and Gilliam (1990)
presented the need for an organisation-level analysis in the training needs assessment
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phase, noting the possibility of supervisors “who might require that the job be
performed differently than as taught in training” (p. 135). We add, and empirically
substantiate, the need for assessing identical elements. Thus, a careful and structured
assessment of participants’ work situation can be used to help trainers and designers
identify specific individual training needs, and training goals. Subsequently, when
designing the training, training materials should be developed and tailored, such that
the training situation is similar to what trainees encounter in the work setting.
Feedback from trainees and organisations, obtained during and after the training, can
serve to increase and maintain similarity.

This procedure may be more difficult to implement in open trainings, with trainees
from different companies participating in a program. Yet, especially in open
management training, increasing identical elements requires preliminary situation and
needs assessment and subsequent tailoring of the training for specific trainees or
groups of trainees. This can be done in several ways, including modular forms of
training delivery, and varying some parts of the instructional content or its specifics,
providing trainees with scenarios or situations specific to their organisation (Taylor
et al., 2005), in alignment with the identical elements principle. Besides trainers and
trainees, the sponsor of the training (e.g. the organisation or HRD department) should
monitor the quality of the training’s content by evaluating the training with the
participating manager, by assessing training transfer, and by contracting only with
those training providers that have been proven to use identical elements in their
trainings.

In addition to emphasising the relevance of identical elements, the findings also
show the role of expected utility and transfer motivation for training transfer. Expected
utility of the training can be enhanced by providing more information about the
training, and by showing how the training relates to daily work situations and how it
can improve managers’ performance (e.g. Van Eerde et al., 2008). Managers’ motivation
to transfer can be addressed in several ways, through enhancing managers’ motivation
to learn and providing them with support and opportunities necessary to apply what
has been learned in the training. Generally, this implies that organisations can increase
transfer motivation and training transfer by developing a climate for learning or
becoming a learning organisation (Senge, 1990), where employees are motivated to
learn and transfer, and are supported when trying to do so. Furthermore, trainers
might enhance transfer motivation by assisting trainees afterwards, motivating them
to apply what has been learned, helping them to improve their skills in individual
coaching sessions, and by organising peer meetings where managers can share their
experiences and training transfer efforts.

It is important that organisations and trainees are able to make well-informed
choices about the time and money invested in training interventions. Having managers
attend training programs featuring few identical elements and low utility can be
considered a triple loss: there will be little or no return on investment owing to limited
transfer, managers will have spent precious time outside their work environment, and
managers’ motivation to participate in future training might decline.

Conclusion
Given the importance and potential impact of management training for organisational
effectiveness, and the costs associated with training, it is important for both
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researchers and practitioners to develop a better understanding of critical design
features that can increase training transfer (Arthur et al., 2003; Baldwin and Ford,
1988). Although the literature and the American Society for Training and Development
(2008, p. 86) emphasise the importance of identical elements for training transfer, there
still is a need for studies to clarify the mechanism(s) through which training design
features can lead to increased training transfer (Taylor et al., 2005). The current study
started to address this need by:

. explicitly measuring trainees’ perceptions of identical elements;

. assessing the extent to which identical elements predict training transfer over
and above two well-established antecedents;

. clarifying possible mechanisms, in the form of motivation to transfer; and

. establishing these relationships in a managerial sample.

With identical elements more firmly established as predictor of training transfer, more
research is necessary to establish when identical elements are most influential. In the
end, when managers find common ground between training situations and newly
trained skills, their flexibility, sociability and versatility will be enhanced, contributing
to job satisfaction and organisational performance.
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