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MAKING THE CASE FOR 
PERFORMANCE SUPPORT
THE LEARNING & DEVELOPMENT CHALLENGE  
Learning professionals understand that a training course is not the 
answer to all workplace learning needs. In fact, many experts in our field 
believe it’s the answer for only a small proportion of those needs. As Dr. 
Clark Quinn writes:

I suggest that our core goal is performance, and our role is 
performance augmentation… The focus of learning and development 
is to prepare people, but we need to focus on people doing, and work 
backward to how we prepare them… it’s also about finding ways not 
to have to put knowledge into people’s heads, and to put (or find) the 
answer “in the world.” 1

Yet your clients — raised and comfortable with the traditional classroom 
model — often have a different point of view. They tend to see training as 
the answer to every performance issue or knowledge/skill requirement. 
An ERP system being updated? Create a set of e-learning courses! A new 
procedure being implemented? Conduct a class! It’s difficult for them to 
envision any other kind of solution.

The big question: How do you convince your clients that performance 
support may be a better solution than training? The rest of this white 
paper is intended to help you do that.

ESSENTIAL DEFINITIONS

Learning: The acquisition of knowledge and skills. Often classified 
into two types:

 ▪ Formal: Provided by structured courses (instructor-led or  
self-directed)

 ▪ Informal: Obtained ad hoc from various sources (documents, 
media, application help, websites, coworkers, etc.)

Training: A type of formal learning delivery. Usually refers to 
teaching vocational or workplace knowledge and skills.

Performance Support: A type of informal learning delivery. Consists 
of tools and resources that provide workers the appropriate level of 
information or guidance to complete tasks at the moment of need.
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SELLING PERFORMANCE SUPPORT

The Benefits 
The Five Moments of Learning Need model developed by Conrad 
Gottfredson and Bob Mosher, widely endorsed by leaders in the learning 
field, nicely summarizes the power of performance support. The five 
moments are:

1. New: When people are learning how to do something for the first time

2. More: When people are expanding what they have learned

3. Apply: When people need to act on what they have learned

4. Solve: When problems arise or things don’t work as intended

5. Change: When people need to learn a new way of doing something 
that requires a change in deeply ingrained skills

While formal training is typically used for New and More, performance 
support delivers its greatest value during Apply, Solve, and Change. These 

are situations where the need to perform is immediate — when it’s not 
practical to step away from the task to take a course, or to wait for one 
to be developed! Performance support can also be used during New and 
More, either as an adjunct to training or on its own as an information 
source.

In their book Innovative Performance Support, Gottfredson and Mosher 
explain three key ways performance support provides value to the 
organization:2

 ▪ It delivers greater business efficiencies, through direct correlation 
with metrics such as productivity gain, decrease in time to proficiency, 
and reductions in support costs.

 ▪ It enables knowledge retention and transfer from training to the job.

 ▪ It expands knowledge capacity in a world where work-related 
information is continually growing and changing, by providing access to 
that information in the right form at the right time. People don’t need to 
keep it all in their head.

MODEL PERFORMANCE SUPPORT: TAX PREPARATION SOFTWARE

Once every year, millions of U.S. taxpayers must deal with lots of calculations on multiple interrelated forms to prepare their income tax returns.  

What’s more, tax rules, forms, and calculations can change from year to year. 

It’s a complex, variable task performed infrequently by non-experts: a classic learning and performance problem.

Tax preparation software (such as Intuit TurboTax® or TaxAct®) to the rescue! Performance support is completely integrated within, and nearly 

indistinguishable from, the application program. It guides you through the right forms based on your situation, prompts you to enter data when needed, 

performs calculations across forms automatically, provides context-sensitive explanations on demand, and links you to further information if you want it. 

In other words, it provides seamless support as you complete your tax return, at each moment of need. You aren’t being trained, you’re being supported in 

your work. Learning may (and probably does) occur along the way, but it’s incidental. That’s OK, because you are — most importantly — performing.
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Tradition.  
Our employees have always been trained the same way. 

Response:  
The traditional way is not necessarily the best way. Because it occurs 
away from the learner’s work in both space and time, a formal 
training event may have little impact on employee performance. 
Studies show that knowledge retention falls off quickly after the 
training event, unless it’s regularly reinforced afterward through 
other delivery methods.3 

Awareness.  
What is performance support? I don’t understand it. 

Response:  
If an explanation or examples from this white paper aren’t enough, 
try doing a very small test implementation in a real work situation. 
You can mock up the performance support asset in a tool such 
as Word or PowerPoint, or even on paper. Enlist an employee to 
demonstrate using the asset in the course of a job task. 

Cost.  
There are costs, monetary and non-monetary, to doing things 
differently.

Response:  
While change can be difficult, uncomfortable, and costly, the return 
on investment of properly designed performance support will more 
than make up for it. As the acceptance of performance support by 
learners and clients grows, the ROI will become more apparent.

RESPONDING TO OBJECTIONS

You may face some objections or obstacles to performance support, 
such as these common ones:

A set of job aids 
will give people all 
the help they’ll 
need for the 
revised procedure.

Nah, we’ve always had 
classroom training. 
People love to get 
away from work for a 
day or two!

It’s not worth the 
cost. If they need 
help, they just can 
ask a coworker.

People need 
context-sensitive help 
in the software as 
they complete tasks.

We can simply provide 
a guide to the new 
regulation and have 
people pass a 
targeted exam.

But it’s a compliance 
issue — we have to 
show training 
attendance sheets!

DO THESE SOUND FAMILIAR?
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Technology. We don’t have the computer systems or software to 
implement performance support.

Response: Although a sophisticated electronic performance support 
system (EPSS) can be installed, it’s not the only way to implement 
performance support. Consider standalone support materials, electronic 
or hardcopy, for specific needs. Investigate what you can do using your 
existing software and systems, including e-learning authoring tools; the 
company LMS, intranet, or document management system; cloud-based 
platforms; and add-ins to application software. Look at delivering support 
to employees’ own mobile devices, especially for those who don’t work at 
a desk.

1. Quantify the Problem 

 ▪ Situation: Uncover facts about the learning need. Why now?  
What’s prompting it?

 ▪ Problem: What are the business issues associated with the situation?

 ▪ Implications: What happens if the issues are not resolved? Get the 
client to verbalize.

 ▪ Payoff: If the issues were resolved, what is the business payoff for the 
organization? 

2. Build the Case 

 ▪ Document the situation, problem, and proposed solution, including 
how it will resolve the issues.

 ▪ Complete a financial worksheet for the solution.

 ▪ Create a short demo of your proposed solution (in the proposed 
delivery method, if possible; if not, a paper prototype can work).

 ▪ Solicit allies to your cause (e.g., client, IT dept., key members of user 
audience).

3. Present the Case

 ▪ Tell your story to key stakeholders and decision-makers (adjust 
presentation as necessary based on initial responses).

 ▪ Demonstrate your solution (recruit a member of the user audience to 
help).

 ▪ Focus on the quantitative benefits.

 ▪ Have a plan for measuring and reporting results.

MAKING A BUSINESS CASE

Here are some helpful tips on convincing your clients of the value of a 
performance support solution.

“

”

When pitching your first performance support project 
. . . [c]reate a story or scenario that depicts the 
anticipated results . . . Get the client to imagine the 
outcome. A strong vision and a solid business case 
can help you sell your project when you have little in 
the form of prior results to show.

- Marc Rosenberg4
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GETTING STARTED WITH PERFORMANCE SUPPORT 

A final thing to keep in mind: performance support doesn’t have to be all 
or nothing. It can be a standalone solution, or part of a blended solution, 
or a complete system delivered via an electronic performance support 
platform. But in any case, training probably won’t go away — it should just 
be used where it works best! 

We recommend that you start your performance support journey with a 
small, contained, and relatively simple project as a proof of concept. As 
you gain experience in developing performance support, you can expand 
your range. 

Meanwhile, get inspired by these real-world examples:

CASE STUDIES: WORKPLACE PERFORMANCE SUPPORT 

Manufacturer of High-End Office Furniture Systems 

When this company adopted a Lean/Six Sigma approach, its designers and 
engineers needed support in using Six Sigma tools. They created a solution 
that offers training and performance support in one package. For each Six 
Sigma tool, the solution provides a definition, when and how it should be 
used, an example, and a practice exercise. Users can access any type of 
information for any tool at will. The tool is available any time on desktop 
and mobile platforms. 

Global Direct Selling Company 

Making sure that its far-flung group of independent business owners 
are acting ethically is crucial to this leader in direct selling. To extend its 
instructor-led course, it developed an ethical decision tool in both electronic 
and print formats. The tool guides business owners in making ethical 
decisions at the time of need. 

Performance support is provided to the ethics course instructor, too — 
all assets used in teaching the course can be accessed when needed via 
mobile device. This is a must for instructors who are all over the world, 
conducting the course in many different venues. 

Global Medical Device Manufacturer 

Implementing new computer systems is a fact of life for most large 
organizations — and acclimating employees to them is a regular challenge. 
When this Fortune 500 corporation recently launched a new product 
data management system, it used its internal social media platform to 
deploy procedural screencasts. These one- to two-minute narrated videos 
show how to execute discrete tasks on the new system and are available 
whenever needed. 

North American Home Improvement Chain 

With tens of thousands of sales associates in stores all over the country, 
this retail giant needed to find a way to efficiently teach new products 
and sales strategies — without taking the associates off the floor for long 
training sessions.  

They developed a blended solution model that covers all five moments of 
need. It starts with a short training component (e-learning or instructor-led), 
then continues on the floor with practice activities (e.g., role-plays, problem-
solving challenges) and coached interactions with customers. When 
associates are ready to go it alone, they access electronic job aids and 
reference information on the tablets they carry with them. If things change, 
updates are immediately available. 

Major U.S. Bank 

Salespeople in this bank’s wholesale division were having difficulty using a 
computerized system that creates legal documents for service agreements. 
The Learning and Development function knew that robust performance 
support was the answer, not more training. 

Because this was a relatively small project for a contained system, L&D 
decided to test the use of a vendor-supplied performance support platform 
to deliver the support assets. Structured around the business process 
and integrated with the subject system, it delivers guidance in following 
the process, context-sensitive help for completing system tasks, reference 
information, demonstration screencasts, and practice simulations. 

The success of this initiative with users and management has led to 
additional performance support projects using the same platform.
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WHERE TO LEARN MORE ABOUT PERFORMANCE SUPPORT 

The following selected resources are excellent places to start your 
journey. They cover the rationale for performance support, when to use it, 
how to talk to stakeholders about it, and practical steps for designing and 
implementing it. They also include plenty of practical examples.

 ▪ Gottfredson, Conrad, and Bob Mosher. Innovative Performance Support: 
Strategies and Practices for Learning in the Workflow. McGraw-Hill, 2011.

 ▪ Rosenberg, Marc J. White papers available at www.elearningguild.com: 

 ▪ “At the Moment of Need: The Case for Performance Support.” The 
eLearning Guild, 2013. 

 ▪ “Selling Performance Support: Building Stakeholder Buy-in.” The 
eLearning Guild, 2014. 

 ▪ Rossett, Allison, and Lisa Schafer. Job Aids & Performance Support: Moving 
from Knowledge in the Classroom to Knowledge Everywhere. Wiley, 2007. 

If you want to know what’s happening right now in performance support, 
join the Performance Support Community (www.performersupport.com). 
This global community of practice offers a wealth of information provided 
by members on how they are implementing performance support 
solutions in their organizations. Webinars, blog posts, discussion forums, 
and social networking are available on the site, moderated by Gottfredson 
and Mosher.
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