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Maximizing ROI from 
Off-the-Shelf Resources

Off-the-shelf resources can help learning and development (L&D) teams train sales 
representatives and managers quickly and cost-effectively. 

In cooperation with CMR Institute, the following thought leaders led a webinar on 
this important topic. Read on for their suggestions that help trainers optimize off-
the-shelf resources to deliver the most value to their organizations.
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VA Tech

JIM UNDERWOOD
Director, Training and Development

Kowa Pharmaceuticals

DAN ZIMMERMAN
Director, Sales Force Effectiveness, 
Women’s Choice Pharmaceuticals

mailto:solutions@CMRinstitute.org
http://CMRinstitute.org


2 844.790.3021 | solutions@CMRinstitute.org | CMRinstitute.org © CMR Institute 2016. All Rights Reserved.

Considering the “Build or Buy” 
Question

Barbara Lockee, PhD, professor of instructional design and technology at 
Virginia Tech, says L&D teams should consider several key factors when 
deciding whether to create a course from scratch or purchase an off-the-
shelf resource.

“If you have a unique training need that requires expertise that is only 
available in your organization, you may need to create your own training,” 
she says. “But doing so often requires more time and funding. You also have 
to think about sustainability issues—specifically, the shelf life of the training 
and how practical it will be to reuse the resource. On the other hand, you 
need to consider how customizable off-the-shelf resources are as well. You 
should be able to modify aspects of the training content that may not be 
relevant to your training outcomes.”

When trainers consider investing in reusable, off-the-shelf resources, they 
should recognize that the costs can be spread over time, Lockee says.

At Women’s Choice Pharmaceuticals, the L&D team leveraged off-the-shelf 
resources as part of their new hire training curriculum during a time of rapid 
corporate growth.

“Our organization was in a significant growth mode with a new representative 
profile. That representative had little to no healthcare experience or 
understanding. I did not have the time or expertise to organically build a 
robust training system that would address our immediate needs.”

Selling Skills

“Off-the-shelf programs provided my company with a tremendous 
amount of flexibility to create a customized curriculum that was 
appropriate for our needs,” says Dan Zimmerman, director of sales 
force effectiveness. 
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Considering the “Build or Buy” 
Question (cont.)

He turned to off-the-shelf resources to develop two certificate programs for 
new hires. “I had confidence in the quality of the module content and was 
able to tailor certificate programs that specifically addressed the needs of 
the organization,” he says. “This provided each representative with a dynamic 
training experience at an affordable price for our company.”

The first certificate program at Women’s Choice Pharmaceuticals includes 
courses focused on the basics of the life science industry. “The curriculum 
provides new hires with a quick educational ‘ramp-up’ period in their first 
few weeks of employment,” Zimmerman says. “Those life science courses are 
taken in combination with our company product and disease state curriculum 
during their on-boarding week and initial sales training.”

The second certificate program focuses on expanding a sales representative’s 
understanding of the life science industry. 

Create Custom Buy Off-the-Shelf

vs.Built to fit specific 
needs

Requires in-house 
expertise

More time, $ needed

Customizable but not 
custom

Still requires an internal 
champion

Faster turnaround, less 
$

Zimmerman says the consistency provided by using off-the-shelf 
resources is a significant benefit. “I know everyone is getting the same 
quality instruction from beginning to end,” he says.
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Assessing the Quality of Off-the-Shelf 
Resources

Jim Underwood, director of training and development at Kowa 
Pharmaceuticals, believes it is critical for trainers to do their due diligence 
on suppliers of off-the-shelf training. For example, he often asks for 
references to get customer feedback on their experience.

“If I can review some data points or testimonials from other companies 
that may have the same type of culture or business, that helps me get 
buy-in from the top down,” says Underwood, who led his team’s efforts to 
use off-the-shelf learning as the foundation for his company’s professional 
development career ladder program. “I’m willing to work with a third party 
if they can provide  me with data or documentation on what the ROI has 
been with other customers.”

Lockee suggests using the following questions to evaluate the 
quality of an off-the-shelf training program:

• Does the resource include well-written learning objectives?

• Is the training content organized well?

• Is the training content thorough yet concise?

• Does the resource include an assessment that measures 
the key learning needs of the audience?

• Does the program integrate seamlessly into your learning      
management system (LMS)?
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Customizing Off-the-Shelf Resources

Lockee believes the most sustainable off-the-shelf programs are customizable. 
A sample customization process follows basic instructional design principles 
and starts by focusing on the needs of the audience.

“When trainers decide to use off-the-shelf resources, they should make 
sure that all of the training content is relevant to the training outcomes,” 
Lockee says. “If not, they should determine if it is possible to remove the 
extraneous information to save the learner some time and keep the focus on 
the learning outcome. They also need to consider how engaging the content 
is. For example, is it interactive?”

If it is not interactive, trainers may consider developing application exercises 
to make it more dynamic. “This will help learners apply the information and 
integrate it into their knowledge base,” she says. In addition, trainers should 
consider using coaching guides or designing other follow-up activities to help 
ensure application of the material.

Using surveys to measure the effectiveness and ROI of the training also is 
critical. “This feedback can be used to modify the program for continuous 
improvement to ensure the most effective experience,” she says.

Sample Customization Process

ANALYZE DEFINE PROPOSE REVIEW LAUNCH SUPPORT1 2 3 4 5 6

Assess 
Needs/
Select 

Modules

Consider 
Design 
Issues

Develop 
Application 
Exercises

Design 
Coaching 

Guide/
Follow-up

Use 
Surveys/
Measure 

ROI

Collect/
Integrate
Feedback

As a trainer, Underwood says he looks at post-training feedback as a gift. “I’m 
always looking to tweak programs to raise the bar and improve outcomes,” 
he says. “The only way I can do that is to sharpen the deliverable. By using 
feedback, I can make the necessary enhancements, additions, or deletions in 
the off-the-shelf program.” 
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Creating a Roadmap for 
Implementation

Zimmerman believes trainers should focus on execution and sustainability 
when rolling out off-the-shelf training programs. That is why he created an 
implementation calendar.

After he had buy-in from internal stakeholders about the content and 
format of the program, he created an implementation calendar for all 
content, which served two purposes.

First, the calendar created a manageable “roadmap” for completion of 
all the assigned content, which complemented the company’s ongoing 
training, Zimmerman says. “This roadmap was aligned to our existing 
training and development process. It created a learning pathway, which was 
implemented throughout the entire year so completion was manageable,” 
he says.

Second, the calendar set expectations for implementation—so 
representatives not only knew what they needed to do but also how and 
when they needed to do it. “It clearly set completion deadlines for the 
content and allowed the district managers to schedule enrichment calls 
to pull-through the information with their representatives,” Zimmerman 
says. The enrichment calls are monthly district team teleconferences 
during which the group discusses the module content and key concepts. 
“Ultimately, the purpose of the enrichment call is discuss how what was 
learned can be applied to ongoing development or help the representative 
just do their job better,” he says.

“I knew we could design an outstanding program with wonderful content, but 
if we did not create an execution roadmap, it would not have the intended 
impact, and ultimately, would not be a success.”

mailto:solutions@CMRinstitute.org
http://CMRinstitute.org


844.790.3021 | solutions@CMRinstitute.org | CMRinstitute.org © CMR Institute 2016. All Rights Reserved. 7 

The experts warned trainers to avoid some of these common mistakes 
when using off-the-shelf resources.

Not aligning the program to your broader vision. Trainers should 
avoid creating a learning curriculum that does not reflect the organization’s 
broader L&D vision or does not link to core competencies, Zimmerman 
says. “We had a clear vision of what we wanted to accomplish with an off-
the-shelf program,” he says. “We needed to ensure the training became 
part of our culture, which we have done.”

Not gaining buy-in. Although off-the-shelf resources can speed 
development time, they still require that L&D teams have an internal 
advocate, or champion, who can help promote the value of the training 
program.

Avoiding Pitfalls When Using Off-the-
Shelf Resources
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“I always try to get an internal champion on board to make sure 
implementation is going to be higher,” Underwood says. “You have to 
have senior management involved in any type of program, which helps 
with buy-in and engagement throughout the process.”
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Not updating content frequently. Underwood says the dynamic nature 
of the healthcare industry makes it important for trainers to refresh their 
content often or ensure the vendor they are using will do this for them. He 
uses panels of sales managers and representatives to review content and 
suggest when items need updating. 

Not explaining to participants the value of the learning. “Learners 
need to be able to answer the question: What’s in it for me?” Lockee says. 
“That is why it is critical to link training to core competencies. As learners, 
we always want to know how the training will be helpful to us, so making 
that connection is important.” She suggests that trainers discuss the value 
of the learning at the beginning of the program.

Underwood makes a point of explaining to participants what is in it for 
them. “This might include how the training is linked to their performance 
reviews or paid merit increases or help them be more effective with their 
customers,” he says.

Not sustaining the learning. This is a common pitfall that trainers should 
avoid, not just with off-the-shelf programs but also with other training 
programs, Lockee says. “Often, we do not take that extra step to ensure 
transfer, such as creating application exercises to keep learners engaged 
and reinforce the learning outcomes,” she says.

Using pre- and post-assessments to show participants how their 
performance improves following training also can help sustain learning, 
Underwood says.

Avoiding Pitfalls When Using Off-the-
Shelf Resources (cont.)
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Want to learn more about maximizing ROI from off-the-shelf resources? 

Please visit www.cmrinstitute.org

800.328.2615
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Avoiding Pitfalls When Using Off-the-
Shelf Resources (cont.)

Not rewarding learners for their efforts. Providing recognition to 
employees that complete training through certificates or other methods 
can help keep learners motivated, Lockee says.

Zimmerman agrees that recognition can be strong motivator. “You want 
to provide recognition for mastery of a particular skill or knowledge set 
whenever possible,” he says.
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