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Faster ,  Cheaper ,  Better :  

How to  des ign performance-based tra in ing with in  
t ight  budgets  and hect ic  schedules  

 
nstructional designers have a favorite statement: You can only have any two of 
these three: faster, better, or cheaper.  
 

During the past 10 years of instructional design, we have discovered that it is possible to have all three (faster, 
cheaper, and better) by using unconventional strategies.  Our colleagues who have embraced these strategies 
agree with us.  We all feel that faster, cheaper, and better are strongly associated with each other. 
 
There is an obvious connection between faster and cheaper: Since the major cost of instructional design is directly 
related to the time spent by the designer and subject-matter experts, a faster project turns out to be a cheaper one 
also.  But the connection between faster and better appears to be contradictory.  Isn't faster usually associated with 
cutting corners and producing sloppy materials?  Contrary to that assumption, actual field results indicate that 
faster instructional design results in better results (as measured by improvement in learners' performance).  
 
We are still trying to make explain this paradoxical outcome.  At present, here are a couple of guesses as to why 
this is happening: 
 

 When you are working faster, you limit yourself to the absolutely essential skills and concepts.  You don't 
have time to fool around with nice-to-know trivia. 

 When you are working faster, you transfer more responsibilities to the learner.  So the learner spends more 
time actively making sense of what is being taught rather than passively listening and reading the content. 

 
Case Studies 
 
The strategy that we use for producing faster, cheaper, and better training is not a procedural model, but a series to 
principles to be flexibly applied to each training context.  Before exploring these principles, let's take a look at a few 
composite case studies based on our recent training-design projects. 
 

1. Application Program.  The training objective for this project was to use a proprietary application 
software program to create databases with specific fields and functions.  We began this training design 
project by constructing the final performance test: You are given an in-basket folder with 20 dossiers.  
You have to create a database with a set of required fields and to populate it with information from the 
dossiers.  You pass the test if you can print out a report that supplies a summary of the data in a 
specified format.  We actually created six parallel versions of this performance test, each with different 
sets of information and specifications.  During the training session, participant teams had access to 
reference manuals and videotaped demonstrations of the steps for designing specific database 
functions.  Each team also had 45 minutes of targeted coaching from an expert.  Teams were permitted 
to take the performance test twice for practice.  Each test was different from the other and from the 
"real" final test administered to individual participants. 

 
2. Java Programming.  The training objective for this project was to enable participants to write a simple 

Java program.  To design the training package, we used a modified version of the "extreme-
programming" methodology borrowed from software engineering.  An instructional designer (ID) and a 
subject-matter expert  (SME) shared a single computer.  The ID asked a series of questions (such as 
"What exactly will I be able to do at the end of this training session?") and used the SME's responses 
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to create the prototype instructional material.  The SME and the ID took turns at the keyboard to write 
and revise the instructional material.  They continued their interaction until both were satisfied with the 
quality of the material.  Then they sent for a representative learner who had been lurking in the waiting 
room, reading back issues of People magazine.  This learner tested the instructional material by 
working through it and completing each exercise, thinking aloud when stuck.  Whenever this 
happened, the ID or the SME silently grabbed the keyboard and made appropriate revisions to the 
materials to see if the learner was able to proceed.  At the end of the test session, the ID debriefed the 
learner (with questions such as, "What was the most difficult concept?") and made immediate revisions 
based on learner feedback.  They sent the learner back to the waiting room and continued to work on 
the next section of the module. 

 
3. New Process.  The training objective for this project was to introduce a new procedure for converting 

market data into a new product through engineering specification, blueprinting, prototyping, beta 
testing, and final release.  All employees in a chip manufacturing company were scheduled to attend 
this training.  While technical manuals provided obsessive details of each stage in this new procedure, 
we decided to conduct a face-to-face facilitated briefing with groups of 30 participants.  The session 
began with a panel of four experts, each making a 99-second presentation on what they considered to 
be the most important element of the new procedure.  After this, participants were organized into five 
teams of six members each and asked to generate questions reflecting their immediate concerns.  
After 5 minutes, teams took turns to read one of their questions.  A different panel member answered 
each question and the other three members provided additional details if needed.  Teams took care to 
ask the really important questions, avoid duplicate questions, and take copious notes.  After 30 minutes 
of this "press-conference" format, each panel member made another 99-second presentation dealing 
with critical elements that were missing from the earlier questions and answers.  Each team now had 
10 minutes to summarize the key points about the new procedure, limiting their list to a single page of 
flip chart paper.  As a final activity, all participants went on a gallery walk to review the posters created 
by the other teams and to award score points to reflect the usefulness of each poster. 

 
4. Sales Letters.  The training objective for this project was to write direct mail sales letters.  We began 

our design with the construction of the final performance test: You have to write a sales letter for an 
existing item in the catalogue and mail it to 100 people randomly selected from the in-house mailing 
list.  You pass if five or more people who received your sales letter send in their orders.  We rapidly 
cranked out the other components of the training package: We designed a checklist for writing winning 
sales letters, collected and annotated top ten sales letters from the past year, and assembled four how-
to books.  We made sure that all learning resources were aligned with each other.  During the actual 
training session, participant teams created sales letters for a specific product by using these resources 
and by consulting with the facilitator.  The sales letters from different teams received feedback from the 
other teams and from a panel of expert judges.  After the session, participants continued to work 
independently until they successfully passed the performance test. 

 
5. Selling Automobiles.  The training objective for this project was to provide automobile salespeople 

with product knowledge about new models.  The instructional designer assembled existing materials 
ranging from slick sales brochures to dull technical manuals.  A collection of these materials were 
shipped out to each participant with a tongue-in-cheek note admonishing them to diligently review the 
content or face potential public humiliation during the ensuing workshop.  At the workshop, the 
facilitator organized participants into teams and asked them to prepare a series of closed questions 
(such as "What pieces of equipment are included in the basic package?") and open questions (such as 
"What benefits would you emphasize to a Soccer Mom who is interested in buying a minibus?).  The 
facilitator combined these questions with other questions prepared by experts and used them to 
conduct a quiz tournament. 
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6. Team Facilitation.  The training objective for this project was to improve facilitation skills of the 
managers in a multinational high-tech corporation.  The project lasted for about four months, with 
training design and delivery taking place simultaneously.  The course used a series of e-mail games.  
Participants were encouraged to learn from their workplace experiences and by using different books, 
videotapes, and web sites.  They spent about 30 to 45 minutes every day and responded to each 
round of the game within 48 hours.  In different email games, participants identified characteristics of 
effective facilitators, defined critical features of each characteristic, discovered potential dangers 
associated with them, and developed practical facilitation strategies.  Later games involved participants 
sharing facilitation problems, offering alternative solutions, evaluating the strengths and limitations of 
these solutions, and recombining them into improved ideas.  The content generated by the first group 
of participants was re-used with ensuing groups.  However, all participants were required to create and 
submit their own responses and solutions before reviewing those from earlier groups. 

 
Basic Principles 
 
A common theme that stands out clearly among all our faster-cheaper-better training design activities, especially in 
contrast to the traditional ISD (Instructional Systems Design) model, is the focus on activities instead of content. 
We believe that an effective training package should contain these ABC elements: activities, behavioral outcomes, 
and content.  
 
We also believe that these elements should be tightly aligned with each other to avoid teaching one thing, testing 
something else, and using a procedure that proclaims "Don’t do what I do.  Just do what I say!" 
 
Traditional approaches to training design start with the goal and proceed through task analyses to identify and to 
break down content elements to a molecular level.  Our faster-cheaper-better approaches also begin with the 
training goal.  We immediately convert this goal into a performance-test and identify suitable learning activities to 
help participants to master skills and concepts for passing this test.  We use different learning activities as 
containers for incorporating and managing existing content resources rather than creating our own content. 
 
Additional Principles 
 
Here are some additional principles that we have teased out of our successful projects.  Sometime in the future, we 
will apply reconstructed logic and claim that these principles were systematically derived from our background in 
cognitive sciences, knowledge management, and complexity theory.  We may also create a packet of job aids, 
conduct a training workshop, and retire to Florida.  In the meantime, however, in the true spirit of collaborative 
design, we offer the following raw list of training design principles for your applications, comments, and sarcastic 
remarks: 

1. Accept the fact that you are never going to produce The Final Version of any training package.  
Instead, keep continuously updating and upgrading training materials and methods. 

2. Avoid analyzing the content into meaningless, disjointed learning objects. 
3. Don’t confuse the ability to talk with the ability to perform; focus on performance. 
4. Combine delivery and evaluation with revision activities. 
5. Develop effective job aids, and then train participants to use those job aids. 
6. Don't waste time by trying to amuse participants with irrelevant activities that are fun.  Instead, focus on 

designing and using relevant activities that are engaging. 
7. Incorporate content generated by current participants in future versions of the training package. 
8. Increase participant motivation by ensuring that what is being taught is directly relevant to success in 

the work place. 
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9. Invite and encourage the trainer to become a co-designer and facilitator. 
10. Locate different types of existing content materials and incorporate them into training activities. 
11. Make the training session simulate on-the-job training as closely as possible. 
12. Motivate participants with a combination of cooperation and competition. 
13. Present content elements in a raw form and invite learners to organize them into meaningful clusters. 
14. Require participants to work in teams and to learn collaboratively from each other.  
15. Re-use effective templates for learning activities in future training packages. 
16. Select and use activity templates that match the type of learning content and objectives. 
17. Shift a significant part of the responsibility for training design and delivery to participants themselves. 
18. Treat all evaluation as formative: Always use evaluation feedback to improve the training package. 
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About LSA Global 
 
Since 1995, LSA has helped leading organizations create and maintain competitive advantages 
through people.   
 
Over 85% of our business comes from repeat clients and our customer satisfaction rating is 
97.5%. Our clients tell us that we are different.  Our clients tell us that we save them both time 
and money.  Our clients tell us that they appreciate access to experts across many areas. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
“LSA is different.  They 
focus on helping clients 
and they guarantee and 
deliver results.” 

 
 Our Sales clients confirm that they have grown sales by 40%, 

increased units sold by 42%, increased average pricing by 
12%, and closed over 50% of their pipeline. 

 
 Our Customer Loyalty clients confirm that their customer 

revenue per household increased by 18%, repeat calls 
decreased by 48.4%, single contact resolution increased by 
6.1% and their overall customer satisfaction increased by 
10%. 

 Our Leadership and Management clients report that we 
decrease their costs by up to 50%, while helping increase 
speed-to-productivity by 60% and decrease unwanted 
attrition by up to 40%. 
 

 Our Project Management clients inform us that, by regularly 
completing projects that meet or exceed expectations, they 
have become an anomaly in the world where most projects 
disappoint or fail. 

Our clients succeed in the marketplace through increased revenue, decreased costs, and higher 
productivity. They maintain that our rigorous assessment, implementation, and measurement 
capabilities bring them tangible results. As an organization, we are fiercely devoted to 
supporting their success. 

For more information, please visit us: 

 Grow Sales 
 Satisfy Customers  
 Build Leaders 

 Manage People 
 Manage Projects 
 Assess Skills 

 Implement Training 
 Measure Results 
 Outsource Training
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