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An In-Depth Look: 
How to Demonstrate Return on 
Investment with Measurable 
Learning 

Des Moines Area Community College (DMACC) partners with 

Labyrinth Learning to meet expectations of a corporate client 

seeking measurable results - and finds new revenue in the 

process. 

CASE STUDY 



This case study describes the partnership between Des 

Moines Area Community College (DMACC) and Labyrinth 

Learning to create a training solution for Mercer, a global 

consulting �rm with 1,600 employees in Des Moines, Iowa. 

This successful program is a model for how to implement 

training programs that demonstrate return on investment 

for clients and increase pro�tability for the training 

organization.
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SUMMARY

Founded in 1966, DMACC is Iowa�s largest and most diverse community college with more 

than six campuses and �ve learning centers. DMACC Business Resources is a major 

provider of skills training, talent development, and business consulting to local businesses, 

serving more than 260 organizations to date. 

Labyrinth Learning has been providing textbooks and assessment solutions for more than 

25 years to community colleges, technical schools, K-12, workforce development 

programs, corporate training �rms, and other education-oriented organizations.

Mercer is the world�s largest human resources consulting �rm, with more than 20,000 

employees, 130 locations worldwide, and $4.2 billion in revenue. Mercer�s Iowa o�ce 

employs 1,600 people and provides talent, health, retirement, and investment consulting. 

In 2016, Mercer approached DMACC, seeking 

training for employees. The problem: They 

had few employees who were skilled in using 

Excel or Access, and those who did have the 

skills were spending too much of time 

helping other employees. Mercer wanted to 

increase the skill level of all employees in 

order to increase overall productivity. 

BACKGROUND



DMACC coordinated an introductory meeting with Mercer to fully understand their 

training needs. Key success factors for the meeting:

Labyrinth Learning 

NEEDS EXPLORATION

Topics included a review of the challenges Mercer was facing, who was to be trained, when 

the training would occur, and the length of each training session. Mercer did not want 

employees to be in training for a full day; it was agreed that each session would last three 

hours. Budget and identi�cation of key decision makers were also clari�ed.

As the discussion went on, it appeared that this training would be like many other training 

programs that DMACC had successfully delivered for other clients � until the last �ve 

minutes of the meeting. At that point, Mercer�s Customer Engagement Leader, Anne Dirkx, 

stated that Mercer wanted the courses to include homework, testing, and tracking to 

ensure measurable training. 

This was a game changer. 

DMACC had a long history of providing Excel and Access training but did not have a plan or 

a template for the comprehensive program being requested by Mercer. However, DMACC 

recognized that this was an opportunity to extend their o�ering, demonstrate clear results 

for their clients, and increase revenue.

Provided a draft Table of Contents to the client prior to the meeting as 

a starting point for discussion and to enable a richer discussion

Included the course instructor in needs exploration, to provide a 

subject-matter expert

Asked probing questions to uncover underlying needs  

�Yes, we can do that for you!�
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The Answer? 
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THE SOLUTION

DMACC�s typical corporate client wanted a one-day, seven-hour training program. Mercer, 

on the other hand, requested measurable skill development among the employees, with 

training on site, homework, testing, and online tracking accessible by Mercer HR. Classes 

would meet for three hours at a time, twice a week. How would DMACC meet the demands 

of the client? Instructors at DMACC did not have expertise in assessments or establishing 

reporting.

Julie Bundy, Coordinator of Business and Professional Development, was up for the 

challenge. 

Creating the course details was a two-month process, including �nalizing the course plans 

and structure as well as selecting a partner for course materials and tools. 

COURSE STRUCTURE

Course content was re�ned and �nalized 

through a thorough review of the initial Table of 

Contents with Mercer. The �nal course content 

was customized to remove any basic tasks that 

employees had already mastered.

DMACC worked with the revised content to 

determine the structure and length of the 

training program. 

C lass  s ize  �  12  students-  was 

determined by the computer lab 

c a p a c i t y  r e s t r i c t i o n  a n d  t h e 

student/instructor ratio that would 

enable individual attention. DMACC 

suggested that the �rst class of each 

application serve as a pilot to test and 

re�ne plans, setting the expectation 

that tweaks would be needed.

12 STUDENTS PER CLASS

PROGRAM WOULD INCLUDE
TRAINING, HOMEWORK, TESTS,
AND GRADING

PILOT TEST AND REFINE
PROGRAM

Excel - 24 contact hours; 8 class periods
Access - 18 contact hours; 6 class periods

COURSE LENGTH
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Julie had found her answer.

DMACC selected Labyr inth 

Learning as a partner to provide 

the course content, including 

comprehensive Excel and Access 

t e x t b o o k s  a n d  t h e  e L a b 

assessment platform with more 

than 2,000 ready-to-go questions 

and the capability to deliver 

measurable results to the client.

COURSE MATERIALS

DMACC had successfully used Labyrinth Learning 

textbooks for many previous programs and was 

con�dent that they could �t the training needs, 

but DMACC had no experience with online testing 

and homework tools. Julie had heard about 

Labyrinth�s eLab assessment platform and 

thought it might be a �t. 

 Proven Solution
 Fit training curriculum
 Includes prep tools
 Ready to go testing environment
 Automated grading
 Easy to use
 Online and in person access
 Priced to �t overall price model
 Strong customer support

REQUIREMENTS SUMMARY

After contacting Jodi Noll, a sales manager at Labyrinth Learning, Julie learned that 

DMACC could combine comprehensive textbooks with the eLab platform to ful�ll the 

needs for the Mercer training. With eLab, they would be able to create online tests that 

could be taken before and after the course � in a realistic, simulated Microsoft 

environment. They could choose from preestablished questions, and they could create 

their own. Homework could be assigned, completed, and tracked using the tool, and 

Mercer could view and track student scores anywhere, anytime. In addition, the solution �t 

within Mercer�s budget. 
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THE PROPOSAL

Before submitting the o�cial proposal, DMACC presented their ideas to Mercer. This 

presentation con�rmed that DMACC was headed in the right direction with the training 

program. The next step was to submit a formal proposal, which included an overview of the 

training program highlighting its measurable aspects, background on DMACC and 

DMACC�s value proposition, training details including course structure, topics, and contact 

hours, pricing, tentative training schedule, and cancellation fees.  

The value proposition was to provide highly e�ective and measurable training that would 

give Mercer absolute con�dence that their investment was returning results. Mercer would 

h ave  t h e  a b i l i t y  to  t ra c k 

employee progress and review 

e m p l o y e e  t e s t  r e s u l t s  � 

individually or by groups � 

before, during, and after the 

training. DMACC also had the 

ability to deliver on Mercer�s 

desire for a mix of live classroom 

instruction and online access.

PRICING

Pricing was established based on the upon multiple-week, three-hour training sessions. 

Pricing was structured to ensure all costs would be recouped in the �rst training; 

subsequent sessions would be priced much lower.

PROGRAM

EXCEL

ACCESS

$6025

$5380

$500

$448

$3390

$3210

$282

$267

TOTAL PER STUDENT
FIRST TRAINING

TOTAL PER STUDENT
SUSEQUENT TRAINING
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PROPOSAL RECOMMENDATIONS

Emphasize Measurable Results. In larger companies, clients often have a need to show 

management a return on their training investment. When proposing a solution that 

includes tools for measurable learning, include a value proposition that clearly highlights 

this capability.

Be Thorough. Not every decision maker is involved throughout the process, so don�t 

assume that they have the bene�t of all prior interactions. Be detailed.

Engage Your Partner. If you are presenting to your client, include your technology partner. 

Labyrinth�s eLab demonstration to Mercer increased client con�dence in their ability to 

deliver to the proposed plan. If you are putting together a written proposal, ask your 

partner to provide information related to the technology aspect. 

Consider All Costs. Consider instructor time, materials, shipping costs, reference cards, 

eLab license fees, and administrative costs. Instructor time includes time for curriculum 

development (generally two hours of development for every hour of teaching), 

preparation time (homework review, testing questions, follow up), and instruction time.

One Price for Entire Package. One all-inclusive price for each course keeps the proposal 

simple and easy to understand. In addition, any negotiation is kept at the overall package 

level rather than negotiating individual price elements of the proposal. 

Ensure Costs Are Covered in First Course. DMACC priced the �rst course nearly twice as 

much as subsequent courses to ensure any prep costs were completely covered. This 

strategy will prevent a loss if the customer cancels the program after the �rst course.

Nearly four months after submission, the proposal was accepted by Mercer.

Now it was time for DMACC and Labyrinth Learning to begin pulling it all together! 
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IMPLEMENTATION

The �rst training session was set for a month later, after an initial request to start in two 

weeks was negotiated. During this time, DMACC worked with Labyrinth to prepare for the 

pilot, including eLab speci�c activities such as conducting instructor training, selecting 

homework assignments, and setting up tests. The �rst pilot was for the Excel course, which 

consisted of eight sessions at the Mercer facility, two per week for four weeks. Each session 

would be three hours in length. 

PILOT SESSION

A test would be administered at the start and end of each chapter to measure learning and 

progress.  

The pilot was a success for both students and instructors!

As expected, some tweaks were made to the program for future sessions.

Key �ndings during the pilot:

 Pretest scores were lower than expected. Mercer and their employees perceived 

   that their skills were higher than they were.

 Testing before and after each chapter was too much. The testing protocol was modi�ed 

to an initial test before training started and another test after training ended. 

This provided su�cient demonstration of learning and was much more time e�cient. 

 4 weeks

 8 3-hour sessions

 Onsite 2x per week

 Pre-test for each chapter

 Post-test for each

chapter

 4 weeks

 8 3-hour sessions

 Onsite 2x per week

 Pre-test at start

 Additional homework

 Post-test at end

EXCEL

 3.5 weeks

 7 3-hour sessions

 Onsite 2x per week

 Pre-test at start

 Additional homework

 Post-test at end

PILOT

EXCELEXCEL ACCESS
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 Sharing management goals with employees is important. Employees were initially 

uncomfortable with being tested and were concerned that they would fall short of their 

supervisors� expectations. Letting them know that managers were only looking at 

progress change from pre- to post-testing, and that perfect scores were not expected 

or required, signi�cantly relieved employee stress.

 Explaining the grading logic is important. Without understanding how grading 

worked within the testing environment, employees didn�t realize that arbitrary clicking 

within the simulation would count against them. In these cases, employees were 

disappointed that they didn�t earn 100% on a test.

 The homework was enjoyable! Employees reacted positively to the clear goals, and 

they appreciated being able to apply what they were learning outside of the class. 

TIMING

With a large project for a large corporation, expect decision-making to take time. In this 

case, the proposal decision took approximately four months and required some patience 

as well as follow-up communication. There is some �hurry up and wait� to this kind of 

endeavor.

THE COMPLETE TIMELINE : 
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RESULTS

Mercer and its employees who participated in the training were highly satis�ed with the 

results. Five additional training sessions have been conducted following the initial pilot. 

The highlights  include:

 High learner engagement. Homework reinforced the skills being taught and gave 
participants the ability to apply what they were learning.

 Measurable improvement in employee skills. Scores on the post tests were twice as high 

as scores on the pretests.

 Clear return on training investment. Even participants who were familiar with Excel or 

Access learned new skills and saw improved test scores. Mercer enjoyed 

noticeable productivity gains with this skill development.

 High client satisfaction. Mercer management and employee participants gave high 

marks to the training program. When news spread about the e�ectiveness of the 

course, demand surged such that a waiting list to get into the course was created.

 High instructor satisfaction. Instructors who were initially reluctant about technology 

found the tool easy to use and an asset to their teaching.

 High pro�t per student. With the expanded o�ering, DMACC was able to command a 

higher price � and pro�t � per student. 

The courses were a success by all measures. 

�Our employees are able to access online resources when they need it, 
on-the-job, at times that work best for them. It�s a great way to refresh 
memories about what was learned in class. eLab enables us to extend 
the classroom training delivered by our partners at DMACC.�

- Anne Dirkx, Engagement Leader,
Mercer Global Center of Excellence
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OUTLOOK FOR THE FUTURE

DMACC continues to o�er an array of courses and adapt to the needs of customers 

through innovation and partnerships. Every client is now o�ered two options: a standard 

training package and an enhanced training package that is customizable and includes pre- 

and post-course testing to con�rm skill development. Because of eLab�s �exible 

con�guration and pricing, DMACC is able to o�er this training for courses of all lengths, 

including one-day training. The expanded o�ering enables DMACC to improve the 

e�ectiveness of its learning solutions, show measurable data to demonstrate that 

e�ectiveness, and drive higher pro�tability. 

�Using eLab greatly expanded our ability to customize a class to 
Mercer�s needs and provided us with a model going forward for how we 
can help companies who want more than a standard class.�

- Aaron Chittende, Business Solutions Consultant, DMACC
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