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H U M A N  C A P I T A L  L A B  O R I G I N A L  R E S E A R C H

This human capital study was conducted for a large, well known, and highly 
regarded international company.  For the protection of rights and interests, this 
company will be referred to as “ExCo.” 

About the Customized Education Program
 
ExCo partnered with Bellevue University to offer employees a comprehensive 
certificate program. Bellevue University worked with experienced professionals 
in retail sales and a program team of experts to design a unique and exclusive 
degree platform. The certificate of completion is 21 months in length and consists 
of 12 6-week courses totaling 36 credits. Upon successful completion of the 
program, students can pursue additional coursework to attain a degree. Students 
with previous associate or bachelor’s degrees can respectively pursue their first 
or second bachelor’s degree. Full-time employees do not have any upfront tuition 
costs and many of the additional fees normally associated with Bellevue University’s 
programs were waived for certificate program students.
 
Certificate program course work is completed online using Bellevue University’s 
highly acclaimed and well-established online education system. Instructors are 
trained on how to effectively teach online and maximize student engagement. 
Participants can expect a balance of individual and team collaborations that 
include research, papers, colleague critiques, business analysis, and critical 
thinking. Students also interact with store managers, company directors, 
conduct store visits, and research store processes. Students progress through the 
program with the same group of individuals – termed as a “cohort” – as classes 
run sequentially. Other classes pursuant to the bachelor’s degree can be taken 
alongside the program term to expedite degree attainment. 
 
Building the Custom Certificate Curriculum 
 
A major challenge in the curriculum design process is balancing the deeply rooted 
beliefs and desires of the academic world to those of the corporate learning 
environment. All involved in certificate curriculum development are concerned 
with providing learning experiences that develop employees, enhance skills, and 
benefit the organization. The custom certificate achieves a balance in that students 
study important industry concepts within the academic confines of their program 
such as text and online resources. Then they learn how to identify those concepts 
in their workplace and apply them firsthand. Instructors analyze a student’s 
comprehension of a concept through discussion posts and by what the student 
demonstrates in assignments. For example, students study what a profit and loss 
report is but actively learn it by identifying one within ExCo and interpreting it. 
In addition, employee diversity within cohorts brings to the curriculum a mix of 
experiences, perspectives, knowledge, and skills directly relevant to ExCo. Students 
learn more about their jobs from the custom certificate’s collaborative learning 
than they would in a stand-alone education program or as simply an employee.
 

Employer Value from Investing in a 
Customized Education Program:



The contributions of Bellevue University and ExCo in the certificate’s 
curriculum design process were collaborative and complementary. ExCo 
understands the business and workings of corporations but lacks the 
academic rigor of an educational institution. Bellevue University ensures 
that the development of the certificate courses have academic rigor; 
courses must adhere to a standard set by the university and achieve the 
expected learning objectives. 
 
The curriculum design process began with industry proficiencies necessary 
to effectively managing a retail store. Concepts include managing, selling 
and service, human resources, operations, and financial analysis. Starting 
the design process with industry competencies are important to bringing 
accountability to the certificate’s curriculum. Each course took roughly 
three months to develop and involved extensive collaboration with Bellevue 
University, ExCo, and subject matter experts. 

ExCo identified about 40 subject matter experts in all areas of retail 
management. Managers and experts at all organizational levels contributed 
relevant documentation, course reviews, and information through a series 
of interviews, site visits, and operational observations. Direct collaboration 
with ExCo was essential to representing the company in a relevant and 
accurate manner. After thorough research, observation, and collaboration 
in each certificate program topic, the courses were written and submitted 
to Bellevue University for review. 

Bellevue University required that the certificate program courses align 
with the pre-approved syllabus, meet the learning and program objectives, 
use the proper technologies, and be deliverable in the online format. The 
University also requires that the certificate program instructors have a 
minimum of six years in retail management experience and a minimum of 
a master’s degree in business or related area.   

In sum, the certificate program pulls universal concepts in retail 
management and aligns them directly into ExCo’s business model. The 
direct application of the program to work procedures makes the subject 
matter highly relevant and immediately applicable to the participant’s job.

Marketing the Certificate Program

The initial support at ExCo’s executive level for the certificate program 
was instrumental in creating momentum as it gained exposure amongst 
succeeding levels of leadership and individual retail locations. The 
program’s popularity became clearer when the webinars introducing 
the certificate program were available to the entire ExCo population and 
achieved widespread enthusiasm. Digital communication facilitated the 
certificate program’s exposure across ExCo entities. Using information 
about ExCo’s demographics and corporate culture, the marketing team 
was able to customize a strategy that best communicated the certificate 
program’s value to the company and each employee. 

The certificate program is open to any employee of ExCo including those 
not working directly in retail, regardless of age, position, and experience. 
ExCo is particularly interested in younger and entry-level employees who 
they feel can experience the certificate program’s maximum benefits.  
The company has a genuine interest in helping their employees earn 
college degrees. Consequently, the way the certificate program is 
communicated to the employees emphasizes personal growth through 
learning and higher education. ExCo facilitates the process of attaining 

a degree with accessible prerequisites. Employees who do not meet 
the minimum 30 college credits must take the online student success 
program (OSSP), but the course is also open to employees who meet the 
30-credit requirement. OSSP is a 4-week, 2-credit course that serves as an 
introduction to online learning methods. The course introduces students to 
the online classroom. It includes methods to communicate and network, 
maximize online learning, and ways to achieve academic success. Credits 
from the online course can be used towards the degree. OSSP is exclusive 
to Bellevue University and contributes to the school’s award-winning level 
of excellence for online education. 
 
Maintaining the level of enthusiasm experienced at the pre-launch stage of 
the certificate program is essential to the program’s success. The unguided 
communication in cohorts and between program participants and non-
participants is an honest and welcomed expression of the program’s value. 
Interviews on the certificate program’s web page of five graduates in the 
retail branch convey the confidence and personal value the employees 
have gained through the program. Graduates proudly displayed their 
celebratory pins during work as they talked about the many benefits they 
have experienced through the certificate program. Graduates discussed the 
newly acquired opportunities within the company; they are excited to have 
a deeper understanding of their positions and of ExCo. In addition to self-
sustaining communication, the human resources department occasionally 
promoted the program as a professional development initiative. Digital 
communication remains central to sustaining exposure and interest. Social 
media such as LinkedIn and Facebook are also used as modes of reaching 
out to ExCo employees. 

A notable source of the certificate program’s value is the diversity within 
each cohort. It ties in multiple job levels, positions, demographics, and 
experiences. The value of the certificate program is not limited to the 
content of the course but spans through the interactions and experiences 
of the cohort. The certificate program’s success is also reliant upon 
acknowledging participants at all stages of the program, even after 
graduation. Continuous recognition sustains the feeling that the employee 
accomplished something notable on a personal and organizational level. 
Leaders – the driving forces of the program – are also recognized to 
uphold the level of executive support that is imperative to the certificate 
program’s success. 

Learning Objectives

Observing the certificate program’s impact at all stages of the program 
allows ExCo to recognize significant business trends. The purpose of the 
study was to identify the effect of participation in the certificate program 
at the outset. The study’s key performance indicators (measures of 
individual and store-level performance) are Sales, Sales Plus, Data, Sales 
of Accessories, Accessory Ratio, Employee Performance Rating, and 
Employee Job Movement. 

Background

The certificate program’s annual $7,500 cost per employee warrants a 
study that monitors the return on investment. A study at the early stages 
of implementation limits a deeper understanding of the program’s full 
financial impact, but studies at later stages will alleviate this issue. In this 
study, the Lab evaluated the program nine months after inception.
Bellevue University’s Human Capital Lab® relied on data from February 
2009 through November 2009. The Lab also reviewed data prior to the 



program for comparison and data assessment. Data came from sales 
representatives and senior sales representatives who were active at the time 
the data were retrieved. Representatives’ respective stores were used to 
assess store-level effects. 
 
Methods

The study assesses the differences between participants and non-
participants of the certificate program to understand the effects on business 
metrics at the individual and store level. Examining year to date (YTD) 
tuition expenditures assesses business metrics as a measure of dollars 
spent. The Lab compared store-level performance by grouping stores with 
at least one program participant against those with no participants. 
It is essential to control for extraneous influences on business metrics 
and isolate the effects of the certificate program. The study used a 
statistical method of matching participants to non-participants using 
control variables that potentially bias the effects of the program. Apart 
from participation as a distinguishing factor, the individuals in the study 
population possess similar characteristics and backgrounds. The matching 
technique elevates confidence that any differences observed in the study 
are likely due to program enrollment and not other factors such as tenure, 
education, and store area.
 
If the descriptive statistics suggest a difference between participants and 
non-participants on business metrics, statistical tests increase confidence 
that the observed differences are true. The study applied the General Linear 
Model to assess the relationship between individual participation and 
store-level participation to business metrics and helps distinguish which 
variables best predict business metric performance. 
 
The study aggregated data during an 11-month period in 2009 to use in 
the statistical models. The aggregate for Sales, Sales Plus, and Sales of 
Accessories was their sum. The aggregate for Accessory Ratio, Data, and 
Quota Performance was their mean. The Lab excluded performance review 
ratings from the analysis because it was not possible to determine whether 
the review occurred before or after the intervention.
 
Results

The study population consisted of 11,899 employees including a 
participant group (n=182) and a non-participant group (n=11,717). 
The study compared descriptive statistics for the two sample groups to 
each other and against the entire study population. Observing statistical 
values of and within the study population ensures the samples are normally 
distributed around the mean and increases the validity of the analysis.  

Characteristics of the Participant and 
Control Groups

Just over half of the program participants had some college credits at 
the time of enrollment. The rest of the sample group had varying levels 
of education ranging from a GED to an associate degree. About 8% of 
participants already had a bachelor’s degree and 1% had at least some 
graduate-level credits. Among non-participants, about 43% had some 
college credits at the time of the study period and the rest of the sample 
had levels of education similar in proportion to the participant group. 
The most notable difference between the two groups was that the non-
participants had a higher proportion of bachelor’s degrees at 20%. Job 
title for both groups was similar – over 90% of each sample comprised 

of Sales Representatives and a substantially smaller portion was Senior 
Sales Representatives. Concerning the geographic region of employment, 
a similar proportion of the two sample groups came from the South and 
Northeast region. The participant group had higher representation in the 
Midwest at 43% and smaller representation in the West at 14%. The  
non-participant group had equal representation in the Midwest and  
West – both at 27%.  
 
Employee-level Comparisons

The participant group on average had higher business metric values than 
the study population. The non-participant group closely resembled the 
study population. The most noticeable performance differences were in 
Sales, Sales Plus, and Sales of Accessories, while the remainder of the 
business metrics was less dramatic. Neither the lowest nor the highest 
performing employee in the study population was part of the participant 
group. Participants generally performed better than non-participants but 
the certificate program was not a requisite to performing well in business 
metrics.  
 
Controlling for position tenure, company tenure, job title, and store area, 
statistical tests revealed whether or not the observed values between 
participants and non-participants were statistically significant. Sales, 
Sales Plus, Sales of Accessories, and 2009 Employee Job Movement 
were statistically significant. Employee Job Movement from lateral and 
developmental moves, Quota Performance, Data, and Accessory Ratio were 
not. Company tenure was statistically significant across all business metrics. 
The statistical model’s likelihood to detect an effect was highest for Sales of 
Accessories. Although participation was statistically significant among some 
business metrics, the proportion of variance attributable to the program on 
business metrics was small when controlling for other variables.   
 
Store-level Comparison

All of ExCo’s 2,024 stores were included in the analysis. The majority of 
stores were stand-alone retail locations. The number of employees working 
in the stores ranged from one to 19 with an average of six per store. The 
study compared the 161 stores with at least one participant employee 
to the 1863 stores without participants. Participant stores performed 
above average in most business metrics. The more notable differences 
were in Sales, Sales Plus, and Sales of Accessories. Non-participant stores 
performed slightly below average in most business metrics. 
The certificate program at the store-level was statistically significant for 
Sales, Sales Plus, and Sales of Accessories; the likelihood for the statistical 
model to detect an effect on significant business metrics was over 90%. 
Company tenure was the only factor that was statistically significant for 
all business metrics. Store-level results were generally weaker than the 
employee-level results. 
 
Comparison by Tuition Assistance Dollars

The study evaluated how much a business metric changes with every 
dollar of tuition spent. YTD total tuition was statistically significant in Sales, 
Sales Plus, Sales of Accessories, and Quota Performance. Accessory Ratio 
and Data were not significant. Every thousand dollars spent on tuition 
assistance during the study period increased Sales by 27, Sales Plus by 29, 
and Sales of Accessories by 167 – about a 9% respective increase for each 
business metric. Quota Performance increased by just under 3% for every 
thousand dollars spent.
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Implications of the Results

The statistically significant differences between participants and non-
participants on business metrics were in Sales, Sales Plus, and Sales of 
Accessories. Quota Performance was only significant in terms of YTD 
tuition spent. There was no statistical significance between the two groups 
on the remaining business metrics. Thus, overall the results were mixed, 
as business metrics were generally better for the certificate program 
participants but not for all business metrics. The results of the study could 
imply that there is no significant difference in general between the two 
groups. Alternatively, a difference may exist, but the ability to detect it in 
this study was weak due to the small participant sample size. The study 
takes place at the program’s implementation stage with a limited number 
of students, in a relatively short period. As such, this study should be 
more indicative of the program’s potential and its limited scope should be 
considered relative to the results. A later study can more fairly represent 
the business impact. 

Company tenure was statistically significant for all business metrics 
throughout employee and store level analysis. The study can thus include 
a retention element to recognize long-term returns to the company. If 
the certificate program increases tenure, the study indirectly implies an 
increase in business metrics. 

Students can expect to spend a minimum of 12-15 hours a week on 
coursework. Participant employees balanced an increased school load 
while increasing performance metrics. Such results are perhaps indicative 
of the direct learning benefits that come from a customized learning 
program and the immediate applicability. Employee work performance was 
not negatively affected by an increased school load.


