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Abstract 

 

This article reviewed past studies that were carried out in the past decades (2002-2015) on the linkage between supervisory support and training transfer. Most 
of the organizations have invested billions of dollars onto training. However, training transfer is still in unsatisfactory status. Supervisory support is recognized 

as one of the aspect that could have an effect on training transfer. However, the importance of supervisory support in training transfer has been overlooked in 

the past studies. Thus, this paper intends to highlight the needs to make further investigations on the linkage between these two variables. Some suggestions 
were provided for future studies.   
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1.0  INTRODUCTION  

 

Training and Development (TD) has been paying attention to develop employees in the aspect of knowledge, skill, and attitude (KSA) in 

these recent years (Werner and DeSimone, 2011). Many organizations have planned their effort in offering support on employees’ learning 

(Noe, 2013). It is argued that, organization’s effort is essential to improve employees’ KSA because employees can perform better with 

improved competency (Werner and DeSimone, 2011). From this, it can be seen that, TD is a vital department in making employees to be 

equipped with competencies. Since the investment onto TD is huge, training transfer is concerned by the organizations after every training 

program has been conducted. Training transfer becomes the main concern because it will be able to help organizations and employees to 

reach their goals effectively. 

Training transfer refers to the ability of participants to apply learned knowledge and skills from training classroom to their 

workplace (Yamnill and McLean, 2001). Training transfer can help an organization and employees to accomplish goals with effective 

routines (Bhatti and Kaur, 2010). It becomes a concern to researchers and Human Resource Development (HRD) practitioners when training 

transfer is recognized as major issue in HRD field in recent years. Thus, they have been trying to put effort in resolving this issue. However, 

it is criticized that, HRD practitioners have been wasting a lot of money to do trial and error method in making training transfer succeed 

(Jehanzeb and Bashir, 2013). As an evidence, Hussain (2011) reported that many organizations had been investing billions of dollars but the 

training transfer is still in unsatisfactory status. Burke and Hutchins (2007) revealed that, up to 70 percent of the employees did not apply 

their learned skills and knowledge onto their job. From these statements, it can be seen that HRD practitioner in organizations have not 

solved the training transfer issue yet. Blume et al. (2010) claimed that, training transfer literature is lacking of empirical synthesis. HRD 

practitioners are still looking for good theories of training transfer which are developed by researchers (Grossman and Salas, 2011). Gil et 

al. (2016) argued that, the findings from training transfer research is important for those organizations’ personnel because the findings can 

act as conceptual basis in an organization. This is because every good theory must had been tested empirically, thus providing beneficial 

advice to HRD practitioners. From these, it can be seen that theories in studies play essential role to practitioners, as well as future researchers.  

There are many factors that can affect the training transfer. For instance, the model which focused on participants’ characteristics 

(Wexley and Latham, 2002), has been expanded by including the factor of working environment because working environment explained 

more variance onto training transfer (Noe and Schmitt, 1986). The dimensions of working environment includes subordinates support, peer 

support, top management support, and supervisory support. However, working environment has been overlooked by researchers in past 

studies (Manju and Suresh, 2011). In addition, among the dimensions of working environment, it is revealed that there is a need to further 

investigation onto the linkage of supervisory support and training transfer (Grossman and Salas, 2011). Supervisory support is described as 

the extent to which manager gives support and makes training transfer as priority (Hua et al., 2011). This is due to the mixed findings 

obtained from the past studies. In which, some studies found that there is strong linkage between supervisory support and training transfer, 

but there are also studies found out there is weak or no linkage between the variables. 

Although supervisory support is important in training transfer, it received limited attention from researchers (Hua et al., 2011; Ng, 2015). 

This is because most of the researchers focused only on the variables of trainees’ characteristics and training design (Bhatti et al., 2010; and 

Tajudin et al., 2014). Many scholars had proved the positive linkage between trainees’ characteristics and training transfer (Van der Locht 

et al., 2013; Wen and Lin, 2014; Awais Bhatti et al., 2014). While, training design had been proved that it has low and moderate linkage 
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with training transfer (Kasim and Ali, 2011; Abdullah and Suring, 2011; Shi and Liu, 2015). Hence, future researchers need to put more 

attention on the impact of supervisory support towards training transfer to obtain more comprehensive understanding on this linkage. For 

instance, research of supervisory support in training transfer is lacking in Malaysia manufacturing industry, compared to other industries in 

Malaysia, such as service industry. This is because it is argued that different organizational context might have different effects of supervisory 

support towards training transfer (Velada and Caetano, 2007). Thus, there is a need to examine the generalizability of result in different 

organizational context.  Thus, the aim of this paper is to review recent published articles on the linkage between the supervisory support and 

training transfer. 

 

 

2.0  LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Supervisory Support 

 

One of factors that can affect the effectiveness of training transfer is supervisory support. If supervisor is able to give ample support in 

working place, training transfer will be more effective to be carried out. Supervisory support is defined as the extent to which the supervisor 

behaves in the way that improves the process of applying knowledge and skills among workers after training programs (Nijman et al., 2006). 

In another word, supervisory support occurs when employees are being exerted positive actions by supervisors. On the other hand, when 

weak supervisory support is perceived by employees, employees will be failed to apply their skills and knowledge (Zumrah and Boyle, 

2015). Thus, it can be seen that, the environment of working place especially supervisory support is a critical element in making training 

transfer to occur. 

Supervisory support can be done in different methods. One of the ways to show supervisory support is assisting trainees to set goals for 

training transfer (Sari and Basri, 2015). One of the theories that can explain this kind of supervisory support is Goal Setting Theory. 

According to Goal Setting Theory, it is claimed that, employees can be directed by setting goals, because excellence can be reached through 

tough goals (Locke and Latham, 1990). Hence, it is concluded that, supervisor can show supervisory support by the approach of goal-setting 

and leading the employees to achieve successfulness (Ömer, 2016). Supervisor’s participation is also considered as one of the factors that 

makes subordinates completing task in an efficient way, which is carrying out training transfer in workplace (Certo, 2015). 

It is cautioned that, consistency in providing supervisory support to employees should be paid attention by supervisors or management 

(Bhatti et al., 2013). This is due to it was discovered that, subordinates will be feeling lost when supervisors are not providing supervision 

to lead them (Bhatti et al., 2013). Hence, it can be concluded that, training transfer effectiveness will be decreased if the level of supervisory 

support is lacking. 

In more specific description, supervisory support has been characterized into few terms. It is argued that, supervisor can support trainees 

in several ways, there are emotional support, instrumental support, and giving feedback to trainees after the trainings (Kossek et al., 2011). 

This statement is supported by another scholar because feedback is viewed as critical element in communicating necessary improvement, 

inspiration to join training, and providing assistance in applying skills and knowledge (Van der Klink et al., 2001). 

 

Training Transfer 

 

In current years, training transfer has been the core issue in Human Resource Development (HRD) field, thus HRD professionals and 

researchers have been exerting effort in training transfer for the purpose to resolve this problem in HRD field. It is argued that training 

transfer is the approach which assists the organization and employees to reach their objectives with more effective practices (Bhatti and 

Kaur, 2010). The process of training transfer is also defined as the flow of applying trained skills and knowledge on the job at workplace 

(Burke and Hutchins, 2007). 

In later time, it is argued that, throughout the process of training transfer, besides applying new skills and knowledge at workplace, 

trainees are also expected to apply their new behavior and attitudes onto their job after the training programs (Velada and Caetano, 2007). In 

addition to that, employees are also needed to generalize learned materials to the context of real-world working place during training transfer 

process (Abdullah and Suring, 2010). Besides, determination is also needed among employees in order to improve job performance at 

workplace (Grossman and Salas, 2011). Hence, the training transfer is considered as essential for training programs to be efficient and 

effective (Nijman et al., 2006). Besides, the return on investment (ROI) of conducted training will only be achieved when trainees have 

successfully applied learned material (Nijman et al., 2006). 

The well-known and foundational framework consists of three factors that are able to influence training transfer (Baldwin and Ford, 

1988): (a) characteristics of trainee such capabilities or skills, factor of personality, and motivations; (b) environment of working place such 

as manager’s or colleagues’ support, obstacles or opportunities to apply knowledge; and (c) training design factor such as principles of 

learning, learning retention, content of training, and training sequencing. All these factors are able to affect the process of training transfer. 

For instance, if workers are not supported by manager or immediate superior, it may be impossible that training transfer will occur in the 

organization. 

 

The Relationship between Supervisory Support and Training Transfer 

 

Some researchers have been studying the effects of participants’ characteristics and training design, however, supervisory support has been 

overlooked by past studies (Tajudin et al., 2014). This has drawn attention to training transfer research. One of the learning transfer system 

in Holton’s training transfer model is supervisory support (Holton et al., 2000). Supervisory support is known to have an effect on the process 

of training transfer (Nijman and Gelissen, 2011). It was discovered by several studies that supervisory support has positive relationship to 

training transfer (Cromwell and Kolb, 2004; Velada and Caetano, 2007; Joo et al., 2011; Kia and Ismail, 2013; Zumrah, 2014). In other 

words, when the level of supervisory support increased, the level of training transfer will be increased too. From this, it can be seen that, 

management of organization should pay attention onto supervisory support if they want to increase the occurrence of training transfer. 

Supervisor plays important role to provide support such as giving feedback to trainees to improve the process of training transfer. 
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Supervisor is the key element to make training transfer to occur effectively (Park and Wentling, 2007). In other words, if supervisor is not 

willing to provide support, training transfer will not happen effectively. However, there are still limited empirical studies that confirm the 

positive linkage between supervisory support and training transfer, although there are scholars who agreed on the positive linkage between 

these two variables (Van der Klink et al, 2001). It was discovered that there was some studies who found negative linkage between the 

supervisory support and training transfer (Fitzgerald and Kehrhahn, 2003). This is because it is believed that supervisory support has less 

influential in autonomous job setting, where more freedom is given to the subordinates (Fitzgerald and Kehrhahn, 2003). This can be seemed 

that job setting can affect the findings onto the linkage between the supervisory support and training transfer. From these results revealed by 

scholars, it can be concluded that empirical research still did not provide any consistent findings on the linkage between supervisory support 

and training transfer. 

As reviewed from articles on the linkage between supervisory support and training transfer, besides job settings, findings could be 

different due to different dimensions on supervisory support variable. “Employee development” was used as the dimension of supervisory 

support (Chiaburu and Tekleab, 2005). This dimension of employee development has failed to prove the linkage between supervisory support 

and training transfer. Conversely, linkage between variables is found when the dimension of “discussion with supervisor to use new learning” 

has been used in the study (Lim and Johnson, 2002). From these studies, it can be claimed that, by using different dimensions or different 

operational definitions, it might affect the findings of the linkages. 

Moreover, researchers should also be cautioned with the study context, such as country. It is argued that there is a gap in the literature, 

where no ample training transfer studies have been carried out in developing country (Zahari and Obaid, 2014). More empirical training 

transfer studies in developing country should be conducted to examine the linkage. This is because different countries might yield different 

findings on the linkage between supervisory support and training transfer. For instance, studies in Malaysia obtained a result which showed 

positive and significant relationship between supervisory support and training transfer (Kia and Ismail, 2013; Zumrah, 2014; Haslinda and 

Mahyuddin, 2009; Ismail et al., 2010). They mentioned that supervisory support has effect on training transfer. In another word, supervisory 

support can influence the occurrence of training transfer. If the learners are given encouragement in transferring knowledge, the respondents 

will be more likely to transfer learned materials. However, in contrast, it was discovered that supervisory support has no influence onto the 

training transfer in Myanmar private manufacturing companies (Maung and Chemsripong, 2014). It can be seen that the findings on linkage 

between these two variables are not consistent from years to years in different countries. From both contrast findings, it can be concluded 

that empirical past studies still were not able to provide clear idea of the linkage between the supervisory support and training transfer. It is 

argued that, these contradictory findings have made the linkage remains indefinite (Velada and Caetano, 2007). 

Overall, the impact of supervisory support on training transfer is remained unclear in past studies.  There are mixed findings on the link 

of supervisory support and training transfer. Specifically, this paper focuses on reviewing the empirical studies that were carried out to test 

the linkage between supervisory support and training transfer. It excludes those studies which used the samples of schools’ students and 

those variables which are unrelated to this study. Major articles refer to those published in some major organizational behaviour journals, 

such as Personnel Psychology and European Journal of Training and Development. 

 

 

3.0  CONCLUSION 

 

As a conclusion, several empirical studies from the year of 2002 to the year of 2015 had been reviewed on the linkage between supervisory 

support and training transfer. It can be seen that, there are still inconsistent findings found among past studies. Some researchers found there 

is a linkage between supervisory support and training transfer, while some researchers found there is no linkage between the variables. This 

is because different contexts or different dimensions that being used by researchers might affect the result of study. Apart from that, there 

are some recommendations suggested for further research. It is cautioned that it is vital to recognise applicable concepts, theories, and 

research in training transfer literature (Nilsen, 2015). Besides, future researchers should utilize the advanced statistical tool which will help 

in building theory of training transfer that produces a constant way to examine training transfer (Reio et al., 2015). Moreover, variables can 

be tested in different contexts to obtain a more consistent finding on the linkage. On top of that, the study of training transfer increases the 

use of real job context. This indicates that future researchers should take sample of organizational personnel instead of students from colleges. 

It is argued that, data collected from students are significantly different from organizational personnel (Sekaran and Bougie, 2011).  
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