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How “remote” triggered the biggest 
change in the way we work and 
learn since email.

If you’re not convinced that the role 
of talent and learning in business will 
change, read on.

How talent leaders can think about 
their learning strategy, role, and 
team in 2021 and beyond.

If you need to rethink how learning fits 
into the business of your organization, 
read on.

How you can build effective learning 
assets to train and coach skills in a 
remote or hybrid workforce.

If you want new ideas and ‘hows’ 
to build better learning assets for a 
modern workforce, read on.

The shift to remote work will 
become permanent.
A significant shift to remote work 
will materially change how we treat 
learning in the workplace.

How do you create a Learning 
Flywheel℠?
Talent and learning leaders must 
build a Learning Flywheel℠ to drive 
their business forward.

Build agile teams and borrow 
skills.
Leading L&D teams have thrown 
out old assumptions and borrowed 
ideas from everywhere.

Remote brings advantages for 
business and employees.
Remote work and learning bring 
many advantages to companies able 
to work through its pitfalls.

The data will set you free 
or box you in.
Separate outcome measures from 
feedback measures to build learning 
into the business.

Rethink timing and spacing to 
match the flow of work.
Unconstrained by room size, new 
rules of timing and spacing apply to 
remote learning.

Talent is still the answer. Now, 
what’s the question?
Learning is the currency for talent. 
The opportunity to learn outweighs 
the ‘cool space’ vibe.

Build, curate, and manage a 
portfolio of learning assets.
New, emerging habits around work 
and learning will shift how we think 
about learning assets.

Grab attention with visual stories 
and telenovelas.
Storytelling is more important than 
ever to structure, visualize and 
animate learning content.

The demand for new skills will 
only increase.
Learning to learn will become the 
foundational skill as the value of 
current skills continues to decline.

Your job: stimulate curiosity and 
provoke demand.
Eager learners and ‘meh’ content 
are a better mix than reluctant 
learners and great content.

Work with leaders and partners 
to drive relevance.
Relevance — individual interest 
— will switch your learners on or 
switch them off.

Learning will never be the same 
again.
Remote learning will become the 
primary vehicle for learning in 
modern organizations.

Encourage coaching and 
deliberate practice.
Learning is the starting point 
to building skills. Coaching and 
practice complete the journey. 

Structure everything around 
questions.
Do you care more about questions 
than answers? To improve learning, 
you should.

Learning remotely is easy. Not.
Learning, as a task, is easy to do 
remotely. Teaching and coaching 
remotely still present challenges.

Shape a culture of learning that 
moves the business.
Curiosity, experimentation, 
performance, and expertise are 
prized assets in a learning culture.

Experiment with technology to 
make it work for you.
Use technology to help your 
learners get into ‘flow’ and make 
your content come alive.

TL~DR



HOW WILL “REMOTE” 
CHANGE WORK AND 
LEARNING?
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“TALENT IS A 
PRECIOUS RESOURCE.”

KLAUS SCHWAB
Founder and Executive 
Chairman of the World 

Economic Forum



6      SECTION 01 - REMOTE FASSFORWARD

¹ “Percent Change in All Consumer 
Spending.” Economic Tracker.

² “Gartner Analysis of S&P 500 Company 
Earnings Shows 70% Have Revised or 
Withdrawn Their Earnings Guidance Due 
to COVID 19.” Gartner.

³ Starner, Tom. “HR’s Cautious Approach 
to Reopening Work.” HRExecutive.com, 29 
Apr. 2020.

⁴ “Oxford Languages 2020 Words of an 
Unprecedented Year Report.” Oxford 
Languages.

In 2020, a virus turned the world 
upside down. That tiny virus had a 
titanic effect. Hundreds of thousands 
dead, families grieving, millions 
unemployed.

It’s easy to focus on everything that’s changed. It’s easy 
to wish for a return to how things were. They won’t. The 
pandemic still rages and variants emerge.

All signs point to a radical shift in the way we work and the 
way we learn, starting now. A tepid recovery,¹ economic 
upheaval,² and cautious return policies³ will accelerate a 
particular shift — remote working.

Remote is a thing.
A pair of words took on a new life in 2020: the adjective 
remote and its adverb remotely. The term remote dates back 
to the 15th and 16th centuries. Remotely came into use 
four hundred years later.⁴ We used remote with words like 
village, island, location, and control. Alas, in 2020, remote 
took on a different set of associations. We are now talking 
about remote learning, classrooms, studying, teaching, and 
meetings.

How “remote” triggered 
the biggest change in 
the way we work and 
learn since email.

If you’re not convinced 
that the role of talent 
and learning in business 
will change, read on.

https://www.tracktherecovery.org/?appState=%7B%22currentBoundaryLevel%22%3A%22state%22%2C%22currentComparison%22%3A%22geographies%22%2C%22currentFipsCode%22%3A%5B%2299999%22%2Cnull%2Cnull%5D%2C%22currentDate%22%3A%222020-06-04%22%2C%22showAnnotations%22%3Atrue%2C%22metricDataModels%22%3A%5B%7B%22currentBreakdowns%22%3A%5B%22spend_all%22%2Cnull%2Cnull%5D%2C%22metricId%22%3A%22spending%22%7D%5D%7D
https://www.tracktherecovery.org/?appState=%7B%22currentBoundaryLevel%22%3A%22state%22%2C%22currentComparison%22%3A%22geographies%22%2C%22currentFipsCode%22%3A%5B%2299999%22%2Cnull%2Cnull%5D%2C%22currentDate%22%3A%222020-06-04%22%2C%22showAnnotations%22%3Atrue%2C%22metricDataModels%22%3A%5B%7B%22currentBreakdowns%22%3A%5B%22spend_all%22%2Cnull%2Cnull%5D%2C%22metricId%22%3A%22spending%22%7D%5D%7D
http://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-05-15-gartner-analysis-of-s-and-p-500-company-earnings-shows-70-percent-have-revised-or-withdrawn-guidance-due-to-covid-19-disruption
http://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-05-15-gartner-analysis-of-s-and-p-500-company-earnings-shows-70-percent-have-revised-or-withdrawn-guidance-due-to-covid-19-disruption
http://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-05-15-gartner-analysis-of-s-and-p-500-company-earnings-shows-70-percent-have-revised-or-withdrawn-guidance-due-to-covid-19-disruption
http://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-05-15-gartner-analysis-of-s-and-p-500-company-earnings-shows-70-percent-have-revised-or-withdrawn-guidance-due-to-covid-19-disruption
https://hrexecutive.com/hr-execs-taking-cautious-approach-to-reopening-workplaces/
https://hrexecutive.com/hr-execs-taking-cautious-approach-to-reopening-workplaces/
https://pages.oup.com/ol/word-of-the-year-2020
https://pages.oup.com/ol/word-of-the-year-2020
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Remote doesn’t mean what it used to mean.

Source: Oxford Languages. “Most 
statistically significant noun collocates of 
remote”

⁵ Ibid.

The shift to remote work will become 
permanent.

A majority of U.S. companies have shifted their workforce 
so they can work remotely.6 In the knowledge economy, the 
pandemic made remote working a must-have. The pendulum 
will swing back as offices reopen, but it won’t swing back all 
the way.

6 Parker, Kim. “How Coronavirus Has 
Changed the Way Americans Work.” Pew 
Research Center’s Social & Demographic 
Trends Project, 9 Dec. 2020.

Remote work and remote life bring with them a host of new 
challenges. The technology that enables remote brings its 
own pitfalls. How many times have you been in a virtual 
meeting, only to realize that no one can hear you? You’re not 
alone. The word unmute — relatively uncommon before 2020 
— has seen a 500% rise in use, as flustered workers scramble 
for the button to make themselves heard.⁵

https://pages.oup.com/ol/word-of-the-year-2020
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/12/09/how-the-coronavirus-outbreak-has-and-hasnt-changed-the-way-americans-work/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2020/12/09/how-the-coronavirus-outbreak-has-and-hasnt-changed-the-way-americans-work/
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80% of full-time 
workers expect to work 
from home at least three 
times per week.⁵

65% of the workforce 
will follow a partially 
hybrid remote work 
model after COVID-19.⁴

68% of CEOs will 
be downsizing 
office space.²

78% of CEOs agree that 
remote collaboration is here 
to stay for the long term.¹

73% of large organizations will offer greater work from home policies.³ Sources:

¹ “PwC’s CEO Global Panel Survey.” 
PricewaterhouseCoopers.

² “2020 US CEO Outlook.” KPMG.

³ “Navigate Your Return to Work in a Post-
COVID-19 World with SHRM.” SHRM.

⁴ “The Path to Remote-Working Maturity.” 
Boston Consulting Group.

⁵ “State of Remote Work 2020.” Owl Labs. 

Remote work can help for businesses and employees.

Our research suggests there will be a significant shift to remote work. Few 
businesses expect a total return to pre-pandemic work practices. Most expect 
their remote work population to increase by at least 20%.

https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/ceo-agenda/ceo-panel-survey.htm
https://assets.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/us/pdf/2020/09/2020-us-ceo-outlook.pdf
https://pages.shrm.org/return-to-the-workplace
https://pages.shrm.org/return-to-the-workplace
https://www.bcg.com/en-us/publications/2020/the-path-to-remote-working-maturity
https://www.owllabs.com/state-of-remote-work/2020
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The shift should not be a surprise. In the dozen years 
leading up to 2020, remote work was on the rise. As virtual 
technologies became practical, businesses warmed to the 
idea. Growth in remote work was steady but slow.

The pandemic poured fuel on this fire. In the twelve months 
of 2020, remote working increased by a staggering 917%.7

Kate Lister is the president of Global Workplace Analytics. 
She estimates “25-30% of the workforce will be working from 
home multiple days a week by the end of 2021.” Twelve short 
months took remote work to a level that would have taken 
twelve decades to achieve.8

The post-pandemic shift will change the way we work. A 
Gartner survey of CFO’s revealed that 74% intend to shift 
some employees to remote work permanently.9 Google, 
Twitter, Square, Nationwide, Microsoft, and Siemens have 
joined the rising flexible work trend.10,11

7 IPUMS USA, University of Minnesota, 
www.ipums.org. Gallup Data, fassforward 
analysis.

8 “Work-at-Home After Covid-19—Our 
Forecast.” Global Workplace Analytics.

9 “Gartner CFO Survey Reveals 74% Intend 
to Shift Some Employees to Remote Work 
Permanently.” Gartner.

10 Kelly, Heather. “Twitter Employees Don’t 
Ever Have to Go Back to the Office (Unless 
They Want to).” The Washington Post, 12 
May 2020.

11 Joey Hadden, Laura. “21 Major 
Companies That Have Announced 
Employees Can Work Remotely Long-
Term.” Business Insider.

http://www.ipums.org
https://globalworkplaceanalytics.com/work-at-home-after-covid-19-our-forecast
https://globalworkplaceanalytics.com/work-at-home-after-covid-19-our-forecast
http://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-04-03-gartner-cfo-surey-reveals-74-percent-of-organizations-to-shift-some-employees-to-remote-work-permanently2
http://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-04-03-gartner-cfo-surey-reveals-74-percent-of-organizations-to-shift-some-employees-to-remote-work-permanently2
http://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2020-04-03-gartner-cfo-surey-reveals-74-percent-of-organizations-to-shift-some-employees-to-remote-work-permanently2
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/05/12/twitter-work-home/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/05/12/twitter-work-home/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/05/12/twitter-work-home/
https://www.businessinsider.com/companies-asking-employees-to-work-from-home-due-to-coronavirus-2020
https://www.businessinsider.com/companies-asking-employees-to-work-from-home-due-to-coronavirus-2020
https://www.businessinsider.com/companies-asking-employees-to-work-from-home-due-to-coronavirus-2020
https://www.businessinsider.com/companies-asking-employees-to-work-from-home-due-to-coronavirus-2020
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“Everyone’s thinking through this. Are these changes temporary or is this permanent? 
Some companies have already declared their position for instance, work from 
anywhere, closing offices, etc.

But I worry about how you build a community and the impact on culture, learning and 
innovation and these need to be factored into the CHRO’s playbook.
 
I also think there is an opportunity of leveraging this global experiment to test new ways 
of thinking about recruitment, particularly if the talent you’re seeking is located where 
you don’t have an office — in some cases and for some jobs, that may be ok.

So defining flexibility and what it means for your current and future employees will be 
key as well as what makes sense for your business.”

MICHAEL FRACCARO
Chief People Officer
Mastercard
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Remote brings advantages for business 
and employees.

The pandemic forced a global experiment in remote work, 
and early results are in. Businesses and employees gain — if 
they can shift mindset from activity to outcome.

Remote work is not without its challenges. Remote 
work doesn’t work for everyone. Some miss seeing their 
colleagues. They miss the water-cooler chats but don’t miss 
the commute.12

“Managers don’t manage performance well face to face 
anyway,” says Julie Bollinger. She is the Director of 
Organizational Effectiveness and Development at UCLA. 
“Virtually it creates even bigger challenges. You rely more on 
clear communication about what expectations are, and more 
clarity.”

But the positives outweigh the negatives. Businesses can 
enjoy the benefit of increased productivity13 and employee 
engagement.14 Their potential talent pool expands.15

12 “State of Remote Work 2020.” Owl Labs.

13 65% of employees report feeling more 
productive as they work remotely. “Half of 
America Just Started Working from Home. 
So, How’s It Going?” Zapier, 6 Apr. 2020.

14 Adkins, Annamarie. “How Engaged Is 
Your Remote Workforce?” Gallup, 22 Mar. 
2017.

15 “LinkedIn Releases 2019 Global Talent 
Trends Report.” LinkedIn, 28 Jan. 2019.

Our research suggests a shift to hybrid or full remote work models. Businesses 
will balance job families, policies, and infrastructure to allow this. They will enjoy 
real-estate cost efficiencies. Lower geographic restrictions will mean increased 
access to diverse talent.

Employees can be more productive and efficient working from home. Leaders 
will double down on efforts to maintain social cohesion and community. 
Businesses will work harder to maintain and shape their culture.

https://www.owllabs.com/state-of-remote-work/2020
https://zapier.com/blog/wfh-report/
https://zapier.com/blog/wfh-report/
https://zapier.com/blog/wfh-report/
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236375/engaged-remote-workforce.aspx
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/236375/engaged-remote-workforce.aspx
https://news.linkedin.com/2019/January/linkedin-releases-2019-global-talent-trends-report
https://news.linkedin.com/2019/January/linkedin-releases-2019-global-talent-trends-report
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In specific sectors and professions, workforces have 
reported gains in productivity. Remote working allows for 
the possibility of more focused time and fewer distractions. 
Flexible schedules aid productivity.16

Employee engagement, long tracked by Gallup, hit an all-
time high during the pandemic. In 2020, employees were 
more engaged, a five percent increase over previous years.17

With the rise of remote work, the talent pool is set to 
expand.18 No longer restricted to local hiring, businesses can 
source talent nationally or globally.

16 80% agree that there should be one day 
a week with no meetings at all. “State of 
Remote Work 2020.” Owl Labs.

17 Harter, Jim. “U.S. Employee Engagement 
Hits New High After Historic Drop.” Gallup, 
22 July 2020

18 Nevogt, Dave. “This Is How Remote 
Work Could Save the Economy.” Fast 
Company, 27 Aug. 2020.

U.S. employee engagement hit an all-time high during the pandemic.

85% of professionals feel equally or more 
productive than pre-pandemic.1

81% of employees would feel more loyal to their 
employer if they had flexible work options.2

Source: 2018 results are from January 
through June. 2020 from March through 
July.

1 “BlueJeans 2020 Productivity & Culture 
Survey.” BlueJeans.

2 “Flexjobs 2020 Productivity & Work-life 
Balance Survey.” FlexJobs.

Annual averages

13

% Engaged

% Actively disengaged

COVID-19 Pandemic

13

35

18%

26%

‘10 ‘15‘052000 2019 Q1 Q22020

37

15

40%

https://www.owllabs.com/state-of-remote-work/2020
https://www.owllabs.com/state-of-remote-work/2020
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/316064/employee-engagement-hits-new-high-historic-drop.aspx.
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/316064/employee-engagement-hits-new-high-historic-drop.aspx.
https://www.fastcompany.com/90543525/this-is-how-remote-work-could-save-the-economy
https://www.fastcompany.com/90543525/this-is-how-remote-work-could-save-the-economy
https://www.bluejeans.com/resources/infographic/remote-work-blooming
https://www.bluejeans.com/resources/infographic/remote-work-blooming
https://www.flexjobs.com/blog/post/survey-productivity-balance-improve-during-pandemic-remote-work/
https://www.flexjobs.com/blog/post/survey-productivity-balance-improve-during-pandemic-remote-work/
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19 59% of employees say their work-life 
balance is better working from home. 
“The State Of Working From Home.” 
Leadership IQ.

20 53% of employees say their physical 
health is better working from home. Ibid.

21 Ibid.

22 Pelta, Rachel. “Survey: Productivity, 
Work-Life Balance Improves During 
Pandemic.” FlexJobs, 21 Sept. 2020.

Employees can enjoy other distinct advantages. For some, a 
better work-life balance,19 and better physical health.20

Post-COVID, more employees would prefer to work remotely. 
One in two won’t choose jobs that don’t offer remote work.21 
Research suggests remote or flexible work would lead to 
greater employee happiness.22

“Even when they are remote, employees don’t just need a great experience. They need 
training and development — to deliver on what we’re trying to do for customers. And 
that enhances their engagement with the organization as well.

The concept of how we help our employees learn is going to change. The need for it 
(helping employees learn) has always existed. If anything, the recognition of that need is 
greater.”

STACY BOLGER
Vice President
Global Employee Experience
InMoment

https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/the-truth-about-working-from-home-in-24-shocking-charts
https://www.leadershipiq.com/blogs/leadershipiq/the-truth-about-working-from-home-in-24-shocking-charts
https://www.owllabs.com/state-of-remote-work/2020
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Talent is the answer. 
Now, what’s the question?

With all the changes brought by the pandemic, one fact has 
not changed. Businesses always have, and ever will, compete. 
They compete for relevancy, for market share, for customers. 
Purpose-driven companies lead the pack.23,24 Clear strategy, 
solid execution, and a vital culture are part of the winning 
formula. But talent is at the core of it.

The “war for talent” is a cliché because it’s true. The global 
talent shortage has doubled in the past decade.25 This 
shortage is one of the top risks facing organizations.26 Talent 
is indeed a precious resource.

COVID-19 accelerated digital transformation. And 
digital transformation disrupts the talent equation. AI is 
automating customer service. E-commerce and self-service 
became vital during the pandemic and are here to stay.27

Business models are changing too. A 2021 Gartner survey 
showed 48% of board directors expect a business model 
change due to COVID-19.28

In the face of all this change, it’s the talent that sets a 
business apart. With a semi-remote workforce, companies 
have to find, nurture, and energize their talent. They have to 
shape a culture that supports remote work and distributed 
leadership. They have to ensure their talent has the skills to 
tackle the job. And they have to unite that talent at scale to 
build business capabilities.

23 Peters, Adele. “How Businesses Could 
Emerge Better after COVID-19, According 
to B Lab.” Fast Company.

24 Jost, Gregor. “How COVID-19 Is 
Redefining the next-Normal Operating 
Model.” McKinsey & Company.

25 ManpowerGroup. “Global Talent 
Shortages Hit Record Highs: 
ManpowerGroup Reveals How to Close 
the Skills Gap with New Research on What 
Workers Want.” PR Newswire, 17 Jan. 2020.

26 “Gartner: Talent Shortage Now the Top 
Risk Facing Organizations.” Gartner.

27 “COVID-19 Is Accelerating the Rise of the 
Digital Economy.” BDO, 1 May 2020.

28 “Who Is Winning the Talent War: 2020 
Post Covid Edition.” Gartner TalentNeuron.

https://www.fastcompany.com/90483730/how-businesses-could-emerge-better-after-covid-19-according-to-b-lab
https://www.fastcompany.com/90483730/how-businesses-could-emerge-better-after-covid-19-according-to-b-lab
https://www.fastcompany.com/90483730/how-businesses-could-emerge-better-after-covid-19-according-to-b-lab
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/how-covid-19-is-redefining-the-next-normal-operating-model
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/how-covid-19-is-redefining-the-next-normal-operating-model
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/how-covid-19-is-redefining-the-next-normal-operating-model
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/global-talent-shortages-hit-record-highs-manpowergroup-reveals-how-to-close-the-skills-gap-with-new-research-on-what-workers-want-300988748.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/global-talent-shortages-hit-record-highs-manpowergroup-reveals-how-to-close-the-skills-gap-with-new-research-on-what-workers-want-300988748.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/global-talent-shortages-hit-record-highs-manpowergroup-reveals-how-to-close-the-skills-gap-with-new-research-on-what-workers-want-300988748.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/global-talent-shortages-hit-record-highs-manpowergroup-reveals-how-to-close-the-skills-gap-with-new-research-on-what-workers-want-300988748.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/global-talent-shortages-hit-record-highs-manpowergroup-reveals-how-to-close-the-skills-gap-with-new-research-on-what-workers-want-300988748.html
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2019-01-17-gartner-survey-shows-global-talent-shortage-is-now-the-top-emerging-risk-facing-organizations
https://www.gartner.com/en/newsroom/press-releases/2019-01-17-gartner-survey-shows-global-talent-shortage-is-now-the-top-emerging-risk-facing-organizations
https://www.www.bdo.com/insights/business-financial-advisory/strategy,-technology-transformation/covid-19-is-accelerating-the-rise-of-the-digital-e
https://www.www.bdo.com/insights/business-financial-advisory/strategy,-technology-transformation/covid-19-is-accelerating-the-rise-of-the-digital-e
https://emtemp.gcom.cloud/ngw/globalassets/en/human-resources/documents/trends/who-is-winning-talent-war-20.pdf
https://emtemp.gcom.cloud/ngw/globalassets/en/human-resources/documents/trends/who-is-winning-talent-war-20.pdf
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The talent pool has widened, but working effectively remains a focus.

Source: “2020 US CEO Outlook: COVID-19 
Special Edition.” KPMG. 

Our research suggests learning is a currency for talent. A business’s reputation as a 
‘place to learn and grow’ adds to its attractiveness. Learning becomes a vital part of 
the recruitment brand. The opportunity to build skills helps to keep remote talent.

Great food, ping-pong tables, and “cool” office space don’t matter when you’re 
remote. The ability to contribute, learn and grow do.

https://home.kpmg/xx/en/home/insights/2020/09/kpmg-2020-ceo-outlook-covid-19-special-edition.html
https://home.kpmg/xx/en/home/insights/2020/09/kpmg-2020-ceo-outlook-covid-19-special-edition.html
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“This changes the economics of the business and how we think about talent. Especially 
talent acquisition. Does the profile of our candidate pool change and allow us to 
broaden the lenses around who we consider and what we expect?

If we move to more remote work, what do we need in that candidate’s behavior profile 
to make that work for them and us? We’re changing the profile that we’re recruiting for. 
We’ve got to make sure we’re targeting the right people — who have the right kind of 
skills, and also the behavioral toolbox to be successful.”

KEN CARUSO
Chief People Officer
CardWorks
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The demand for new skills will only 
increase.

In the grand tradition of business jargon, a prefi x joined a 
noun to sire a verb. ‘Up’ met ‘skill’ as HR leaders prepared 
for the future. This rise is recent. Upskilling is set against a 
backdrop of societal shocks and changing business climate.

The World Economic Forum predicts a Fourth Industrial 
Revolution. The use of AI, machine learning, and automation 
will create further shocks in the job market. By 2025, they 
expect machines will replace 71% of the work tasks done 
by humans.29 Still, the rise of the machines is not all gloom 
and doom. While it displaces 75 million roles, it will create 
133 million new ones.30 All pointing to an endless cycle of 
“upskilling.”

This cycle has employees concerned. Employees intuitively 
know their most depreciating asset is their knowledge.31 Six 
in ten employees recognize the need to learn new skills.32 

According to Degreed, 63% of US workers believe their skills 
will be obsolete in the next fi ve years.33

1800 1850 1900 1950 2019

Increasing use over time 
for the word Upskill.

Upskill is a relatively modern world.

Source: “Books Ngram Viewer” Google.

29 “Machines Will Do More Tasks Than 
Humans by 2025 but Robot Revolution 
Will Still Create 58 Million Net New Jobs in 
Next Five Years.” World Economic Forum.

30 World Economic Forum.

31 Styled after, “The most depreciating 
asset a person has is their knowledge.” Dr 
Gordon Hewitt CBE, FRSE

32 “State of Skills 2021.” Degreed.

33 Ibid.
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Learning doesn’t stop. Time spent on LinkedIn Learning 
tripled during 2020.34 Adults have an appetite for it. The 
pandemic highlighted this demand. Masterclass is a San 
Francisco-based vocational and professional learning 
start-up. Here, celebrities teach everything from acting to 
negotiation. At the height of the pandemic, it raised $100 
million in new funding.35

The pandemic brought home the urgency to invest in skills. 
Building capabilities is not a matter of urgency but survival. 
McKinsey estimates 78% of leaders see capability building as 
essential to long-term growth. An increase of 19 points from 
pre-pandemic levels. 87% of companies say they have or will 
have skills gaps in the next few years.36

Skill-building has risen to the top of the corporate agenda. 
KPMG’s CEO Outlook provides insight into this.37 At the 
beginning of 2020, they asked 1,300 CEOs what are “the 
greatest risks to growth?” Near the top of the list: climate 
change, territorialism, cybersecurity, and disruptive 
technologies. At the bottom — talent. Asked again, six 
months later, talent swept to the top of the list.

34 Brodnitz, Dan. “The 20 Most Popular 
LinkedIn Learning Courses of the Year.” 
LinkedIn Learning, 28 Sept. 2020.

35 Mascarenhas, Natasha. “MasterClass 
Just Raised $100 Million for Celebrity-
Fueled Content.” TechCrunch.

36 “Five Fifty: The Skillful Corporation.” 
McKinsey & Company.

37 “2020 US CEO Outlook: COVID-19 
Special Edition.” KPMG.

Our research suggests that “learning to learn” will become the foundational skill. As 
new business models and technologies emerge, the half-life of current skills degrade. 
Lifelong learning will become an essential part of the workplace. Firms will continue 
to upskill their existing talent. Employees will seek out education and credentials to 
stay relevant in the marketplace.

https://www.linkedin.com/business/learning/blog/top-skills-and-courses/fy20-most-popular-courses-of-the-year-hero.
https://www.linkedin.com/business/learning/blog/top-skills-and-courses/fy20-most-popular-courses-of-the-year-hero.
https://social.techcrunch.com/2020/05/20/masterclass-just-raised-100-million-for-celebrity-fueled-content/
https://social.techcrunch.com/2020/05/20/masterclass-just-raised-100-million-for-celebrity-fueled-content/
https://social.techcrunch.com/2020/05/20/masterclass-just-raised-100-million-for-celebrity-fueled-content/
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-accelerate/our-insights/five-fifty-the-skillful-corporation
https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2020/09/kpmg-2020-ceo-outlook.pdf
https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2020/09/kpmg-2020-ceo-outlook.pdf
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Talent, for the CEO, is the greatest risk to growth.

Source: “2020 US CEO Outlook: COVID-19 
Special Edition.” KPMG.

This renewed focus on skill is a significant shift. Now is the 
time for a renewed focus on talent, tying skill-building to 
capability building.38

Hardest to develop will be soft skills. Denis Sullivan, 
President of IdeaStudio, agrees. “Soft skills are an oxymoron. 
The hardest skills we will ever learn in our lives are what we 
love to call soft skills.”

38 “Returning to Work in the Future of 
Work.” Deloitte Insights.
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https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2020/09/kpmg-2020-ceo-outlook.pdf
https://home.kpmg/content/dam/kpmg/xx/pdf/2020/09/kpmg-2020-ceo-outlook.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/human-capital-trends/2020/covid-19-and-the-future-of-work.html
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/focus/human-capital-trends/2020/covid-19-and-the-future-of-work.html
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“CEOs everywhere worry about talent. Particularly the lack of skilled talent and a 
shortage of essential skills. Not only technical skills but soft skills.
 
Fit and potential matter to both the success of the employee and the company. At the 
same time, employees care about their place in the job market or the career ladder. 
They know that their current skills have a shelf life. We will see a continued focus on 
this. The sudden shift to remote work will amplify it.

CEOs are looking for ways to compete. They want to build business capabilities to do 
that. They need talent — skilled talent to flesh out that capability. And we’re in a race 
to find that talent, as well as make sure it’s a cultural fit for the company.”

BOB TOOHEY
President
Pymetrics
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Learning will never be the same again.

Business training in the U.S, according to Training 
Magazine,39 is an $83 billion industry. In large corporations, 
70% has been traditional — either classroom-based or 
blended learning.40 In both cases, formal training occurs 
when people are together in a room with an instructor. 
Almost overnight, that has gone.

39 “2019 Training Industry Report.” Training 
Magazine, 10 Jan. 2020.

40 Blended learning is defi ned by Training 
Magazine as a mix of instructor-led 
classroom training, virtual classroom/ 
webcast, online or computer based 
methods, mobile, social learning, 
augmented reality, virtual reality and 
artifi cial intelligence.

Interest in Distance Learning and Remote Learning has increased.

Source: Google Trends data.

Brandon Busteed, the President at Kaplan University 
Partners, said, “It has become quite clear that corporate 
education and training will never return to the in-person 
classroom”41  — that’s an exaggeration to make a point.

41 “Busteed, Brandon. “Corporate 
Education Will Never Return To The 
Classroom.” Forbes, 16 May 2020.
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“Leading with Learning” report, LinkedIn 
Learning, June 2020.

L&D professionals will increase live online and digital training.

Based on our research, there will be a dramatic shift in learning modes. Live, in-
person events will be fl agship events. Post-COVID, we’ll see a return to sales kick-off s 
and town halls, with learning sprinkled in. But we will see far fewer onsite, in-person 
learning programs. The question now — is there a compelling reason to bring people 
together?

Chief Learning Offi  cers will ask (and know the answer to), “can I do this remotely?” The 
answer is likely yes. A combination of economics and the ability to scale will lead more 
and more CLOs to choose that path. 
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A portfolio of training modes.

Live in-person Live online Digital

Mode Synchronous
Scheduled time
Specific place

Synchronous
Scheduled time
Anyplace

Asynchronous
Anytime
Anyplace

AKA Instructor-Led Training 
(ILT), Face-to-Face (F2F), 
In-person Learning

Virtual Learning, Virtual 
Instructor-Led Training 
(VILT), Webinar

E-learning, Mobile learning, 
Massive Open Online 
Course (MOOC)

Pros In-person, social 
interaction, minimal 
distraction, an opportunity 
to network, prestige & high 
perceived value.

Live instructor/participant 
interaction, bite-sized 
workshops, analytic data 
on learner participation, 
time-efficient.

Self-paced on-demand, 
Learning reinforcement, 
adaptive to the learner 
(with AI), content control.

Cons Expensive, travel time and 
cost, logistics, assumption 
‘one-size fits all,’ limited 
course selection.

Seen as a poor alternative, 
learner distraction, 
technology barriers, more 
time to teach content.

Lowest completion rates, 
dependant on learner 
discipline, distraction 
levels, sense of isolation.

Insight “Not everything can work 
remotely. We can’t train 
linemen how to do their job 
without getting them in the 
field to do the job.”

— Lou Tedrick, VP, Global 
Learning & Development, 
Verizon.

“People want to have safe 
learning environments, to 
practice things. A virtual 
environment allows people 
to feel safe, competent, and 
confident to contribute.”

— Bob Kelner, Knewview 
Consulting.

“It’s about learning in 
the flow of work. Today’s 
learners want micro-learning 
that is on-demand, 24/7.  
They are specific and self-
directed to their learning 
needs.”

— Gary Villani, Principal at 
Chrysalis Consulting Group

Place Classroom, Auditorium, 
Event Venue

Zoom,42 BlueJeans, Webex, 
Teams, Adobe

LMS, VR, Mobile/ Podcast, 
Text

42 When we use zoom, not Zoom, 
we’re referring to the generic 
group of video-conferencing 
software, including Zoom and its 
competitors.
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“This is the single most profound change in the way we work since the industrial 
revolution. Systemic efficiency and effectiveness changed with an assembly line. Remote 
work is that big of a change — and it didn’t evolve. It happened overnight.
 
Overnight, leaders have to become more productive. But I don’t care how they become 
more productive. I care that they become more productive and effective leaders.

Employers can look to how Google fosters creativity and innovation. Where 20% of your 
time is for side projects — dreaming of ideas for the future. This is learning. It’s learning 
that builds skills and attracts talent.

From a talent perspective, the brand commits to you developing the best self that you 
can be.”

MARTHA DELHANTY
Chief People Officer
Commvault
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Learning remotely is easy. Not.

2020 presented an ideal opportunity to move to remote 
learning, but not all companies did so. Almost half (43%) of 
workers in the U.S. have not participated in remote learning 
since March 2020.43 This is despite most businesses having 
mandated remote work during the pandemic.

One-third of employees surveyed said that remote learning 
was not very effective.44 But the demand is there. Remote 
training tops the list of what employees think can make 
them more effective.45

Meanwhile, consumer demand for lifelong learning is 
increasing. Masterclass enjoyed a 51% increase in traffic 
between October and December 2020. Masterclasses’ more 
cerebral competitor, The Great Courses, enjoyed a similar, 
45% bump.46

While remote learning seems required, it’s not easy. The 
difficulties parallel the journey of schools and universities. 
Highs and lows highlight the experience of students in 
traditional educational institutions.

Nancy Rubin has years of experience in this space. She is 
the Dean of Continuing Education & Distance Education at 
Northwestern Health Sciences University. She acknowledges 
that some disciplines are harder to teach online. Rubin sees 
the lows driven by physical engagement. “The reasons cited 
as drawbacks for learning online involve hands-on training 
or skills.” Rubin believes, “we will see more teaching and 
learning online, as it becomes more accepted.”

43 Clutch. “Nearly Half of People in the U.S. 
Have Not Participated in Remote Training 
Despite Most Businesses Mandating 
Remote Work Since March 2020.” PR 
Newswire, 5 Aug. 2020.

44 Ibid.

45 “State of Remote Work 2020.” Owl Labs.

46 Similarweb data. Fassforward analysis.

https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/nearly-half-of-people-in-the-us-have-not-participated-in-remote-training-despite-most-businesses-mandating-remote-work-since-march-2020-301106600.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/nearly-half-of-people-in-the-us-have-not-participated-in-remote-training-despite-most-businesses-mandating-remote-work-since-march-2020-301106600.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/nearly-half-of-people-in-the-us-have-not-participated-in-remote-training-despite-most-businesses-mandating-remote-work-since-march-2020-301106600.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/nearly-half-of-people-in-the-us-have-not-participated-in-remote-training-despite-most-businesses-mandating-remote-work-since-march-2020-301106600.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/nearly-half-of-people-in-the-us-have-not-participated-in-remote-training-despite-most-businesses-mandating-remote-work-since-march-2020-301106600.html
https://www.owllabs.com/state-of-remote-work/2020
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McKinsey, in an analysis of 2,000 tasks across 800 jobs, 
reinforced this dilemma. Their study rated “potential 
for remote work” based on a mix of tasks in various 
occupations.47 Broadly, some tasks lend themselves to 
remote; some do not. For example, you can learn sales skills 
remotely, surgical skills; you cannot.

McKinsey devised a metric to measure “effective potential 
for remote work.”

Learning, according to McKinsey, has an effective potential 
of 91%. Remote workers can learn by attending an online 
seminar or watching a video. There is a gap between 
consumption and production, though — training, teaching, 
coaching, and developing others grades at 47%. 

47 Lund, Susan. “What’s next for Remote 
Work: An Analysis of 2,000 Tasks, 800 
Jobs, and Nine Countries.” McKinsey & 
Company.

Our research suggests that for specific subjects and professions, remote learning 
is attractive. But, the quality of the remote training and the experience of the 
learners vary wildly. Put simply, when remote, it’s easy to learn but difficult to 
teach.

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
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The training/ learning gap in remote work is significant.

Mckinsey’s finding matches the experience of some high 
school teachers. They have found it harder to switch to 
remote classrooms than their students.

This is the paradox in remote learning — the training/ 
learning gap.

Source: Lund, Susan. “What’s next for 
Remote Work: An Analysis of 2,000 Tasks, 
800 Jobs, and Nine Countries.” McKinsey & 
Company.

https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/future-of-work/whats-next-for-remote-work-an-analysis-of-2000-tasks-800-jobs-and-nine-countries
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“No question, there has been a gap between the ability of a learner to learn and the 
ability to teach remotely. But there is light at the end of the tunnel. We see orders of 
magnitude of improvement by bringing humanity back into the process.
 
There is a deep need for a higher quality learning and training experience. We see and 
hear about it every day. People need strong social connection and motivation in virtual 
and blended learning — the technologies and tools to support this are emerging and 
gaining traction. 

We will see a new standard in online learning continue to evolve. One that will empower 
folks to deliver impactful learning at scale.

This is what closes the gap — a true focus on people and their needs. This requires 
experimentation in tools and techniques. It requires that we improve the production 
and delivery of content. It requires — ironically — technology that brings humanity 
back into training and coaching.”

JEREMY BERMAN
CEO
Dream See Do



HOW WILL “LEARNING” 
CHANGE IN THE CONTEXT 
OF REMOTE?

02



“THE TRILLION-DOLLAR QUESTION 
IS WHETHER TECH CAN DISPERSE 

OUR WORKFORCE WITHOUT 
REDUCING A CULTURE OF 

INNOVATION AND PRODUCTIVITY.”
SCOTT GALLOWAY

PROFESSOR NYU STERN SCHOOL OF BUSINESS, 
AUTHOR, SPEAKER, MARKETING THEORIST, 

ENTREPRENEUR
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As “remote” becomes a permanent 
fixture in the world of work, what 
changes? 

Technology will continue to evolve. Habits and routines will 
change. Our view of essential skills, both hard and soft, will 
change. In a new era of learning, what would you change?

When classroom learning is not the first option, 
opportunities open up.

As one of our panelists said, “I told the team — think about 
what programs will be like if we are no longer encumbered. 
We don’t have to put 150 people together in a room. We don’t 
have to serve them great food. We don’t have to worry about 
the thermostat setting.”

This is a classic tale of disruption. Demand for learning is 
high, and consumption of learning is changing. It’s time to 
rethink the supply.

The question for learning professionals becomes: 
“unrestricted by physical space, what now?” Logistics no 
longer drive timelines. There is no need to book meeting 
rooms and classroom space months in advance. Space is 
virtual. If our interaction is digital, measurement is easier.

There are negatives. We lose the intrinsic benefits of meeting 
face-to-face. Social connection and shaping culture become 
more complex. Now, we have to use learning to build 
community. 

How talent leaders 
can think about their 
learning strategy, role, 
and team in 2021 and 
beyond.

If you need to rethink 
how learning fits into 
the business of your 
organization, read on.
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The new role of the Chief Learning 
Officer

Modern CLO’s have new responsibilities. With the job 
expanding beyond managing training and skill-building, 
the ‘transformer’ CLO has to build business capabilities and 
shape a learning culture.1 This is as much about mindset and 
marketing as it is about training and technology.

It’s time to think of the job of a CLO as an entrepreneur. A 
start-up where she has every role from CEO to chief cook and 
bottle washer. In this, our CLO wears many hats. She creates, 
builds, or buys a set of learning assets. She wears a product 
development hat — a Chief Product Officer.

The CLO drives demand for and adoption of that learning. 
She wears a marketing hat — a Chief Marketing Officer.

She encourages the use of those new skills and behaviors, 
ensuring that people practice them and coach them. This is 
the service and support hat — a Chief Experience Officer.

And the CLO shapes a learning culture aligned to and 
supporting the business strategy. This is the organizational 
development hat. It’s the part HR, part strategist, part 
evangelist role of the Chief People Officer.

Finally, the CLO must measure the impact and use of 
learning. This is the analytics hat: the part data scientist, 
statistician, analyst role of the Chief Finance Officer.

1 Lundberg, Abbie. “The Transformer 
CLO.” Harvard Business Review, 1 Jan. 2020. 

https://a45ab60e-17c8-46ec-906b-cf4f4521fe0d.usrfiles.com/ugd/a45ab6_34d4445456424e9a92d159ba54c06545.pdf
https://hbr.org/2020/01/the-transformer-clo
https://hbr.org/2020/01/the-transformer-clo
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Curate a portfolio of 
learning assets.

Goal

Create, build or buy 
(and improve) learning 
assets

Activity

Product development
(Chief Product Officer)

Hat

Technologist, product 
manager

Expertise

Create demand for 
formal and informal 
learning.

Drive demand, 
adoption, and use of 
the “product.”

Marketing
(Chief Marketing 
Officer)

Product marketer, data 
scientist, influencer.

Encourage deliberate 
practice and coaching 
within the business.

Encourage the use 
of new skills and 
behaviors.

Service and support
(Chief Experience 
Officer)

Customer experience 
manager, UX designer.

Shape a learning 
culture

Shape a culture of 
learning to support the 
business strategy

Organizational 
development
(Chief People Officer)

HR, Strategist, 
Evangelist

Measure the impact Build a practical 
measurement 
framework.

Analytics
(Chief Finance Officer)

Data scientist, 
statistician, analyst.

The many hats of the Chief Learning Officer.

On top of that, it’s time to retool the skills and work of your 
team. Adopting agile techniques is a must — a proven way to 
increase productivity and speed to market. Your teams must 
learn new skills, borrowing from the best of app design, 
game design, and media.
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How do you create a Learning 
Flywheel?℠

Amazon famously drives growth and innovation through a 
flywheel.2 That may seem odd. How can a mechanical device 
drive a trillion-dollar business? It’s the effect, not the object. 
If you’ve ridden a bike, you’re familiar with how a flywheel 
works. At first, the bike is hard to pedal and get up to speed. 
Once the bike is moving, the laws of physics work in your 
favor; you can coast, then pedal. Coast, then pedal again. You 
have momentum.

Metaphorically, the flywheel is a virtuous cycle that propels 
and anchors the business. Jeff Bezos first sketched his on the 
back of a napkin. 

By feeding any part of the flywheel, Amazon powers their 
business. This flywheel has driven growth and digital 
transformation across industries.

The Amazon growth flywheel.

2 Stone, Brad. The everything store: Jeff 
Bezos and the age of Amazon. Random 
House, 2013.
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Shape a learning 
culture.

Create a portfolio of 
learning assets.

Create demand for both 
formal and informal 
learning.

Encourage deliberate 
practice and coaching 
within the business.

Measure outcomes.

Parts of a Learning Flywheel.℠

For this, we propose a Learning Flywheel.SM As the Amazon 
flywheel drives growth, this flywheel drives learning. Its 
axle, around which the wheel spins, is measurement. The 
CLO still cares for her traditional role: curating a portfolio 
of learning assets. But she also puts time towards creating 
demand for formal and informal learning. Deliberate 
practice is encouraged, and leaders coach to new skills. 
Shaping a learning culture maintains momentum and 
energy in the flywheel.

“Regardless of what 
you’re doing, companies 
are going to win or 
lose based on adaptive 
capacity generated by 
learning.

Ultimately that capacity 
to learn and adapt is 
going to be the only 
competitive advantage 
that matters.”

RICH VINCENT
Vice president
Talent Mangement and 
Development
Knotel



36      SECTION 02 - LEARNING FASSFORWARD

The data will set you free or box you in.

In many ways, measurement is the holy grail of the Chief 
Learning Officer. A windmill to tilt at. Much like a CMO’s 
pursuit of advertising ROI, a Chief Learning Officer will 
pursue the ROI of learning.

When learning is remote, it is, by necessity, digital. Whether 
it’s asynchronous e-learning, video conferencing, or VR, 
if it’s digital, you can measure it — clicks and keystrokes, 
gestures, and eye-tracking.3 Thousands of data points 
gathered in real-time form a picture of the learner’s activity. 
We can now measure product use. This augments the arsenal 
of measurement tools available, supplementing surveys and 
direct observation.

Product-use measurement is very different from the more 
traditional measurement approaches. It’s not a paper survey, 
handed out to participants as they rush for the door. Or 
questions on multi-point scales rating everything from room 
temperature to subject relevance. It’s more than an LMS that 
tracks employees’ participation in training.

These new data points give us much more information. We 
can triage that data into engagement calculators. This gives 
us a proxy for participation and level of interest. What a 
skilled facilitator intuited from bored expressions is now 
tracked through keystrokes.

On the face of it, this is progress. But measurement is a 
double-edged sword. Understanding the difference between 
each edge is vital. Think of your measures in two categories: 
outcome and feedback. 

3 The latest VR training apps allow tracking 
users’ gaze on objects in Virtual Reality.
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We associate an outcome measure with a business result. It’s 
concrete and direct, not a proxy. It’s a measure to discuss 
with your CEO. 

We associate a feedback measure with improvement. It’s a 
measure that helps you make better processes and products. 
It’s internal, not external.

Outcome and feedback measures exist outside of the world 
of learning. For example, imagine you wanted to get fitter. 
You might have a goal to lose 10lbs. Your weight loss is an 
outcome measure. It is concrete and direct. 

As part of your regime, you decide to exercise more. Here 
you make use of the counting steps feature on your Fitbit. 
The steps are a feedback measure. They help you improve. 
They’re a proxy for the quality of your exercise. They have 
an indirect effect on the outcome. For example, it could be 
5,000 steps from your front door to your local watering hole. 
Not good if that’s how you get your steps in. 
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The third category of measurement falls under the definition 
of “because you can.” Some things are easy to measure. 
But “because you can” doesn’t mean you should. That’s 
the path that turns key performance indicators into many 
performance indicators. In the fitness example, shoe-size is 
easy to measure. But it’s not relevant.

Let’s apply this to sales skills training. The business goal — 
increased revenue per salesperson. Business leaders have 
identified a gap in sales skills. You build a sales skills course. 
How do you measure it?

An outcome measure for this course would gauge an 
improvement in sales skills. That has to be concrete and 
objective, not subjective. The hallmarks of those skills are 
measured. You might assess deal flow pipeline, customer-
oriented questions, or concrete language in product 
descriptions.

Outcome measures tie to the work. In other words, do reps 
practice this skill, and do supervisors coach to it? Does this 
happen at scale? The outcome measures will identify the 
hallmarks of a skill or behavior in the flow of work. 

Improved sales skills

Increased revenue 
per salesperson

Sales

Course ratings

Weight loss (lbs)

Get fitter

Health

Fitness tracker steps

Outcome measure

Goal

Feedback measure
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Feedback measures for the course might be drop-off rates, 
facilitator ratings, or course content ratings. All those are 
useful in improving the course. They indirectly tie to the goal 
(increased revenue) but don’t directly affect it. The measures 
are both objective and subjective.

The feedback measure helps L&D teams improve the quality 
of the training and coaching. Do people complete the course? 
Are learners engaged in the course? 

Our research suggests more progressive learning organizations take this advanced 
approach to measurement. They don’t seek to over-engineer a measurement 
framework.4 These organizations are not measuring something because they can. 
Instead, measurement drives business outcomes and improves the quality of learning 
assets.

4 Giacumo, Lisa A., and Jeroen Breman. 
“Trends and Implications of Models, 
Frameworks, and Approaches Used by 
Instructional Designers in Workplace 
Learning and Performance Improvement.” 
Performance Improvement Quarterly.
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Demonstration of 
the new skills.

Demonstration of 
new behavior. 

Purpose and career 
goals.

Learner

Micro-certifications.

360 surveys, 
instruments.

Coaching.

Skills demonstrated 
at scale to build 
business capability.

Changes in behavior 
that shape culture.

Increased 
revenue, margin 
improvement, or 
customer experience 
goals.

Business

Course Engagement.

Quality of learning 
measures.

Course completion 
rates.

Outcome measure

Goal

Feedback measure

The same logic of outcome measures and feedback measures 
applies to the learner. Feedback is vital to skill development,5 

as is a baseline of our competence.6 Knowing where we are 
gives us a path to improvement. Assessments allow us to 
more accurately baseline those skills.

Micro-certifications allow a learner to credential their 
skills. Badges allow learners to put them on display. Survey 
Instruments and 360’s allow learners to glimpse a reflection 
of themselves.

But for the learner, the outcome is not to collect badges or 
self-identify as an INTJ. That’s useful feedback on the path to 
improvement. The learner’s outcome is to show a new skill or 
new behavior and practice it until it’s habitual.

5 DeRue, D. Scott, and Ned Wellman. 
“Developing leaders via experience: the 
role of developmental challenge, learning 
orientation, and feedback availability.” 
Journal of applied psychology 94.4 (2009): 
859.

6 People typically overestimate their skill 
level. This illusory superiority is known 
as the Dunning-Kruger effect. Dunning, 
David. “The Dunning–Kruger effect: On 
being ignorant of one’s own ignorance.” 
Advances in experimental social psychology. 
Vol. 44. Academic Press, 2011. 247-296.
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“Learning for many business people is mandatory training. They associate learning 
with compliance training. And so, they don’t actually give much thought or have much 
interest in learning. But business leaders are very interested in development and skill-
building solutions that help them achieve a business outcome. That, they have a great 
interest in.

We [L&D professionals] need to stop focusing on activity-based metrics. We even need to 
stop focusing on what we think are ROI metrics, where we try to prove value in dollars 
and cents — because the CFO isn’t going to buy that equation anyway.

If we [L&D professionals] can come to a common agreement and understanding with 
the business owner on the business outcomes that they are expecting from the learning 
intervention/solution, then you get better buy-in from your business partner, and you 
develop meaningful metrics that work for both learning and the business.”

JANICE ROBINSON BURNS
Chief Career Experience Officer
Degreed
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Build, curate, and manage a portfolio 
of learning assets.

This is the bread and butter of a CLO’s job. Over the years, 
much time and effort have been spent standing up corporate 
universities or building out course catalogs. Some of those 
assets you will control and manage, some you will not. Some 
learning will be formal, some informal.

Many use the 70-20-10 model to manage their learning 
assets. Its popularity may be due to its simplicity rather than 
its rigor. The model is not supported by evidence but makes 
intuitive sense.7 That is, 70% of how we learn comes from 
experience. 20% of learning is social — it comes from our 
relationships with other people and the feedback we receive. 
This leaves 10% in the “control and manage” category, 
formal learning.

In a remote or hybrid world, consider how your mix of 
learning assets changes. You are making a mental switch 
away from classroom training. This is a shift in mindset, 
from the CLO as an event manager to CLO as a product 
manager. A shift to learning that is “collaborative, 

continuous, connected and community-based.”8

7 Clardy, Alan. “70-20-10 and the 
dominance of informal learning: A fact 
in search of evidence.” Human Resource 
Development Review 17.2 (2018): 153-178.

8 Pontefract, D. Flat Army: Creating a 
Connected and Engaged Organization, 
(Wiley Sons, 2013).

Our research suggests that new habits will emerge around formal and informal 
learning. During the pandemic, we began to unlearn the habits of over two hundred 
years of office work. Those office work habits shaped how we collaborated around 
work. They flowed over into how we learn.

In a remote setting, some aspects of how we learn and best practices of how to 
teach shift. Still, the ability to build trust, connect with, and engage learners remains 
essential.



43      SECTION 02 - LEARNING FASSFORWARD

Informal learning now depends on baseline comfort with 
remote technologies. Digital discomfort dents an employee’s 
ability to learn.9 Leaders and learners must have patience 
with technology and gain familiarity with it. The best leaders 
are great teachers.10 At least for the foreseeable future, 
leaders must schedule extra time to coach and teach.

In classroom-based learning, most of us know what to 
expect: Sign-up, show-up, sit-down. The class will kick-off 
around 8 a.m. or 9 a.m. Hopefully, there will be good coffee 
or tea. Maybe a bagel. Time to catch up on my email over a 
break. Lunch. More stuff, and we’re outta here by 4 p.m. or 5 
p.m. If we’re lucky, we learn something new. We can apply it 
to our job.

Employees are eager to learn and, if the content is good, will 
engage in learning. But, there will be different modes of 
consumption arranged in connected learning journeys. We 
will see organizations continue to experiment with various 
formats — from video to podcasts to VR and AR — blending 
live online learning with social experiences and action 
learning.

9 Slow connections, lack of familiarity with 
basic digital tools, the inability to reach 
out to a co-worker and ask “how do I...?” 
all add to digital discomfort.

10 Finkelstein, Sydney. “The Best Leaders 
Are Great Teachers.” Harvard Business 
Review, 1 Jan. 2018.

https://hbr.org/2018/01/the-best-leaders-are-great-teachers
https://hbr.org/2018/01/the-best-leaders-are-great-teachers
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Four core elements connect all those formats. They are the 
basis of any successful learning program. They are the blend 
of intimacy, insight, interaction, and impact.
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How this would work in a live 
setting.
(pre-pandemic)

How this might work in a remote or 
hybrid setting.
(post-pandemic)

Intimacy
Where every 
participant feels a 
direct connection 
with the facilitator, 
the content, and 
their colleagues.

Impromptu one-on-one Q&A in breaks 
and after class.

Call and response conversations with 
the live audience.

Instructor checks-in during table 
activities and break-outs.

Eye-contact with participants.

Scheduled ‘office hours’ after class.
Private chat with instructor.

Pre-announced call approaches, e.g., “I’ll ask 
each of you in turn…”

Instructor drops-into virtual ‘breakout 
rooms’ during remote work.

Simulated eye-contact — which requires 
camera training and practice.

Insight
Where ‘aha’ 
moments leave 
people clear on 
how this (what 
they’re learning) 
can be usefully 
used and applied.

Working with a partner or small table 
group.

Call and response, show-of-hands.

Brain-storming, group discussions, and 
‘sticky-note’ activities.

Partner or small table groups facilitated 
through virtual breakout rooms, shared 
whiteboards, or conference calls.

Polling and Quizzes.

Third-party collaboration tools — Murals, 
whiteboards, word clouds.

Interaction
Where the channel 
is changed. 
Participants switch 
from a passive or 
reactive mode to 
‘Doing’ moments 
that drive learning. 
Where they create, 
participate, and 
interact.

Working with a partner or small table 
group.

Call and response, show-of-hands.

Brain-storming, group discussions, and 
‘sticky-note’ activities

Partner or small table groups facilitated 
through virtual breakout rooms, shared 
whiteboards, or conference calls.

Polling and Quizzes.

Third-party collaboration tools — Murals, 
whiteboards, word clouds.

Impact
Where the learning 
lasts. Where 
quality matters. 
The learning is 
important enough 
to remember. It’s 
practical enough to 
do. It’s emotional 
enough to stick.

80% of the attention is on the 
facilitator, not the material. A good 
facilitator can make poor material 
come alive.

A good facilitator can cover and recover 
from gaps and minor challenges in the 
material.

Measurement via post-event feedback 
forms. Tests are mainly administered 
by show-of-hands or verbal comments.

The material takes center stage and has to 
be capable of carrying its own weight.

Material has to be tightly designed and 
scripted — there is far less room for 
recovery.

Dynamic participation metrics tracked 
throughout the event. Tracking of polling 
and chat answers.

How learning must adapt to the 4 ‘I’s.
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“People have busy lives. They’re on zoom all day long. Now you’ve got to teach them; 
they have to learn, they have to consume. It’s not that simple.

If you look at the traditional [formats], where there’s a whole bunch of information, 
that’s not going to work in this realm. You’ve got to do some of it, but then you’ve got to 
very quickly get them active.

It’s the interaction. This happens in professional settings but also with students. When 
I go to a class physically, in the hallway, I’m talking to people. That’s part of what’s 
missing.

Now I give people a link for a 15-minute meeting, to touch base, to hear about what’s 
important to them.”

JOHN NEESON
Founder, Sirius Decisions, Adjunct Professor, Lecturer
MIT and Boston College Carroll School of Management
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Your job: stimulate curiosity and 
provoke demand.

As you measure, three types of feedback appear. None of this 
feedback is novel. They all point to another hat for the Chief 
Learning Officer and her L&D teams — creating demand. 
Poor demand shows up in three ways:

1. Low or dropping attendance rates show “I’m too busy 
with my real work” or “I tried this, and it’s not relevant to 
me.”

2. Survey feedback that falls into the “this is not what I 
was expecting” category. For example, “I signed up for a 
course on data visualization, and this is more strategic 
than I was expecting. I wanted something more hands-
on.”

3. Lower ratings for the learning program with “this isn’t 
my first rodeo” type comments. Your learners point out 
that they have taken similar courses before. Their level 
of expertise meant the program bored them, or they have 
heard this already. The polite feedback for this is the 
“nice refresher” comment.

Creating demand is a product/market fit problem. Emphasis 
on the word “market,” not product. “Poor demand” feedback 
should push you to create demand for learning; it should 
not lead you back to the drawing board to re-engineer the 
learning program. This is the CLO mindset as a strategist, 
CMO, and product manager — to build products for a 
targeted audience and then to stimulate demand for those 
products.
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The old way, managing a learning catalog, has a different 
mindset; it was bureaucratic and logistical in nature. A 
combination of business goals and corporate sponsors 
produced a “Training Needs Analysis.” The TNA triggered 
all the actions that followed. It included specifics about 
audience (new leaders), cadence (quarterly), and class size 
(50). These are the limitations of a live training mindset; they 
don’t factor in the logistics of remote.

The bureaucracy continues: a program develops; it’s built 
and loaded into an LMS; attendees receive invitations; the 
pilot program calls for tweaks based on feedback.

Yet the same three pieces of feedback pop up. Program 
managers over-book the course to cater for last-minute 
no-shows. “Not what I was expecting” and “nice refresher” 
appear in feedback surveys.

This feedback is a universal problem. It applies to all skill-
building or behavior-based programs, whether live or 
remote. Some invited attendees do not see learning as a 
critical part of their job. So they don’t show up. Others don’t 
show because they believe it’s not relevant to them. There 
are some in the audience who have enough experience 
or expertise to teach the course. But because they are in a 
particular band,11 they’re participants.

11 Career or salary band, used by HR to 
group audiences for events and training.
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Our research suggests forward-thinking CLOs are rethinking the “poor demand” 
problem. They are moving away from the “sheep-dip” approach. They understand 
not all learners are created equal, and they work to get people eager and ready to 
learn. This is about targeting their audience and marketing to them. We see four 
intertwining paths.

The first, popularized by Simon Sinek, is to create scarcity.12 

Remember the purpose of training is to improve skills and 
build new habits. This builds business capabilities and drives 
cultural transformation. In that case, you don’t want people 

to attend your program; you want them begging to attend 
your program — an eager learner and mediocre content 
trump a disinterested learner and stellar content.

Sinek points out that promoting the program in an internal 
marketing campaign doesn’t work.

12 Simon Sinek “How to Make a Cultural 
Transformation” YouTube.
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Instead, think of the law of diffusion of innovation. This is 
the classic, innovators, early adopters, early majority, and 
laggards. Appealing to the innovators and early adopters is 
vital. By inviting the already curious, who want to learn, you 
have a ready-made audience for your program. In Sinek’s 
view, the late majority and laggards — those who have other, 
more important things to do — are not invited. This creates 
scarcity.

The second path is the marketing campaign. This is an 
elevation from the usual ho-hum. It’s more than publishing 
a calendar, sending overview slides, and emailing invites. 
Instead, add strategic and creative thinking to that 
campaign. Strategically, how is this learning relevant to 
the business and the attendee? Creatively, how do you add 
sizzle to the messaging to make this a must-have ticket? A 
well-thought-out and conducted campaign will imply that 
the circus is coming to town. And you don’t want to miss the 
circus.

A word of caution on this approach; make sure there is truth 
in advertising. If your program is not hands-on, don’t call it 
“practical.” If your program requires hours of homework, let 
people know.

The third path builds off the marketing campaign. It’s 
leadership messaging. Rolling out a razzle-dazzle campaign 
for your learning program will only get you so far. A 
business transformation has to be part of C-suite messaging. 
Echo the skill-building part of this transformation in the 
messaging. You need leaders up and down the organization 
reinforcing this. You need functional leaders talking about 
how that learning is part of the team’s objectives. Message 
discipline throughout is crucial. Leading organizations have 
leaders who spend time and political capital reinforcing 
learning.
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If the first three paths are carrot, the fourth is more stick. 
Use other HR processes to create demand. An obvious 
candidate is the performance review cycle. It maps 
current performance and potential career progression. 
Do supervisors document learning opportunities in 
performance reviews? Are those supervisors aware of the 
learning assets at their disposal? Frequently, there’s a 
disconnect here, and that’s an opportunity to create demand. 
Tying compensation to expertise is another option — take 
technical skills, for example. Maintenance of certifications in 
cybersecurity can lead to increased take-home pay.

“Say I want you to attend my training program. There are two groups — the enthusiast 
and the hostage. Both are thinking, “Well, why is that relevant to my job?”

The first group says, “Oh, a class!” they’re just innately curious, they love learning, this is 
a dream come true.

And then [in the other group], “this is a horrible burden, and you’re punishing me.”
 
If you’re going to make somebody sit through training, you should be able to answer, 
“Why is this relevant, and what’s the hole in your background that this is trying to fill?”

DEBORAH HANKIN
Chief Talent Officer
IPG Mediabrands



52      SECTION 02 - LEARNING FASSFORWARD

Encourage coaching and deliberate 
practice.

You have created demand; you have learners eager to learn. 
Learners are consuming a variety of formal and informal 
learning. The next stage of the Learning FlywheelSM is 
deliberate practice. No skill is realized in a day. Some take a 
lifetime to master.

Learning is about doing. That’s what creates proficiency. 
And according to Kate Tonda, Director of Learning and 
Development at Walmart eCommerce, “you want to get 
people doing and practicing as fast as possible.”

Coaches and leaders must encourage deliberate practice.
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Malcolm Gladwell popularized the idea of taking 10,000 
hours to master a skill in his book, “Outliers.” Imagine a push 
towards social selling in your organization. You have people 
fired up about the idea and have created demand. You built 
hours of instruction in social selling tools and techniques. 
Your audience completed that “learning journey” and got 
a micro-certificate. Are they now experts? Are they now 
skilled? Not without deliberate practice.

If you believe Gladwell, mastery should kick-in in about 
six years.12 By that time, less than a third of the original 
attendees are still in place.13 Clearly, relying on the training’s 
quality and the participant’s hustle won’t cut it.

It’s not just the time a learner spends in acquiring a skill 
or building a capability. A learner’s skill level, at anything, 
depends on the quality of time practicing. It depends on 
the learner’s focus and commitment and the feedback they 
receive. Building a skill might be an individual investment, 
but it’s a team effort.

This brings us to the third hat of the CLO — the Chief 
Experience Officer. She recognizes that learning, and 
skill development, happens in the flow of work. She 
acknowledges that, as CLO, she must design and influence 
learning and practice in the work.

Remember the social selling course your learners took a 
week ago? The ‘aha’ moment for the learner? That happened 
when they mentally connected the instruction to their work. 
Now they need to put some of the ‘aha’s’ into practice. Are 
there tools to support them? Is there expertise on their team 
that can help? Can their leaders guide and coach as the 
learners improve their skills?

12 Assuming 10,000 hours, 40 hours per 
week, 40 weeks per year.

13 Assuming an 18%(SHRM) employee 
turnover rate in your organization.
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Our research suggests leading organizations do not separate coaching from 
learning. They see one as a continuation of the other. Development of a program 
starts with the question, “what does this [skill or behavior] look like? This is the 
reverse of the usual approach. Usually, a well-designed learning program would have 
a leader’s guide and perhaps a coaching guide, but as an add-on, not a starting point. 

We recommend working backward. This starts with L&D 
working together with business leaders and HR business 
partners. Their first job is to identify the hallmarks of 
mastery of that skill or behavior. This cannot be a treatise. 
Those hallmarks must be concise and concrete. From there, 
the team can build a guide to assist leaders in recognizing 
mastery and help leaders coach to it. Then, and only then, 
can they start building the learning curriculum for the 
program.

The Learning FlywheelSM prevents learning from being a 
‘check-the-box’ exercise. Instead, the learning event is a 
trigger, a foundation for skill-building. Deliberate practice 
hones that skill. Over time, learners become practitioners, 
working at their craft. The CLO as Chief Experience Officer 
makes sure that leaders can recognize the skill and coach to 
it. Leaders are coaches and experts who teach and encourage 
deliberate practice. Coaching guides are a valuable and well-
used asset. Boosts, just-in-time prompts, and a library of 
tools support learning in the flow of work.

“Development is more 
than just training. 
Coaching has a crucial 
role in connecting with 
training to create a 
more meaningful, richer 
experience for key talent. 
You can scale that at a 
slightly lower cost with 
internal resources across 
the globe.

That can be what I will 
call “white-glove” — 
because it’s a higher level 
and higher touch. It can 
stay with you and stick 
with you.”

COLLEEN CAPEL
VICE PRESIDENT
HR GLOBAL SHARED SERVICES
WILEY
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Shape a culture of learning that moves 
the business.

A learning culture is the final part of the flywheel. It turns 
momentum into energy. Creating demand, curating a 
portfolio of learning, and encouraging deliberate practice, 
moves the flywheel. A learning culture keeps the wheel 
turning.

In a training culture, a center of excellence manages a 
learning catalog — training is formal and event-driven. A 
learning culture is different — it has curiosity at its core. 
The organization prizes expertise and experimentation, and 
business performance is dependent on learning.

Leaders guide, and experts and coaches help build business 
capabilities.

In a learning culture, the needs of the business and the 
learners inform the learning curriculum. Business strategy 
ratifies those needs. Newly acquired collective skills and 
habits fill capability gaps. A learning culture is a prerequisite 
for a learning organization.

Getting this part of the flywheel turning is difficult. It 
involves people, organizational habits, and culture. It 
takes time. The CLO has to don several CXO hats — People, 
Knowledge, and Culture.

Culture is a complex system. Putting “Learning Culture” at 
the top of a slide won’t magically transform the business. 
The interplay between organizational habits and unwritten 
rules is often hidden. Leadership can either encourage 
change or send mixed messages rippling through an 
organization.
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Culture doesn’t exist in a vacuum. Your industry can act as a 
headwind or tailwind to building a learning culture.

Some industries seem to have “it” — the connections 
between learning, experimentation, and performance that 
drive innovation. Take tech start-ups. There is no budget 
for training, so there is no training culture. But start-ups 
won’t succeed without learning.14 Across the ecosystem of 
entrepreneurs that move from venture to venture, there is a 
strong culture of learning.15 To perform, they need to grow. 
To grow, they need to experiment and sometimes pivot. The 
flashing performance sign is obvious in the form of payouts 
or stock options. This ups the benefit of trying out new 
ideas. Backers and venture capitalists value teams who show 
thought leadership and bring expertise.

Twin loops of rewarding performance and valuing 
knowledge drive a learning culture. Grounded in 
experimentation and curiosity, those loops depend on 
psychological safety to function.

14 90% of tech start-ups fail. So we’re 
talking about the learning culture across 
the ecosystem of start-ups. Chernev, 
Bobby. “What Percentage of Startups Fail? 
[2020′s Startup Statistics].” Review42, 18 
Nov. 2020.

15 Lee, Jaemin. “How Collective Learning 
Improves Innovation.” INSEAD Knowledge, 
27 Sept. 2016.

16 Cassidy, Francesca. “Cultures of 
Learning Are Critical to Business Agility 
and Provide the Foundation from Which 
Rapid Change Can Occur.” Raconteur, 15 
Dec. 2017.

17 Grant, Adam. “Building a Culture of 
Learning at Work.” Strategy+business, 3 
Feb. 2021.

Our research suggests that a learning culture flourishes with a top-down mandate. 
Leaders from the CEO down recognize the contribution of learning to their business. 
Embracing agility, for example, won’t work without embracing a learning culture.16

Learning cultures don’t work, according to psychologist Adam Grant, without “a 
foundation of psychological safety” where “I don’t know” is a good answer.17 Curiosity 
and experimentation thread through a learning culture. Where “let’s find out” is the 
next step. This behavior flourishes when tied to measurement of performance — 
measuring both outcomes and feedback.

https://review42.com/resources/what-percentage-of-startups-fail/
https://review42.com/resources/what-percentage-of-startups-fail/
https://knowledge.insead.edu/entrepreneurship/how-collective-learning-improves-innovation-4950
https://knowledge.insead.edu/entrepreneurship/how-collective-learning-improves-innovation-4950
https://www.raconteur.net/cultures-of-learning-are-critical-to-business-agility-and-provide-the-foundation-from-which-rapid-change-can-occur/
https://www.raconteur.net/cultures-of-learning-are-critical-to-business-agility-and-provide-the-foundation-from-which-rapid-change-can-occur/
https://www.raconteur.net/cultures-of-learning-are-critical-to-business-agility-and-provide-the-foundation-from-which-rapid-change-can-occur/
https://www.raconteur.net/cultures-of-learning-are-critical-to-business-agility-and-provide-the-foundation-from-which-rapid-change-can-occur/
https://www.strategy-business.com/article/Building-a-culture-of-learning-at-work
https://www.strategy-business.com/article/Building-a-culture-of-learning-at-work
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Simon Brown, Global Chief Learning Officer of Novartis, 
calls this “the curious advantage.”18 Curiosity is an antidote 
for information pollution and the overwhelming pace of 
change. For Brown, it’s a “supercharger” vital to learning 
and communication. Curiosity “enables us to make better 
decisions.” Brown sees this as part of the culture at Novartis. 
Learning is woven into the fabric of this culture, where 
“curiosity powers innovation.”19

18 Brown, Simon, et al. The Curious 
Advantage. Laiki Publishing, 2020.

19 Brown, Simon. “We’re Going BIG on 
Learning at Novartis - Here’s How...” 15 
Aug. 2020.
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https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/were-going-big-learning-novartis-heres-how-simon-brown
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/were-going-big-learning-novartis-heres-how-simon-brown
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“I think a lot of L&D professionals are trained to focus on, “What’s the skill that we’re 
building? And how do I measure the ROI of this training? And how do I know it had an 
impact?”

We view corporate learning as a proxy for a broader set of goals. It’s about reinforcing 
culture. It’s about creating connectivity. It’s about cultivating leadership. It’s about 
expanding learning. It’s about building skills.

A lot of times people think about it narrowly as skills —but I actually think it’s all of 
those things.”

LAVANYA RAVICHANDRAN
Head of Talent Development
AQR Capital
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REMOTE?
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“THE ABILITY TO LEARN FASTER THAN 
YOUR COMPETITORS MAY BE THE ONLY 

SUSTAINABLE COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE.”

ARIE DE GEUS
 Dutch business executive and business theorist, 

who was the head of Royal Dutch Shell’s 
Strategic Planning Group and is a public speaker.
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Option a) See Bruce Springsteen live in 
concert. Or option b) listen to a bootleg 
copy of The Boss. 

Which would you do? In most cases, except where 
convenience, time, or cost are a factor, see the live show of 
course! So it goes with training. The best training is live, 
instructor-led, classroom-based training. Everything else is a 
poor imitation.

That’s the myth everyone believes (or believed). It has roots 
in fable. The fallacy that you cannot replicate that sense 
of connection and intimacy outside of a room. That online 
learning will always be a poorer, lower-fidelity copy of the 
real thing.

“You can’t film a play and call it a movie.” It’s a great analogy 
to describe the hurried transition to remote learning. And, 
according to Bruno Kavanagh, founder, and CEO of Learn 
Interactive, “it won’t work.”

The reality of remote learning is different — with a focus on 
engagement from the start — a high-fidelity recording of 
Born to Run, if you will.

Remote training can be as good as face-to-face training. 
It requires investment in technology and design, but the 
benefits outweigh the costs. Remote training is easier to 
scale and no longer limited to room size. Training has a 
broader reach. At scale, savings in travel, food, and lodging, 
pile-up. Live online learning, conducted remotely, can reach 
broader communities.

How you can build 
effective learning assets 
to train and coach skills 
in a remote or hybrid 
workforce.

If you want new 
ideas and ‘hows’ to 
build better learning 
assets for a modern 
workforce, read on.
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The broken myth of live learning.

One example precedes the pandemic. In 2014, Verizon began 
the journey of selecting and training Home-Based Agents 
(HBAs). This was part of a program to overhaul its Consumer 
Customer Service organization. Some agents were new to 
the company. Others converted from traditional Call Center 
representatives to the new Home-Based Agent role. As the 
program evolved, so did the training.

At the outset, the training involved long, in-person New Hire 
and conversion programs. These took place in call centers, 
even for HBA employees. Over time, Verizon started to 
convert all its courses for virtual delivery. The goal: 100% 
virtual delivery of a 5-week instructor-led training (ILT) 
course. The concern: a loss of learning effectiveness or 
training efficiency.

The results were, at the time, surprising.

HBA new hires, who had virtual training, consistently 
outperformed their traditional in-center counterparts.

2019 brought a further round of training for the agents. EPIC 
was hands-on, experiential training. Many believed it could 
only work face-to-face.

A kind of A/B test ensued. Some Home Based Agents 
took EPIC in the call center. A second group trained 100% 
virtually, at home. 

More surprising results.

Instead of a drop in quality for the virtual training or a 
drop in those agents’ performance, the opposite. The agents 
trained at home posted superior performance to the agents 
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trained face-to-face. This was not merely a measurement 
of “did you like the training?” This was a marked lift in 
performance for those trained remotely over those trained 
in place.

This performance lift delivered a 272% improvement for 
remote over face-to-face training.1

1 Note: this performance improvement is 
exclusive of travel cost savings.

“I have spent the majority of my career as a Learning & Development professional. And 
I was of the opinion that face-to-face was the gold standard of delivery until this [EPIC] 
study.
 
We knew we had made improvements. Transforming the way we developed and 
delivered our training, but was it enough to measure up?

To our great satisfaction — Yes. When done right, virtual delivery can be just as effective 
as face-to-face delivery.

When done well, even more so.”

ADRIANA LANGE
Director, Learning and Development
Verizon
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Build agile teams and borrow skills.

How do you build learning assets that create demand? How 
do you create learning that leads an audience to engage, 
understand, and remember? How do you build coaching 
tools that guide and encourage deliberate practice? It’s not 
only the CLO who must wear many hats. It’s also her team.

The upskillers must upskill.

This was the approach for Julie Zivony, SVP, Corporate 
Learning at SouthState Bank. She and her team worked 
rapidly; yet methodically. “We went program by program, 
class by class, thinking about what would work. Would this 
program translate well virtually? For those that we thought 

could, “What would we have to do differently to make it 
successful?”

The Agile software development movement serves as a 
template. Again, the accelerant is COVID. With one word 
swap, the values of the Agile Manifesto work for remote 
learning.2

Our research suggests that leading L&D teams have raced to unlearn. Along the 
way, they examined and discarded prior assumptions about how learning works. They 
have borrowed ideas from everywhere. Agility and experimentation rule over plans 
and procedures — the goal — learning that works.

2 Manifesto for Agile Software 
Development.

https://agilemanifesto.org/
https://agilemanifesto.org/
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Agile Software Learning Manifesto

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools

Working software learning over comprehensive documentation

Customer collaboration over contract negotiation

Responding to change over following a plan

The Agile mindset is different. It’s “figuring things out as 
you go along.” In Agile, perfect is the enemy of good. Agile is 
not about long development cycles; it’s about quick sprints. 
To work at that speed, technical excellence and good design 
are paramount. Simplicity is essential. Engaging individuals 
in learning is front and center. This means developers have 
collaborative relationships, not transactional ones. They 
work with their customers — the business leader or business 
partners. They co-create with facilitators and participants.

To become more effective, these Agile learning teams 
must keep learning. Borrow skills from other fields. Other 
professions tap into the psychology of human motivation. 
You are looking for new “hows” that go beyond the typical 
scope of learning design. “Hows” that dig into the human 
psyche and the drivers of attention and curiosity.

This, as Austin Kleon puts it, is to “steal like an artist.”3 
That is, to study, credit, remix, mash-up, and transform — 
learning the underlying rules of the game and translating 
them to yours.

Look to other professions whose success relies on 
engagement, motivation, and understanding. 

3 Kleon, Austin. Steal like an artist: 10 
things nobody told you about being creative. 
Workman Publishing, 2012.
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Engagement
How do you engage 
people with stories 
and narratives?

Comedians, Screenwriters, 
Podcasters, 
and vloggers.

A joke is two stories. The setup is a vivid word 
picture which conforms to expectations. It generates 
suspense. The punchline is a second story. It works 
because it resolves the setup in an unexpected way.

Carr, Jimmy, and Lucy Greeves. Only Joking: What’s So Funny about 
Making People Laugh?

Motivation
How do you grab and 
keep attention?

Graphic design, Animators, 
Game designers, 
Toymakers.

Apply the principles of game design — not 
gamification — to build great products. Consider: 
Goals, Emotions, Controls, Toys, and Flow.

A16z - 7 Game design principles - Rahul Vohra

Understanding
How do you distill 
content to what’s most 
important?

Journalists, 
Information Architects, 
Editors, 
Documentarians.

Structuring and editing content to build drama in the 
piece. Carry tension and intrigue with the connectors 
of “therefore” and “but.” Strip out “and then.”

F for Fake (1973) - How to structure a video essay.

“Learning new skills is more critical than ever. The half-life of skills today is about 20 
months. Then it’s out of date. That will only accelerate. And it applies to us too.

There is a lot more work involved in preparation for remote learning. Anyone that 
thinks they can easily take two days in a classroom and convert it to 3 x 1-hour sessions 
is crazy. A good rule of thumb is that one day of training can be condensed to about 3-5 
hours.

We have gone virtual by bringing together agile teams. Content experts, UX experts, 
learning designers, and developers, as well as facilitators. We’ve found that’s essential 
— to bring together those different skills upfront.”

GORDON FULLER
Vice President, Chief Learning Officer
IBM
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Rethink timing and spacing to match 
the flow of learning in work. 

The move to remote learning collapsed time and space. This 
had an immediate impact. Fire marshals no longer limit 
occupancy according to room size. We don’t have to book 
out space months in advance. No one has to leave a training 
class early to catch a plane. Finance has slashed travel and 
expense budgets.

Those spaces — the ones we no longer use — were designed 
for minimal distraction and focused learners.

Our research suggests specific impacts to remote learning. Instead of fire marshals 
limiting room size, capacity is set by the other limitations. Rather than work content 
into days of training, we work to a participant’s attention span. The constraints of 
technology come into play. Virtual room size is one limit. So is software usability. So 
is a participant’s familiarity with technology. Throw the skills of the facilitator and the 
content design into the mix.

We’re competing for a learner’s attention, which means a rethink of how we use time 
and space.
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1 on 1 
Coaching

Group 
Coaching Small Class Seminar Webinar

Numbers 1 2-7 4-20 21-50 50+

Interaction 
Tools

Full Full Partial Moderated 
chats/polls

Moderated 
chats/polls

Media

Voice to Voice 
Discussion

Yes Yes Yes Yes (with 
Moderator)

Yes (with 
Moderator)

Camera-On Yes Yes Optional Undesirable Unviable

Producer No No Nice-to-have Yes Essential

Moderator No No Not necessary Nice-to-Have Yes

Interaction 
Level

High High High Medium Low

Intimacy Level High High Medium Low Low

Insight Level Medium High High Medium High Low Low

Impact Level Medium High High Medium Low Low

Types of use and modes.

Let’s start with attention. We pay for it. Attention is a 
‘limited-capacity’ resource, and we are cognitive misers.4 

Neuroscientist Friederike Fabritius calls the neuro-chemicals 
dopamine and noradrenaline “double agents.” According to 
Fabritius, they “strengthen and sabotage your attention.” 
Dopamine is the reward chemical. As it rises, it focuses 
your attention. When our attention flags, we seek out new 
experiences for a new hit of reward.5

4 Weinstein, Yana, et al. Understanding 
How We Learn. Routledge, 2018, p. 48.

5 Fabritius, Friederike, and Hans W. 
Hagemann. The Leading Brain. Penguin, 
2018, pp. 78–79.
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Those spaces — the ones we no longer use — were designed 
for minimal distraction and focused learners.

When the movie “Tenet” sat in box-office limbo, Director 
Christopher Nolan opposed streaming it to the home. He 
penned an Op-Ed in the Washington Post arguing for its 
theater release.6 Why? Nolan knows that movie theaters 
are distraction-free environments. Unlike our homes, there 
are no dogs to let out. You can’t pause the movie and grab 
a snack. No one wanders into the room and asks where the 
keys are.

With remote learning, your audience is at work. Work is a 
distraction-filled environment, not a distraction-free one.

Tenet is two hours and thirty minutes long. That’s an hour 
longer than any learning content we would recommend 
for remote learning. Nolan can get away with it because 
a) he spent $205 million making it — and you didn’t. And 
b) he knew, or thought he knew, it would premiere in a 
distraction-free environment.

How can we compete with distractions? Chunking, spacing, 
and timing help attention. Learning now has to be in 
shorter and shorter pieces. ‘Chunking’ helps our brains 
divide information into smaller blocks, making them more 
memorable. Learning is easier to consume, practice and 
repeat when it’s chunked over several days.7

Spacing is how we consume the ‘chunks’; it is the opposite 
of typical student behavior. Instead of cramming for the 
exam the night before, spacing is learning over time.8 Freed 
from logistical constraints, remote learning allows for better 
spacing. Better spacing equals better learning.

6 Nolan, Christopher. “Opinion | 
Christopher Nolan: Movie Theaters Are 
a Vital Part of American Social Life. They 
Will Need Our Help.” The Washington Post, 
20 Mar. 2020.

7 Oakley, Barbara. Mindshift. Penguin, 
2017, p. 35.

8 Carey, Benedict. How We Learn. Random 
House, 2014, pp. 65–69.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/03/20/christopher-nolan-movie-theaters-are-vital-part-american-social-life-they-will-need-our-help/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/03/20/christopher-nolan-movie-theaters-are-vital-part-american-social-life-they-will-need-our-help/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/03/20/christopher-nolan-movie-theaters-are-vital-part-american-social-life-they-will-need-our-help/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/03/20/christopher-nolan-movie-theaters-are-vital-part-american-social-life-they-will-need-our-help/
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Marjorie Derven, founder of Hudson Research and 
Consulting, is a fan. “The evidence for microlearning is 
there. Learn, apply, and reinforce is how we learn organically 
— and in today’s fast-paced, high-stress environment, it is a 
key approach for effective learning transfer.”

Shortening content to cater for chunking means harder 
work in the edit. What was one day of content might become 
two 60-90 minute live online chunks. A skilled facilitator 
can grab and keep attention over that time. If that content 
becomes digital, a rule of thumb would be to edit the 90 

minutes down to 30. As a ‘snackable’ sized video, that’s 
fifteen 2-minute chunks.

Our research suggests good rules of thumb for timing. Ninety minutes is a max, 
while fifty minutes is ideal for a live online experience. Scheduling an online class for 
four hours in the afternoon is fraught with problems. First, it’s longer than Tenet, and 
you didn’t spend that much time or money creating the content. Second, scheduling 
more zoom time after a morning of zoom time is not a good idea. This drains the last 
drops of ‘limited-capacity’ attention.

If time zones and timing permit, scheduling learning in the morning is a best practice.
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0 10 20 30 40 50 60 Days

20 minutes.
Over 40%
loss of recall.

1 day.
Over 66%
loss of recall.

100% 
Memory

Retention

First
reminder

Second
reminder

Third
reminder

Fourth
reminder

Potential loss of recall 
without reminder.

Chunking, Spacing, and Timing help beat the forgetting curve.

Source: McMahon, Gavin. “Beating 
Ebbinghaus — How to Bend the 
Forgetting Curve.” fassforward.

“The smaller the learning object, the more reusability. This is particularly important 
when you have many workgroups. These learning objects are chunks. And we know that 
chunking helps memory.

But they also create consistency which is critical. I use the marketing approach of COPE 
(create once, publish everywhere) to save time. The value of the small learning objects is 
that you can use them quickly and in different places.
 
The learner needs consistency. This is where L&D can help simplify the messages. Don’t 
overwhelm them. Keep it consistent and concise to provide just-in-time options.”

KIM IORNS
Director, Learning and Leadership
H&R Block

https://www.fassforward.com/post/beating-ebbinghaus-how-to-bend-the-forgetting-curve
https://www.fassforward.com/post/beating-ebbinghaus-how-to-bend-the-forgetting-curve
https://www.fassforward.com/post/beating-ebbinghaus-how-to-bend-the-forgetting-curve


72      SECTION 03 - HOW FASSFORWARD

Grab attention with visual stories and 
telenovelas.

Every learning asset you build has to first win the battle for 
attention.

We don’t operate with dedicated spaces for learning. Remote 
learning happens in the workplace, at a desk or laptop, and 
we’re in a fight for attention. Distractions, in the form of 
co-workers’ emails, Facebook, or the dog will derail your 
best content. Working remotely doesn’t provide more 
distractions, but it does provide new ones.

How do you solve this? When our brains seek distraction, 
learning content has to step in and scratch that itch.

You may have read that, “the average attention span of 
a human is 8 seconds.” Or that “a goldfish has a longer 
attention span than you do.” These are sensational headlines, 
but not true.9

Our attention — processing or concentrating on specific 
information — wanders. During any day, there is an ebb and 

flow to what we pay attention to. We selectively focus. And 
that focus is, in fact, task-dependent.10

We want learners in the zone, ready to learn. That’s why we 
need to make the task of learning as engaging as possible.

This is where stories work for you. Done well, they 
grab attention. They’re the stuff of memory. Cognitive 
psychologist, Roger Schank, believes “humans are not 
ideally set up to understand logic. They are ideally set up to 
understand stories.”11

9 “Busting the Attention Span Myth.” BBC 
News, 10 Mar. 2017.

10 Theeuwes, Jan. “Perceptual selectivity is 
task dependent: Evidence from selective 
search.” Acta psychologica 74.1 (1990): 
81-99.

11 Pink, Daniel H.. A Whole New Mind (p. 
103). Penguin Publishing Group. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/health-38896790
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Ronan Dunne, CEO of Verizon Consumer Group, believes in 
the power of stories: “The nature of storytelling is strongly 
linked to learning — the texture of a good story adds 
dimension and perspective to the subject.”

Moving from a physical space to a remote world has 
tempered our ability to tell stories. Gone is the body language 
and physical expression great storytellers use to animate 
their tale. But there are other ways to breathe life into your 
storytelling. In the quest for attention, we can stimulate 
senses through novelty, color, and movement.

According to Dr. John Medina, “we do not see with our eyes, 
we see with our brains.”12 This is the picture superiority 
effect — the more visual, and visually engaging input is, “the 
more likely it is to be recognized and recalled.”13

Combine words with pictures in your storytelling. This 
is dual coding theory in action.14 The pictures could be in 
the form of infographics, cartoons, doodles, or diagrams. 
Presenting the words and pictures together gives better 
engagement, understanding, and recall.

Our research suggests that leading L&D teams are masters of storytelling. They have 
applied this craft to remote learning: using story structures to build learning content; 
visualizing and animating stories for small and large screens. Everything, from the 
anecdotes of the facilitator, to the flow of the content, is rooted in story. They do this 
because they know that stories and storytelling drive engagement. They are easy to 
understand and easy to remember. And the more we can make that story come alive 
— visually — the better.

12 Medina, John. Brain Rules. Pear Press, 
2010, p. 223.

13 Ibid. p. 233.

14 Clark, James M., and Allan Paivio. “Dual 
coding theory and education.” Educational 
psychology review 3.3 (1991): 149-210.
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Too much information on a screen leads to cognitive 
overload. Animation is your friend, allowing you to sequence 
content. The learner feels less overwhelmed. Follow the rules 
of simplicity and visual hierarchy, to make sure you direct 
the eye where you want it to go.

The “Telenovela” effect is crucial here. In Telenovelas, colors 
are bright, and characters are vivid. Most importantly, 
something moves on the screen every few seconds. The 
clue is in the name. Something ‘new’ is always happening. 
Apply this. It works in remote learning. As you think about 
competing for attention, consider how you animate slides15 
to draw the eye.

While visuals dominate, don’t forget voice. In March 2020, 
late-night talk-show hosts retreated from professional 
studios to their basements or attics. The monologues were 
written by the same writing teams. The same hosts spoke to 
the camera. They just weren’t as funny. The problem — the 
sound quality. Once that was fixed, they were funny again. 

15 Or video, or VR artifacts, etc.

“How does that visual experience cause people to either engage or not engage? 
Especially if you are talking about racial injustice, women’s issues, ageism.

There has to be another lens on the visual experience. The imagery, the narrative, the 
words that appear on screen. Now people’s eyes are captive. What you put in front of 
them alters their attention and bias.

What you show reinforces bias one way or another. [You need to] Wipe that content to 
make sure you’re not doing anything unconscious in that space.”

GARNESHA EZEDIARIO
Economic Justice Program Lead
Bloomberg Philanthropies

https://www.fassforward.com/post/visual-hierarchy-how-to-show-your-story
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“How does that visual experience cause people to either engage or not engage? 
Especially if you are talking about racial injustice, women’s issues, ageism.

There has to be another lens on the visual experience. The imagery, the narrative, the 
words that appear on screen. Now people’s eyes are captive. What you put in front of 
them alters their attention and bias.

What you show reinforces bias one way or another. [You need to] Wipe that content to 
make sure you’re not doing anything unconscious in that space.”

GARNESHA EZEDIARIO
Economic Justice Program Lead
Bloomberg Philanthropies
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Work with leaders and partners to 
drive relevance.

“Your success or failure is determined by one factor alone. 
And that is, can you get people to care?” So says Jordan 
Birnbaum, Chief Behavioral Economist at ADP. And so it goes 
with remote learning. The job is getting people to care. This 
reflects the role of a CLO as a demand creator. If you can get 
someone to care, you’ve captured their attention. You have 
their interest.

Interest, psychologically speaking, comes in two flavors.16 
Situational interest and individual interest.

Situational interest is temporary. It comes from the learning 
content, from the vividness of language, from visuals and 
voice.

Individual interest is personal. It’s the learner’s curiosity, 
their innate desire to engage with the subject. It could be 
goal or task-driven.

Whether it’s individual interest or situational interest, the 

key is relevance. Relevance makes learning points stand out 
so that learners engage, understand, and remember. This, 
as Birnbaum says, “makes people care.” Interest closes the 
Thursday-to-Monday gap — the phenomenon where you 
as a learner have an ‘aha’ or insight on Thursday and then 
struggle to apply it at work on Monday.

The more relevant learning is, the easier it is to close this 
gap.

16 Schiefele, Ulrich. “Situational and 
Individual Interest.” APA PsycNet.

https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-24219-010
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2009-24219-010
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Our research suggests relevance is the rallying cry of remarkable L&D teams. 
Leading L&D organizations work relevance into their stories. They make content vivid 
through language, visuals, and voice. They are selective about word-choice, preferring 
the practical over the prosaic. They use concrete examples to explain and use 
metaphors to breathe life into theory.

An L&D center of excellence cannot live in an ivory tower, 
gifting precious content to the world. They work best in agile 
teams with business partners and HR to make their work 
relevant to the learner and close the Thursday-to-Monday 
gap.

Language and word choice are central to relevance. Make 
something sound like it fits. No learning assets can do this 
perfectly. Something is always lost in translation. After all, 
you don’t live in the learners’ shoes. You may understand 
their job, but you don’t do their job.

Try out
new ideas

RecognitionExpertise

ExperimentationCuriosity

Search
for gains

Reward
performance

Outcome
measures

Psychological
Safety

LEARNING
CULTURE

Feedback
measures

Value
knowledge
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Leading L&D teams work hand-in-hand with HR business 
partners to create meaning. Agile teams co-create and 
deliver content, all to close the Thursday-to-Monday gap. 
They strip out theory where it isn’t relevant and make it 
practical. Word choice matters. The wrong words throw the 
audience out of the narrative. What one company calls a 
“model” is another’s “tool.” For some, it’s a “customer,” for 
some, a “client.” For others, “borrowers” or “users.”

Concrete language helps. Concrete examples illustrate 
abstract ideas, making them easier to understand. It works 
with consumers, and it can work for learners. For example, 
explaining an abstract concept like customer experience: A 
goal might use abstract language. “Improve our NPS score by 
10bps.” Or, better still, explain it concretely. “Put a smile on 
every customer’s face.”

That’s partly why stories work — the vivid language and 
narrative. People care about stories because they see 
themselves in the story. They’re the hero. They, too, have 
fought that villain. These are characters they can relate to.

Stories bridge the narrative network in your head. This is 
what psychologists call your default mode of thinking. It’s 
why your mind wanders and why you daydream. It’s called a 
narrative network because “you take in information through 
your personal filter of things that have happened and things 
you anticipate.”17

Stories are about people. In 2010, Alec Brownstein was 
looking for a job at Young and Rubicam. He paid 15¢ for 
a Google Ad in the name of Ian Reichenthal, the agency’s 
creative director. Reichental googled himself, saw the ad, 
and ended up hiring Brownstein.18

17 Fabritius, Friederike, and Hans W. 
Hagemann. The Leading Brain. Penguin, 
2018, p. 96.

18 “Google Ads Help Job Seeker Find Work.” 
CBS News, 14 May 2010.    

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/google-ads-help-job-seeker-find-work/
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That story shows our vanity, and vanity is the handmaiden 
of relevance. Personalization matters. The third person 
doesn’t. Changing explanations from a neutral style to a 
second person (you) make your content more effective.19 
Your learner is rhetorically engaged because it’s about them.

The cocktail party effect is our ability to tune into our 
name and pick it out from noisy conversations.20 This is 
part of social agency theory. It makes vanity useful in 
learning. Neuroscientists know “social cues get high priority 
treatment from our brain.”21 Using personal pronouns and 
names primes a social response of increased attention.

Our brains are wired to be social, and learning is social. 
When you are working through a webcam, it’s easy to forget 
that. Designing learning to be social, interacting with peers, 
with content relevant to communities and groups makes it 
work. This triggers the social cues that make people care.

In delivery, use names. This “signals individual engagement 
amid a mass of faces on-screen or in a list on a chat.”22 

“Welcome, Rose. Hi Dave. Michael. Great to see you, Eugene.” 
Thank individuals by name for their input and response.

Finally, humor enhances learning.23 “Shared laughter 
quickens the path to candor and vulnerability. What’s more, 
it’s one of the few ways to release oxytocin at work that’s still 
permitted by HR.”24

It’s a beat in a story or a sudden switch of gears that grabs 
back attention.

19 Moreno, R., & Mayer, R. E. (2000). 
“Engaging students in active learning: 
The case for personalized multimedia 
messages.” Journal of Educational 
Psychology, 92(4), 724–733.  

20 “How Selective Hearing Works in the 
Brain: ‘Cocktail Party Effect’ Explained.” 
ScienceDaily, 18 Apr. 2012.

21 Fabritius, Friederike, and Hans W. 
Hagemann. The Leading Brain. Penguin, 
2018, p. 84.

22 Sherrington, Tom. “Principles for 
Remote Instruction: Notes from a #TLAC 
Masterclass.” Teacherhead, 21 Jan. 2021.

23 Wanzer, Melissa Bekelja, and Ann 
Bainbridge Frymier. “The relationship 
between student perceptions of 
instructor humor and students’ reports of 
learning.” (1999): 48-62.

24 Aaker, Jennifer; Bagdonas, Naomi. 
Humor, Seriously (p. 53). Crown. Kindle 
Edition.

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.92.4.724
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.92.4.724
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.92.4.724
How Selective Hearing Works in the Brain: ‘Cocktail Party Effect’ Explained.
How Selective Hearing Works in the Brain: ‘Cocktail Party Effect’ Explained.
https://teacherhead.com/2021/01/21/principles-for-remote-instruction-notes-from-a-tlac-masterclass/
https://teacherhead.com/2021/01/21/principles-for-remote-instruction-notes-from-a-tlac-masterclass/
https://teacherhead.com/2021/01/21/principles-for-remote-instruction-notes-from-a-tlac-masterclass/
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But what was difficult to pull off in a live setting is more 
fraught in live online. Dr. Stephanie Evergreen is a data 
visualization expert. “Getting geeky with graphs,” as she 
puts it. Her experience in shifting from classroom to zoom 
room is telling.

“I know what works in a live room. And I know it works in a 
remote setting because I was doing it before COVID. The real 
advantage I have is I know which jokes are funny. I can still 
pause, even though no one is laughing on the screen because 
everyone’s muted.”

“Our biggest learning was a renewed appreciation for the types of employees that we 
had.

When you are running a business and growing, everything looks homogeneous. 
And I think the pandemic has allowed us to see we have all these different people, 
backgrounds, interests, challenges, positives, smarts, and intellects.

Before, we focused on running the business. And I think the process has allowed us to 
become much more attuned to the human side.

That’s been our biggest learning. Yes, we’ve accelerated, we’ve been able to make 
decisions faster, we’ve been able to accelerate a lot of our service development and 
ideation faster. We’ve been able to think about new ideas and new things that we 
think are going to be helpful to our clients and to the industry. All of that absolutely 
happened and is happening.

But it’s that human side that’s been the most prevalent.”

GARY GRATES
Principal
W2O
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Structure everything around 
questions.

“Where do I find water on an arid planet?” and “what size 
am I?” are both questions, albeit at a different scale. In its 
broadest form, everything is a question, from the biggest 
challenges to the most mundane tasks. Questions unite 
putting a human on Mars and buying underwear on Amazon. 
The question drives the task. “How do I maintain a livable 
environment on a world without atmospheric pressure and 
deadly radiation?” and “where’s my credit card?”25

Questions are your secret weapon in remote learning. 
Socrates figured this out over two thousand years ago. 
The Socratic method is the ritual of asking and answering 
questions to draw out ideas and provoke critical thinking.

Why do they work? Questions trigger a mental reflex called 
“instinctive elaboration.” Author of The Science of Selling, 
David Hoffeld, argues that “when a question is posed, it takes 
over the brain’s thought process. And when your brain is 
thinking about the answer to a question, it can’t contemplate 
anything else.”26

This makes questions the perfect vehicle to structure 
your content. Questions drive insights. Questions force 
interaction. Questions reinforce curiosity.

We learn better by guessing the answer to a question than 
we do by being told. Think about that. If I asked you, “what’s 
the capital of Brazil?” your brain now has a task. The gears 
are whirring. “Brazil... Brazil... beaches, a big statue of Christ 
on a mountain.” “Is the answer Rio de Janeiro?” Wrong. “Is it 
Sao Paulo?” Wrong again. The correct answer is Brasilia.

25 Staedter, Tracy. “Mars Exploration? 3 
Problems Science Needs to Solve First.” 
Now. Powered by Northrop Grumman, 8 
Nov. 2020.

26 Hoffeld, David. The Science of Selling. 
Penguin, 2016, p. 103.

https://now.northropgrumman.com/mars-exploration-3-problems-science-needs-to-solve-first/
https://now.northropgrumman.com/mars-exploration-3-problems-science-needs-to-solve-first/
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For your brain, for the learner, that is a more productive 
engagement than being told, “the capital of Brazil is 
Brasilia.”27

For the learner, it is better to ask than to be told. One 
theory that explains this is that we are cueing our semantic 
networks. That’s brain-science speak for our brains focusing 
on the task of answering the question.

Kim Iorns’ advice of small learning objects echoes here. 
A simple way to think about objects is by size — small, 
medium, or large. Questions are the elemental building 
blocks of these chunks, each grouping together and building 
on each other.

Think of the smallest learning chunk. That may be captured 
as a slide, or text, or a graphic. It’s the answer to a question: 
consumption time, two minutes or less. 

27 Yan, Veronica X., et al. “Why does 
guessing incorrectly enhance, rather than 
impair, retention?” Memory & cognition 
42.8 (2014): 1373-1383.

Our research suggests leading organizations structure learning around the question, 
not the answer. This has many benefits. It adds to a culture of curiosity and learning. 
Grouping around questions chunks learning objects into bite-sized, meal-sized, and 
menu-sized pieces. Inquiry is the fifth “I.” Asking and answering questions lends itself 
to intimacy, interaction, insight, and impact.

Questions help structure story: the back and forth between call and response, the 
highs and lows that drive narrative. “What if?” “Why did that happen?” And “what 
happened next?”

Finally, answers to those questions provide a powerful tool in coaching and practice. 
“How do I collaborate better with my colleagues?” “How do I manage my time better?” 
“How do I lead my team, now that we’re remote?” The questions themselves push the 
Learning Flywheel.℠
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Chunk size Learner questions

Top-level questions:
Menu-sized, large 
chunks

1. How do I construct a story?
2. How do I visualize a story (with slides)?
3. How do I use data in my story?
4. How do I tell my story?

Mid-level questions:
Meal-sized, medium 
chunks

2. How do I visualize a story (with slides)?
a. How do I tell a story with slides?
b. How do I use headlines?
c. How do I show evidence?
d. How do I show the story?

Bottom-level questions:
Bite-sized, small chunks

2. How do I visualize a story (with slides)?
b. How do I use headlines?

 i. What’s a headline?
 ii. How do I move from labels to headlines?
iii. How can I write better headlines?

Group, organize, and bundle those questions into the 
medium size learning chunk. Consumption time, around 
twenty minutes. This could be a presentation, a text-based 
learning course, or a series of video explainers. Twenty 
minutes is about the length of a TED talk, and coincidentally, 
a neuroscience-approved length of time.28

Not everything can be boiled down to twenty minutes. 
It takes years to learn a skill. For the next chunk size, 
practicality comes into play and the rules of timing and 
spacing. Fifty to ninety minutes is a good compromise. 
The large chunk can be built from two or three medium-
sized chunks. This works if you have well-designed content 
that grabs and keeps attention. Remember, you’re not 
Christopher Nolan.

28 Fabritius, Friederike, and Hans W. 
Hagemann. The Leading Brain. Penguin, 
2018, p. 93.

An example of chunking content through questions.
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Questions engage the brain in a task. And you want to 
involve the learner in a task straight-away. This could range 
from a simple, “how are you doing today?” answered in a 
chat window to a more complex poll, “what are the biggest 
leadership challenges of working remotely?” Starting with a 
task involves everyone and draws focused attention.
 
Finally, questions build out the L&D team’s approach to 
building content. Once a skill, behavior, or capability gap is 
identified, the L&D team will work backward.

First, identifying what mastery of that skill or behavior 
would look like. What do people who consistently exhibit this 
skill do? How do they behave? This identification is made 
with business leaders and HR partners. Again, this in the 
form of questions.

This has to be concrete. For example, identifying a hallmark 
of leadership as “charisma” wouldn’t work. It’s too 
subjective. Identifying a professional skill as “storytelling” 
would work. It can be broken down into recognizable 
characteristics.

Next, before anyone develops curriculum content, the team 
co-creates a coaching guide. Think of this as a portable 
manual that helps leaders and prospective coaches (a) 
recognize the skill or behavior in action, (b) identify common 
pitfalls and mistakes, and (c) contains tips and advice on how 
to coach to and improve that skill.
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“Facilitators initially felt the pressure to fill dead air. To be constantly talking, or 
constantly showing or doing something.

It’s a heavy lift to flip this around — getting them to realize they could talk less, ask 
questions, and that would open it up more. To flip the classroom around and put more 
of the onus on the learners.”

ALLISON PASKAL
Learning and Development Lead
Cash App
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Experiment with technology to make it 
work for you.

Nearly thirty years ago, at the dawn of the Internet, 
executives at Reuters were given a copy of BBedit — a “bare-
bones” text editor used to write HTML. The C-suite’s task: go 
home for the weekend and code a web page. Imagine that 
— execs who had secretaries to transcribe and print their 
emails, struggling, at home, with the <b> tag.29

The story is instructive. Great companies don’t wait for 
digital transformation or assign it to others. They embrace 
it and drive it through an organization. Reuters glimpsed a 
coming change and knew the importance of understanding 
the underlying technology, not just theoretically but 
practically.

Now, COVID has accelerated the use of technology in work 
and the digital transformation of learning. There’s a joke 
making the rounds:

“Who’s leading digital transformation in your company?”
 
 (a) The CEO
 (b) The CTO or CIO
 (c) COVID-19

The punchline is what we all know to be true. COVID-19 has 
massively accelerated our adoption and use of technology.

According to Sara Gretzco, Chief Learning and Insights 
Officer at Mastercard, this means “thinking creatively. How 
do you deliver when you don’t have your typical tool belt? No 
room, no snacks. Rethinking all of that — because now you 
have to engage with people in a virtual setting, the tools that 
you can use for that are very different.”

29 Berners-Lee, Tim, and Daniel Connolly. 
“Hypertext Markup Language (HTML).” IIIR 
Working Group.

https://www.w3.org/MarkUp/draft-ietf-iiir-html-01.txt
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A modern corporate classroom would be recognizable to a 
Victorian office worker: a “teacher” at the front of the room; 
rows of desks; “students’’ sat in them. One source of wonder 
would be the transformation of a chalkboard to a projector 
screen, but otherwise, everything would be familiar.

“Humans have communicated and learned in person for 
about 10,000 years.” Says Ryan Laverty, co-founder of Arist, 
the text-messaging learning platform. “We’re at the very 
beginning of transforming how we learn digitally.”

That we’re at the beginning, not the end, of a technology 
revolution, signaled by a vast amount of investment. In 
2020, investment capital lavished $2.2 billion funding U.S. 
EdTech businesses.30

An alphabet soup of existing and emerging platforms serves 
the cause of remote learning; from Arist to Adept Reality, 
BigMarker to BlueJeans, Captivate to Coursera, Degreed to 
Dream-See-Do. 

No one platform can do it all. Each has its strengths, whether 
that’s enabling video meetings, social interaction, or polling 
and engagement. The smart choice will be to weave together 
technologies that support an engaging, impactful learning 
experience. 

30 “A Record Year Amid a Pandemic: US 
Edtech Raises $2.2 Billion in 202” EdSurge, 
13 Jan. 2021.

https://www.edsurge.com/news/2021-01-13-a-record-year-amid-a-pandemic-us-edtech-raises-2-2-billion-in-2020
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2021-01-13-a-record-year-amid-a-pandemic-us-edtech-raises-2-2-billion-in-2020
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Our research suggests the goal of technology in remote learning is not scale 
or speed. Neither is it productivity or personalization. It is not even efficiency 
or effectiveness. The common denominator across technologists and users of 
technology is flow. Flow is being “in the zone.” Flow, according to psychologists, is the 
complete absorption of what one does.31 Flow is the outcome of focused attention, 
intrinsic motivation, and interest.

Technology supports content. Think about watching your favorite show on your TV. 
It’s better to watch on a big screen, with vivid colors and surround sound. But it’s your 
favorite show. Technology done well, fades into the background, and enhances your 
enjoyment while letting you watch the show. A bigger screen and better sound don’t 
matter if there’s nothing to watch.

Technology can play a central role in making learning fun 
— think of AR or VR’s novelty. What technology must not 
do is make flow difficult to achieve — videos that don’t 
play, frustration with lag, or audio; controls that seem 
overwhelming.

Video game designers understand flow. Gamers are so 
engrossed in their games they lose sleep and miss daily 
activities. From casual gamers to professionals, players 
spend on average over seven hours a day playing video 
games.32 The average American male spends twenty minutes 
a day playing, an increase of nearly 20% over the last 
decade.33

Flow is a state of focus, a state of play. It holds your attention 
and increases your productivity. It comes from having fun. 
This is different from gamification. Rahul Vohra, CEO of 
Superhuman, points out the difference; “Game design is not 
gamification. It is not simply taking your product and adding 
points, levels, trophies, and badges.”34

31 Nakamura J., Csikszentmihalyi M. 
(2014) The Concept of Flow. In: Flow and 
the Foundations of Positive Psychology. 
Springer, Dordrecht. 

32 “THE STATE OF ONLINE GAMING – 
2020.” Limelight Networks.

33 “American Time Use Survey.” U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics.

34 Vohra, Rahul. “Game Design, Not 
Gamification.” Andreessen Horowitz, 14 
Jan. 2020.

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-94-017-9088-8_16
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-94-017-9088-8_16
https://www.limelight.com/resources/white-paper/state-of-online-gaming-2020/
https://www.limelight.com/resources/white-paper/state-of-online-gaming-2020/
https://www.bls.gov/tus/
https://a16z.com/2020/01/13/game-design-not-gamification/
https://a16z.com/2020/01/13/game-design-not-gamification/
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The technology you use, and the learning design built around 
it, exploit the factors of flow: A challenging task with clear 
goals, signs of feedback and progress, and the confidence 
that “you can do it.”

Experiment with technology to support learning. This is 
what Pepsico did during lockdown. Struggling to run its Lean 
Six Sigma program, they turned to a video game, Minecraft. 
An instance of the game simulated a 3D PepsiCo warehouse 
and challenged teams to solve problems in a virtual 
environment.35

Polling can augment learning. It involves the learner and 
directly asks questions. Remember, you are competing for 
attention. You want to use the learner’s phone for learning, 
not playing Words with Friends. Think about using two 
screens — the learner’s laptop to display information and 

35 Golden, Ryan. “PepsiCo Turns to 
Minecraft, Moving Virtual Training Away 
from ‘Zoom Fatigue.’” HR Dive, 26 Jan. 
2021.

Does the technology do this?

https://www.hrdive.com/news/pepsico-turns-to-minecraft-moving-virtual-training-away-from-zoom-fatigue/593937/
https://www.hrdive.com/news/pepsico-turns-to-minecraft-moving-virtual-training-away-from-zoom-fatigue/593937/
https://www.hrdive.com/news/pepsico-turns-to-minecraft-moving-virtual-training-away-from-zoom-fatigue/593937/
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We used [run meetings] in a very visual manner. Now, people are thinking, “Well, we 
can’t do it without a chart or a whiteboard.” The conversations have to be interactive. 
We need tools for that. As learning professionals, we really know how to use them. We 
need to learn and experiment.

For example, getting comfortable breaking people out into small Zoom rooms 
where they can actually talk, really making sure that those collaboration tools — the 
collaborative whiteboards are established.

We’ve got to get there. And I think that’s not only from a learning standpoint. We have to 
get senior leaders as comfortable doing this, [using these tools] as walking into a room.

ERICA BROWN
VP Global Talent Management and Organization Development
Advanced Energy

their phone as a second screen, to run the poll.

As we move through a rapid evolution in learning 
technologies, L&D teams must continue to experiment. Try 
options that can support the four “I’s” of intimacy, insight, 
interaction, and impact. Consider whether the technology 
plays a role in grabbing and keeping interest or if it should 
fade into the background. Look for technologies that can not 
only aid consumption of learning but also production. Play, 
test, and stitch together.



“CHANGE IS THE END RESULT 
OF ALL TRUE LEARNING.”

DR. LEO BUSCAGLIA
American author, motivational speaker, 

and professor in the department of 
special education at the University of 

Southern California.
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We’re not in Kansas anymore.

In L. Frank Baum’s classic story “The Wonderful Wizard of 
Oz,” Dorothy and her companions learn that no matter how 
difficult the circumstances, the power to address challenges 
and achieve the results you desire lies inside you — not in 
some external force or the hands of some wizard pulling 
levers behind a velvet curtain.

Almost overnight, we migrated from the classroom to the 
laptop. From the physical to the virtual. From the in-person 
social to the “not-as-social” digital. 

We started this research project with a thesis that many 
aspects of remote work would become permanent and would 
materially impact the future of learning. Since we believe 
that work is learning and learning is work, then logically — 
remote work is learning, and remote learning is work.

After exhaustive interviews, research, and following the 
data, we remain convinced that the world of learning is 
irrevocably changed. Unlike Dorothy, we cannot click our 
heels and go back to the way it was before.

The pandemic has presented a unique opportunity for 
organizations to unfreeze and rethink everything they do, 
especially learning. CLOs and learning organizations must 
make sure their virtual learning is intentionally designed, 
not reconfiguring what is on the shelf. The “upskillers” must 
upskill and encourage “learning to learn” as the core skill.

The implications for the future are becoming more evident. 
This grand experiment goes way beyond remote work and 
remote learning. Our interviews yielded insights around 
talent, skills, culture, mindsets, and evolving business 
models in this new environment.
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Now is the time to build a Learning Flywheel.SM Companies 
that have a reputation for learning and growing their 
talent will have a clear advantage. They will fish in new 
talent pools. The learning culture they create will lead to 
innovation and agility that will persevere.

The companies that excel at remote learning today will be 
the leaders of tomorrow.  
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The scope of this study largely focuses on U.S.-based 
knowledge workers in large enterprises, working in the 
financial services, media, technology, telecommunications, 
insurance, education, and publishing industries.
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