8 ways to best spend your online
learning budget
Your guide to the most effective investments you can make in
learning

T

here have never been more
ooprtunities and choices available
to use to learn, collaborate, share
and build knowledge. Technology
has broken down the barriers of geography
to connecting with subject matter expertise,
wherever it resides.
The ability to blend free, user generated and paid-for content can help address
more learning needs than ever before. Our comfort levels with living, working,
learning and socialising online provide opportunity for organisations to rollout
more creative learning solutions. The range of service offered by online learning
partners help provide the appropriate technology, content and tools to support the
ambitions of L&D and the board.
But with all this choice can come confusion, so our white paper focusses on the
most best ways to spent this precious budget to create future proof learning
solutions that deliver maximum impact

1. Do invest in the skills of the L&D team, if you want to make the
most of any online learning spend
The new skills agenda for L&D is a huge topic of debate at the moment – in fact its
been the topic of debate since the early 2000s when learning technologies started
to hint at a more informal, collaborative approach to learning and knowledge
sharing.
One of the problems with this has been as soon as someone has tried to pin this
down, the territory shifts again. And it is in this place that we need to focus – on
agility, flexibility and facilitating learning rather than trying to control it.
A consistent feature in reports such as the Towards Maturity Annual Benchmarking
Study or the CIPD L&D Report highlight time and time again that there is a core of
skills demonstrated by the high performing L&D teams:
§ Understanding new and emerging learning
technologies
§ Facilitating peer to peer contact
§ Designing beyond the course
§ Supporting communities
§ Going beyond need analysis to alignment
on learning to real business outcomes
through the workflow

Understanding learning
technologies, facilitation,
curation and blended
learning design are core
skills if your L&D team are
maximise the knowledge of
your organisation and
benefit from supporting
technology

These are all part of the high performing L&D team skillset. However, many L&D
teams have not had the support or investment in skills they need to meet the
demands of today’s learners and the expectations of the board.
You’ll find a number of suggestions for development topics in this paper – like all
good learning strategies, ensure you are focussed and understand what impact
these development areas will have on delivering real business value.
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2. Do invest in communities training
As part of the new L&D skillset, understanding the dynamics of communities, how
to foster, nurture, grow and measure their effectiveness will deliver huge value.
They are one of the most effective ways to:
§ Drive innovation through collaborative problem solving
Quick tip:
and unearthing expertise
Communities are
§ Manage change through peer support
one of the most
§ Identify the knowledge present in the organisation as
effective ways to
deliver on an
well as identify real gaps (communities don’t see things
informal/ formal
as ‘learning needs’, they discuss the real challenges of
learning strategy or
delivery which mean you identify true skills, knowledge
70:20:10.
and process gaps)
§ Connect a dispersed workforce and capitalise on great practice wherever it
resides
§ Develop a more collaborative and facilitative approach to leadership – the skills
of community facilitation rely on motivated individuals seeking to raise
performance, rather than dictate a mandate
One of the key benefits of communities is that they are agile and support learning
at the same pace of change in your organisation (sometimes even faster as they
can be the catalysts!). It means that they are not the next ‘big thing, they are part
of the way work gets done. There are some simple ways you can avoid
communities being regarded as just another initiative.
It’s likely you already have communities in your organisation, whether you know
about them or not! Seek them out and work with them to identify how they are
delivering business value against published KPIs and metrics. Also choose your
language carefully – perhaps professional networks would work better in your
organisation. Like all great learning, it’s about context so use what’s appropriate in
your organisation.
Some of the most effective communities drive the formal skills agenda and often
contribute raw content that can become a rich skills academy, contextualised for
your business. But they need someone to care – L&D are in the perfect position to
provide initial community facilitation support and then coach a network of
community champions. It probably one of the most important skills L&D can
develop.
3

3. Do make the most of free content, but be focussed
Relevant to both your learners and to L&D themselves, there is a plethora of free
content out there, from substantive programmes like MOOCs to almost daily tweet
ups. This is both an opportunity and a huge distraction! It’s easy to get sidetracked with the next exciting topic and the range of content and events can be
utterly bewildering. Don’t chase the next shiny new topic, chase the business need.
If you curate your own content, sifting and filtering to create a focussed
development plan, you’ll be exercising the very skills you’ll want to impart in your
organisation. Here’s some sources you might like to consider for your own
development and also when looking for content sources for development needs in
your organisation:
§ Get along to free seminars and sign up to
webinars – even if your budget can’t stretch to
conference tickets for all of your team, many events
such as Learning Technologies, Learning and Skills,
World of Learning and the e-Learning Network offer
free or very low costs seminars and workshops.
The Learning and Performance Institute, the eLearning Guild and the LSG have a very rich
webinar calendar you can also tap into.

Quick tip: Podcasts are
portable, on demand,
multi device ready and
engaging. There is a
multitude to choose from
and getting your people to
curate, rate and share can
bring huge value.

§ Get online for some great free content – if you don’t already subscribe,
Learning Now TV is a free to join live streaming online broadcast featuring
thought leaders, commentators and practitioners. The learning community are
also very active on twitter and you’ll find regular tweet chats from L&D Connect,
PKM (Practical KM from Australia), GuildChat (from the e-learning Guild) as well
as many others. It’s a great way to build your own personal learning network,
but remember to research the topics beforehand, as they can be very time
consuming. For more substantive content, there’s a wealth of MOOCs focussed
on learning related topics, from understanding xAPI to facilitating virtual
classrooms. Take a look at Coursera, EdX and FutureLearn for more
information.
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4. Do invest in a learning portal
One piece of technology that is going to become more and more important as we
move towards greater personalisation of learning is the learning portal. It is a very
cost effective way to not only revive the investments you have already made but
create the user experience you really want and may be difficult to achieve with
enterprise systems.
Your organisation already has plenty of
content– it may not be perfect but when
contextualised for the learner, blended
with informal learning techniques and
dialogue fostered with other learners, you
can get much more value out of existing
investments.
A learning portal acts as the aggregator –
a way to signpost great learning content,
which can often be hidden with a
multitude of systems, platforms and
content. A learning portal doesn’t require
reinvention – you probably already have
many of the sources of great learning
(both formal and informal) that you need.
By integrating with your existing systems,
learning portals signposts great content,
both from the existing catalogue and
peer-generated content, it can support
managing careers through formalised
learning paths and academies, highlight
communities and uncover great practice.

Our learning portal creates a complete
home for learning – performance support,
learning paths, communities,
leaderboards, news feeds and more

It’s the best way to create the complete learning ecosystem and maximise
investments you have already made.
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5. Don’t throw out your catalogue, but put it in context
This links nicely to learning portals – you probably have a wealth of content
available to you already, but it may look tired, be in an immense catalogue that’s
difficult to search or could be of varying quality or relevance.
However, when creating effective online learning programmes, you may find that
extracts from existing content are bought to life and contextualised by blending it
with new content, videos, discussions, scenarios and more.
It’s where the skills of curation come into play – with effective learning design
techniques and clarity on the combination of core knowledge acquisition, skills
development and application needed to create a full learning journey through a
topic, your existing content could well play a part when its put into context with
relevant videos, case studies and discussions. This then helps you focus your
budget on new content development for critical or underserved areas.

6. Don’t forget face to face but where it really adds value
Linked to the previous point, understanding the role of face to face in the learning
journey helps you make much more of the limited time you have to take learners
out into a different environment.
Knowledge acquisition, developing core
understanding and some initial practice can be
achieved online, through use of e-learning, eBooks,
videos, interactive scenarios, discussions and
assignments. This enables face-to-face and live
interactions to concentrate wholeheartedly on very
focused, personalised support.

Short focussed workshops
are the perfect opportunity
to support learners through
those critical periods when
they are practicing skills in
context.
They can also be the
catalyst for more sharing,
collaboration and dialogue
online.

There are great examples where online has been
blended with live and face to face learning, where
the concept of facilitated peer reviews, skills clinics and coaching circles have
taken the place of the traditional classroom format.

Face to face is still very valuable, especially where subjects can be challenging or
highly contextualised. Take moving into your first management role – there will
undoubtedly be a core set of process, procedures, ways of working that are well
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documented, important for consistency of quality and compliance in your
organisation.
It’s a poor use of precious workshop time to cover these off when a well curated
learning path with e-books, links to useful resources, insights from colleagues
through videos on putting the processes into practice and interactive scenarios
that explore typical first time manager challenges put learners in a much better
place to get more from face to face time.
Many skills take time to mastery, but sustaining the learning journey needs care.
Often its easier just to organise a workshop, but it’s a one off event that although
enjoyable, does not support a learner when often they need it most – following
initial practice, refining skills to fit their context etc. However, having facilitators
to support the learning journey can make all the difference.
A great way to do this and extend the reach beyond L&D is to use your ‘social
wizards’, those people active in your organisation’s professional networks and
communities, to give the online element a ‘heart beat’. They can instigate dialogue
around topics, provoke debate and connect learners prior to face-to-face
interactions. Afterwards they can sustain momentum and facilitate the learning
journey, by encouraging on-going feedback, sharing lessons learnt from applied
learning and building this back into future programmes.

7. Do be wary of ‘gamifying’ everything – reward what matters
Serious games, gamification, badges – these are all regular topics when the subject
of motivating learners to engage online is discussed. However, they run the risk of
being regarded as a trend that can and went.
Stepping back from the hype, there are some important lessons on motivation and
instilling desired behaviours and practices that should not be ignored, its just you
may choose not to announce you’ve ‘gamified’ everything! There are some
fantastic examples of high production interactive content that draws on game
elements and platforms that reward activity through badges. But proceed with
caution.
Think about the experience your learners may already have with games – chances
are that the budget you have doesn’t rival those of game development houses, so
you need to be realistic on what you want to achieve and what will truly motivate
learners to come back.
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Game design devices, such as consequences for choosing a particular course of
action can be adopted to create an interactive scenario that draws on real work
challenges. This is a much more credible way to incorporate gaming elements,
rather than investing in budget in content that has a short shelf life and may
struggle to garner respect from the audience.
Showing deep insight into working realities and reflecting real challenges can be
woven into an engaging narrative that draws on the best storytelling techniques
from games, rather than shoehorn learning objectives into an abstract metaphor.
Rewarding meaningful contribution also warrants some planning and work from
L&D – avoid the trap of rewarding volume over value.
Enabling badges and ensuring your platforms and
portals reward active learners draw on proven methods
of reward and motivation adopted by modern app
developers. The fitness and activity apps in the Apple
Watch are a great example of this – subtle prompts to
provoke action, reward it and enable you to track
progress.

Gamification and
badges need a
considered approach –
context, insight and
link to real business
value need to inform
the choices you make

But a light touch is needed to make sure you are rewarding things that truly
matters to the user – if you over use badges, rewards, levelling up etc., it soon
becomes tired and gimmicky. Learning and development strategists need to think
about the skills, behaviours and contributions that really matter to both the learner
and the organisation and have a coherent framework that reward valuable
contributions.

8. Do informal learning, but provide formal content that makes it
more effective
This is really where all these themes come together. As we have seen, it’s the blend
of a range of learning design techniques, technologies and supporting skills that
create the entire learning journey.
However, just as face-to-face alone is not the most effective learning journey or
gamification will not be the cure all to motivating learners, when considering
informal and formal learning is not an either/all decision.

8

To address the important learning needs for your
organisation, your learners will expect more than a
single intervention, even if that’s what you deliver.
They’ll try and fill in the gaps themselves but this is
time consuming, difficult to make relevant, varying in
quality and can be distracting. It’s the role of today’s
L&D team to deliver expertly blended formal and
informal learning that is truly aligned to business need
and utterly relevant.

An effective formal
learning scaffold can
provide the right
environment for
intensive informal
knowledge sharing,
dialogue and peer
support.

By distilling the key topics into well-designed formal learning (which could include
e-learning modules, videos either created or curated from sources such as TED,
eBooks, diagnostics etc.) it helps set the scene and context for more meaningful
informal exchanges.
Looking at the flow form the other direction, fostering informal learning (such as
supporting professional networks and communities) can help uncover great
practice, subject matter experts, social ‘wizards’ and mentors who can all
contribute to the quality, relevance and creation of great formal content.

How WillowDNA can help
As a complete online learning and knowledge company, we provide content,
platform and consultancy to solve even the most challenging online learning
challenges. Here’s just some of the ways we can help:
Content development - From rapid development through to interactive scenarios,
serious games and simulations, WillowDNA provide the complete e-learning
development solution. Underpinned by the latest research in learning design and
with over a decade’s experience in learning and knowledge solutions development,
our team is able to translate your content into experiences that are motivating,
memorable and transform performance.
Upskilling your L&D team - Our complete L&D academy will help your team
understand how to unlock the subject matter expertise in your organisation and
take it online effectively, commission and manage online learning development
programmes, develop online and community facilitation skills, understand
technology and make the appropriate choices as well as effective evaluation and
measurement.
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Learning portals - Our learning portal solution is the aggregator of great learning
resources, delivering a personalised learning experience. By integrating with your
existing systems, our learning portal signposts great content, both from the
existing catalogue and peer generated content, it can support managing careers
through formalised learning paths and academies, highlight communities and
uncover great practice. It’s the best way to create the complete learning
ecosystem and is also very cost effective.

To find out more, please contact us on +44 117 3707735 or mail
info@willowdna.com
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