
Anatomy of a Trend
Moving Beyond Trendiness to  
an Effective Training Strategy



While we can’t speak to the motivations of the 
fashion and art industry, we can say there’s 
a reason for every trend we adopt here at 
AllenComm. We avoid the propensity of some 
to implement a trend for trends sake. A trend is 
something a lot of other people are doing, or are 
aspiring to do. On the other hand, a meaningful 
trend—i.e., a beneficial innovation— 
is one that is connected to your audience and 
your needs. Moreover, several trends have 
been around for many years and are just now 
becoming affordable, and therefore capable 
of consideration for companies that previously 
found them cost prohibitive. The bottom line is 
that innovation and affordability aside, a new 
technology or modality has to make something 
better than it was. 

The way the world works is evolving at an 
exponential rate: new technologies are making 
more things possible, shifting the way people 
work, and millennials have become a major factor 
in the workforce, bringing with them a higher 
demand for engagement. It’s not just learning 
technology or tactics that need to evolve with 
the new demands; it’s shifting how learning 
and development departments plan and deliver 
learning experiences. For example, a decade 
ago shopping using our phones was unheard 
of. Today, almost 90% of smart phone users 
are doing pricing and product comparisons in 
real time, and even make alternative purchases 
via their device if they find it cheaper online. 
For many, their entire lives are literally at their 
fingertips on their mobile devices. 

To make a more meaningful impact on learners and on business, we have to earn our learners’ 
attention and interest. We have to persuade them that the learning experience is worth their 
investment, and demonstrate the gains from investing their time and mental space and energy.  
In short, we need to treat our learners as customers.
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Ever look at the latest Spring/Fall fashion line or an art piece everyone is raving about and think 
“I don’t get it”? Ever feel that way about a learning and development trends list?



If our learners are our focus, we can better 
evaluate the utility of trends. For example, 
virtual/augmented reality and gamification 
are cool, but that’s not necessarily enough to 
make them something you’d want to deploy in 
your organization. Each of the six trends we’re 

discussing this year is targeted at getting the 
learner to invest in the experience. That could 
be by respecting their time, making the learning 
more accessible, demonstrating the relevance to 
their job, or a combination of the three.

As you explore the trends here, we encourage you to ponder the following questions: 

• How will it integrate into our ongoing business strategy? 

• Can our current learning and tech infrastructure support it? 

• Is it worth the investment? 

• How does this maximize my learner’s time and mental investment?
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WITH THAT IN MIND, HERE ARE SIX TRENDS FROM THE LAST FIVE 
YEARS THAT YOU CAN LEVERAGE TO INSPIRE LEARNER INVESTMENT: 

Trends

 Microlearning 5

 Mobile 6

 Personalization 7

 AR/VR 9

 Gamification 12

 Marketing-based Approach to Training 15



Trends That are 
Changing L&D
in Measurable Ways



Honestly, microlearning is not a trend anymore;  
it has become a learning and development staple, 
but approaching the learning experience with 
a microlearning mindset can also enhance the 
delivery of other trends, which is why we include 
it here. 

Prolonged training in one sitting on any topic  
was never that conducive to learner retention, 
but with most learners used to googling 

whatever they want to know as they need it, 
hours in front of a screen or in a class have 
become even less effective. Microlearning has 
become a staple because it forces instructional 
designers and developers to break down and 
re-structure what learners need to succeed, and 
it allows learners to get more meaning out of the 
experience as they gain control over what and 
when they learn.

The key here is to not equate micro with short. 
Sure, we are asking content to be condensed, 
but the driver behind that is focus, not time. 
Break down what learners need to do or think 
into distinct steps, give them time to practice, 

and consider how all the microlearning elements 
support each other. With this approach, you can 
even apply microlearning to improve your long-
form content.
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microlearning
Like a good marketing strategy, microlearning gives just enough 
information to compel the right action for the moment.

Microlearning:  
Just Enough Learning

WHY IT’S MORE THAN A TREND

HOW TO USE IT MOST EFFECTIVELY

Not sure what we mean by microlearning? We don’t blame you. A lot of definitions have been floating 

around. Check out our “What is Microlearning?” ebook (http://www.allencomm.com/resource/what-is-

microlearning/) to learn more.

http://www.allencomm.com/blog/2016/02/applying-microlearning-to-longform-content/
http://www.allencomm.com/blog/2016/02/applying-microlearning-to-longform-content/
http://www.allencomm.com/blog/2016/02/applying-microlearning-to-longform-content/


Mobile learning has been a trend primarily 
because it addresses a problem that has long 
been facing learning and development: how to 
provide just-in-time learning in the field? For 
any industry where learners aren’t tied to a desk, 
mobile learning provides contextual learning 
and performance support where a live-mentor or 
reference book just isn’t practical.

But don’t get comfortable if you aren’t in that 
kind of industry either. Cisco has predicted that 

by 2021 there will be seven times the amount of 
mobile data traffic than there is now. That means 
more people “will be using mobile phones (5.5 
billion) than…running water (5.3 billion).” While 
it’s difficult to know just exactly how that will 
impact workflow, it is clear that an overwhelming 
amount of learners will be using mobile devices, 
and having mobile ready training will allow them 
to learn anytime and anywhere.

Here’s where microlearning comes into play. 
Learners are not likely to spend an hour or more 
in one sitting on a mobile device—have you tried 
it? It’s not comfortable. But even with comfort 
aside, they are using a mobile device because 

they are on the go. They want something to the 
point so they can get back to work. If you want 
learners to use mobile learning, then it should 
also be microlearning.
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mobileTreating your learners like customers means delivering what they need,  
when they need it. Mobile makes that possible.

Mobile: Learning When it Matters

WHY IT’S MORE THAN A TREND

HOW TO USE IT MOST EFFECTIVELY

https://newsroom.cisco.com/press-release-content?type=webcontent&articleId=1819296
https://newsroom.cisco.com/press-release-content?type=webcontent&articleId=1819296
http://www.allencomm.com/resource/on-the-job-training-with-mobile-learning/
http://www.allencomm.com/resource/on-the-job-training-with-mobile-learning/


The “What’s in it for me?” factor crosses over time 
and industry. Any good training will attempt to 
show its worth to learners, but personalization lets 
you skip building a carefully crafted argument on 
why your learner should sit through the training for 

the few parts that actually apply to them. Instead 
learners save time and mental space focusing 
on what impacts them, letting the relevance and 
meaningfulness speak for itself. We love any trend 
that makes learning more meaningful.

Developing personalized learning experiences 
may seem daunting because it adds another 
layer of considerations. Or your stakeholders 
may be worried that learners miss out on 
important information. Fortunately, the amount of 
personalization in a learning experience is easily 
scalable.

When considering personalization, separate what 
applies to all your learners and what can vary 
depending on the situation, the timing, the role,  
or the individual. 

 

Don’t have a lot of variance? That’s okay, you can 
still use a simple personalization strategy to call 
out the most relevant information for learners 
and get their buy-in—for example, a short pre-
assessment diagnostic. 

Have a lot of variance? Then personalization 
could be more than a nice touch; it could be the 
factor that takes the impact of your learning 
experiences to the next level. Consider a robust 
personalization strategy that assigns or allows 
learners to select microlearning modules to meet 
their learning needs.
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personalization
Make your learners feel like their learning is custom-fit, not  
a mass-produced, one-size-fits-all training. 

Personalization: 
Learning Just for Me

WHY IT’S MORE THAN A TREND

HOW TO USE IT MOST EFFECTIVELY



Turning a Trend
into an Impactful Strategy

Trends don’t just create opportunities for 
themselves, there must already be a recognized 
need into which a specific trend can be plugged. 
Our CEO, Ron Zamir, calls them intersections—
where a need meets a potential solution. The 
need is not just a task (e.g., sales training, on-

boarding or leadership development), but rather 
it’s a set of circumstances including business 
objectives, market environment and company 
culture. The following examples illustrate when 
trends were utilized to solve pressing needs  
in an organization.



Virtual and augmented realities create rich, 
authentic experiences. Those experiences are 
likely to be more impactful and stick with learners 
longer, but AR/VR has more to offer learning 
and development than stunning multi-sensory 
experiences. 

We know that for learners to actually learn a skill, 
they need to practice and gain confidence with 
that skill. If that skill is tactile, web-based training 

just doesn’t cut it, but some skills are just too 
impractical or dangerous to practice in real-life. 
Augmented reality and virtual reality help bridge 
that gap. This technology allows learners to either 
practice in a simulated environment or bring 
learning materials to their work environment so 
they can learn and practice what they need in a 
more realistic context.

Augmented and virtual realities are still expensive 
to develop, so it’s best to use these strategies on 
skills that are both highly critical and difficult to 

practice in a web-based or real-life setting.  
That being said, these strategies can be used in 
more ways than you might expect.

9

AR/VR
Well-placed immersive experiences can simultaneously captivate learners and 
help them transfer skills to their real-life.

AR/VR: Learning that Bridges  
Space and Compacts Time 

WHY IT’S MORE THAN A TREND

HOW TO USE IT MOST EFFECTIVELY



AR/VR: Learning that Bridges Space and Compacts Time 
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TURNING THE TREND TO IMPACTFUL STRATEGY

Full Strategy:

NICOLE

Learning and Development Manager for Operations at a pet food manufacturing company

THE NEED

• Increase time to proficiency for new 

hires on production machinery

• Engage and retain an increasingly 

millennial workforce

SOLUTION

Let learners step away from the 

computer they never use and take 

learning to the floor.

Using a tablet and augmented reality, 

learners used a performance support 

tool to scan parts of the machine 

and retrieve information about that 

part’s purpose, how to install it, and 

troubleshooting tips. The performance 

support tool stayed with learners so 

even when the official onboarding was 

over, they could look up tips when a 

problem arose.

THE LEARNER SITUATION

• Varied levels of experience  

with machinery

• Need to know machine inside and out 

to effectively troubleshoot problems 

during production

• Production schedule too tight to fit in 

demonstrations and practice

• Scheduling often has newer operators 

working without experienced workers



AR/VR: Learning that Bridges Space and Compacts Time 
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Partial Strategy:

MITCH

Director of Learning and Development at a tech company

THE NEED

• Get sales people excited for the 

innovative new line of products

SOLUTION

The solution needed to demonstrate how the new line of products would change everyday 

life. Learners could explore a future city that incorporated the new products.

Since they couldn’t be tied down and their workspace varied, a full virtual strategy wouldn’t 

work. Instead, 360 degree video let them explore on their devices.

THE LEARNER SITUATION

• Salespeople out in the field, taking the 

training on the go

• Want examples, something that tells 

the story



Think of one of your favorite games. No one is 
forcing you to play it, so why do you play it? Most 
likely it’s because the objective is clear and the 
game itself taps into a motivation that brings you 
satisfaction. Learning can and should be that way. 

When gamification is aligned with the desired  
skill you want from learners, it sets a clear, 

immediate purpose which makes it easier for 
learners to transfer to on-the-job. It also uses 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivations for the learner  
to focus. Without that reason to pay attention 
and keep paying attention, all our efforts  
to help a learner can just become noise. 

Put the digital gameboard interface, point system, 
and badges aside. You may be able to bring them 
back later, but not all topics are appropriate for 
the light-hearted, competition feel. Instead focus 
on aligning your learners’ motivations—which 

may not be competitive—with what you want 
them to beable to do. If you can find a way to 
get them to practice the right skills in a way that 
appeals to their inherent motivators, then you’ve 
found a way to make those skills stick.
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gamificationA learning experience doesn’t have to feel like training.  
Gamification helps get and keep your learners interest.

Gamification: 
Leveraging Motivation  
for Learning

WHY IT’S MORE THAN A TREND

HOW TO USE IT MOST EFFECTIVELY

https://elearningindustry.com/how-justify-cost-of-gamification
https://elearningindustry.com/how-justify-cost-of-gamification
https://elearningindustry.com/how-justify-cost-of-gamification


Gamification: Leveraging motivation for learning
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TURNING THE TREND TO IMPACTFUL STRATEGY

Strategy for Optional Learning:

SYLVIA

Director of Learning and Development Division at a management consultant group

THE NEED

• Shift employees attitudes about 

their role

• Demonstrate the consultant group’s 

value-add to clients

SOLUTION

The solution needed to show how an individual had an 

impact on the people around them. Learners were charged 

with creating as many positive reactions as possible. With 

each choice they made, they saw multiple reaction scores. 

The choices they made were the same they might face 

in real-life, but gamification let them see their otherwise 

hidden impact. 

THE LEARNER SITUATION

• Global audience in various industries 

and at different levels in their companies

• Easy concept to understand, but difficult 

to actually implement

	  

	  



AR/VR: Learning that Bridges Space and Compacts Time 
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Strategy for Compliance Learning:

CHARLES

HR manager at global manufacturing company

THE NEED

• Get employees to make decisions 

that comply with the third-party  

due diligence policies

THE LEARNER SITUATION

• Targeted at any employees who deal 

with third-parties

• Employees are mostly unaware what 

they are legally responsible for 

• Employees inundated with compliance 

training, so they’re used to doing the 

bare minimum to pass

SOLUTION

What Charles needed employees to do 

in real-life, identify sketchy characters, 

aligned-well with a discovery-type 

game. So instead of compliance training, 

learners practiced searching for the 

red flags they’d need to recognize on 

their job. The only difference was, in the 

game, they knew there was a bad guy to 

be found.



marketing-based approach

In his article in Training Industry Magazine, 
Keith Gibson, our VP of Client Development, 
said “we should treat our audience as 
customers rather than learners.” Why? Because 
our objective is to inspire, engage and deliver 
on our learner’s needs and expectations. We 
want them to seek out training rather then 
avoid it at all cost. As a result, they become 
more than just reluctant students with whom 
we have a cursory knowledge. Rather, they 
become enthusiastic customers we know and 
with whom we aspire to develop a long-term 
relationship. Treating the learner like a customer 
all starts with a savvy outreach plan.

Just-in-time learning is more effective than 
training as an event, but as just-in-time learning 
becomes more prominent, there’s the fear that 
learners will never see it, much less use it. 

Wanting to make sure learners know what 
learning resources are available and how to 
access them is nothing new, but are you using 
old promotion tactics to do so?

A marketing-based approach is more than 
tacking on an email. It’s a philosophical 
change in the way we think of our learners—
from students who must sit through required 
training to agents who make choices about 
their learning experience. It’s a development 
and delivery plan that seamlessly facilitates the 
learner’s journey from recognizing the need 
for learning to competence, and in some cases, 
even beyond to mastery and leadership. It’s 
letting learners own the experience, but also 
making sure that they have the support and 
resources that they need when they need them 
in the way they need them. 
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Marketing-based Approach to 
Training: Treating the Learner  
Like a Customer 



Marketing-based Approach to Training: Treating the Learner Like a Customer 
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HOW TO USE IT MOST EFFECTIVELY

A marketing-based approach involves a thorough analysis of your learners’ needs, workflows, habits, 
and attitudes, and then deciding the best way to deliver the learning experience. When you’re 
delivering a marketing-based approach, you have to consider a few things:

• Promotion 
How will learners know the learning 
support is available? What method of 
sharing is most likely to get their interest? 
Don’t rely on word of mouth for your 
learning experiences to be a success. Start 
engaging your learners early.

• Attitudes  
How do learners feel about the topic? You’ll 
have to meet them wherever they are and 
relate before they’ll trust the learning to 
work for them.

• Timing & Context 
When will learners need to use the 
learning? What will they be doing? 
Thinking about how the learner will use the 
training will help you make decisions about 
the learning’s format, method of delivery, 
and where it should be housed. 

• Measurement 
Once launched, it’s critical to provide 
learners with tools that drive engagement 
to help you and your employees 
understand the specific quantitative 
results of the training initiative. 



At AllenComm, we’ve been dissecting and then implementing trends for 
over 30 years. We’ve helped some of the world’s largest brands including 
HP, Nike and Dominos transform the way they train employees and 
franchisees by helping them identify then implement innovative solutions 
to meet their unique needs. “Education is not compulsory. We can require 

attendance, and we can require completion, but we must inspire learning.” 

HAVE AN IDEA, BUT DON’T KNOW WHERE TO START?

If you are going to create the most effective and impactful training 
possible within your timeframe and budget, then you must learn from 
what others have already done. Not every innovation will work for every 
company. Your goals won’t be met by the same solution as another 
company’s. But by analyzing what others have already done, as well 
as how and why it did or didn’t work, you will ensure success and stay 
at the top of the game by creating a true transformational learning 
experience for your team and your learners, and an overall positive 
impact for your company.

Start applying the right trends  
at your organization
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Let AllenComm help you. 
Schedule an evaluation today.

18

55 West 900 South, Salt Lake City, UT 84101

(866) 310-7800 | info@allencomm.com


