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Employee education has been a staple at 
IBM since 1916. According to company 
lore, that’s when IBM’s founder, Thomas 
Watson Sr., funded the firm’s first training 
class — even though he needed bank loans 

to cover payroll.
Nearly 100 years later, IBM’s commitment to 

employee development is as strong, or stronger. “Our 
stock in trade [is] our knowledgeable employees,” said 
Frank Persico, vice president of workforce learning at 
Armonk, N.Y.-based IBM, whose employees log nearly 
30 million hours of education per year. “When you 
think about what it is we have to sell, it’s the knowledge 
and innovation that goes in the head of our employees.”

Such is the case at most businesses. But IBM, which 
puts more than $574 million annually into employee 
education, isn’t immune to the technologies currently 
disrupting the workforce.

Let’s Get Social
Chief among the disrupters is social media. Before new 
hires start their first day at IBM, Persico said they’ve 
likely already engaged in the firm’s network of online 
communities through the recruitment and hiring 
process.

By participating in these communities, soon-to-
be IBM employees have conversations with current 
employees and learn about the firm’s culture and their 
new positions.

Even employees who have yet to formally receive an 
offer from the firm may already know the ins and outs 
of the beginnings of their own development — their 
participation in social network conversations  has given 
rise to a sort of pre-recruitment on-boarding that could 

not have happened 10 years ago.
“They, in effect, get engaged before they fill out their 

W-2 forms and all the things that you do on the first day 
of employment,” Persico said.

While most employees relish the opportunity to 
learn and grow as they advance their careers, social media 
has made the practice more transparent, accessible and 
engaging. And though its use as a learning driver may be 
in its infancy, Persico said employee development might 
be forever changed because of it.

Social media also has taken the loneliness out of 
the e-learning delivery platform and re-energized 
development among classroom proponents who favor 
its community element to continue learning once a 
course has ended. And unlike learning technology from 
a decade ago, the current distribution opportunity of 
learning content via social media and mobile devices 
is extensive, said Bob Taylor, CEO and co-founder of 
learning and development consultancy Orgwide Servic-
es LLC.

More organizations are also building their own social 
networks, hoping that by customizing their platforms 
to specific cultures and learning needs they can build 
a more engaging and collaborative learning experience.

General Electric Co. (GE) has an internal social 
network called GE Connect, and its own video sharing 
platform, GE Video Central. Both are used to bookend 
learning events and create a more connected learning 
community, said Bethany Tate Cornell, chief learning 
officer of GE Energy.

“Oftentimes we go back to our jobs [after a learning 
course] and we forget that we have this great network 
that we can draw upon,” she said. “So we’re trying to 
leverage GE Connect as both a front-end community 
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but how workers obtain, share and use knowledge is changing.
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builder and a back end, in terms of driving sustainabil-
ity of the learning.”

Increasing learning connectivity has grown more 
important as business expands into new markets and 
divergent demographics of employees blend.

With an aging workforce — one of every four 
working Americans will be 55 or older by 2020, 
according to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics — 
likely to stick around longer, and a spike of Gen Y 
workers already adept at learning through digital 

communities, it’s impor-
tant that employee educa-
tion become more inclu-
sive, Tate Cornell said.

GE leverages its more 
seasoned workers as subject 
matter experts, teachers who 
lead discussions and learning 
events through social chan-
nels. This informal mentor-
ing and coaching encour-
ages seasoned employees to 
continue their own develop-
ment and accustoms them 
to new tools and technolo-
gies, and it may give them 
new skills to use in the global 
business environment.

However, the most 
significant revelation in 
employee education isn’t 
necessarily in the technol-
ogy itself. To IBM’s Persico, 

the rise of social media and 
other technologies has simply acted as an enabler for a 
brand of learning that’s been prevalent for years.

“We’ve been doing [social learning] since time 
began,” Persico said. “What you see now with the 
advent of this technology is just the enablement in the 
sense that people can do all of this [learning] much 
more vastly, readily and with larger groups of people.”

A Focused Approach
As social media has enhanced the flow of knowledge 
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FIGURE 1: SHOW ME THE MONEY

Source: HCM Advisory Group/Chief Learning Officer magazine, 2012
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FIGURE 2: THE PARTNERED APPROACH

Source: HCM Advisory Group/Chief Learning Officer magazine, 2012
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Professional services firm Deloitte LLP needed a way to 
increase engagement on the Deloitte Leadership Academy, 

its online learning portal for leaders.
The portal, which was launched in 2008 and gives Deloitte 

leaders access via their laptops, smartphones or tablet 
computers, was designed to streamline content into 12 areas 
of study and equip leaders with the competencies needed to 
be successful in the firm’s global business.

But a year ago the program was falling short of the firm’s 
desired participation, so some of its learning and digital 
strategy leaders got together to create a solution.

“We were thinking about how can we increase participa-
tion and engagement of this platform?” said James Sanders, 
product manager for the Deloitte Leadership Academy. 
“Because training content is not always the first thing a 
person thinks of when they have some free time.”

The challenge was making the learning experience on 
the Deloitte Leadership Academy more fun, rewarding and 
engaging for the user. The answer was gamification.

By maximizing variations of gaming techniques used in 
other traditional educational settings — such as school, 
where students are placed into levels, handed grades and 
given rewards for achievements — Deloitte’s learning 
leaders could motivate its workforce to increase participation 
in the online portal.

“People are used to being in a very ‘gamified’ environment 
when they’re going through an educational process,” Sanders 
said. “And we thought, ‘How could we replicate this digitally 
on the Leadership Academy?’ That’s where we started to work 
with Badgeville.”

Started in 2010, the Badgeville gamification platform aims 
to use rewards and recognition — badges — to help clients 
maximize engagement and drive behavior through the Web.

“We define [gamification] as taking things that work inside 
games and then applying them to things that aren’t games,” 

“By rewarding people, mostly by the way of purely virtual 
rewards, you’re able to drive a very high level of engagement 
that you wouldn’t otherwise see.”

After working with Badgeville on the integration for a few 
months, Deloitte recently rolled out the completely gamified 
version of the portal this spring.

“People are already earning badges, [and] people are 
sharing those badges on LinkedIn and Twitter, which is great 
because if they’re sharing with their external network then 
they obviously value them enough to boast about them,” 
Sanders said.

Users’ ability to share learning achievements through 
social media is also a major reason why gamification is a 
successful engagement driver, said Frank Farrall, lead partner 
of Deloitte Digital in Australia.

Also, Badgeville’s platform includes a leader board, so 
users can see where they stack up on learning objectives in 
relation to their peers.

Farrall said it’s not just people’s desire to compete with one 
another that has made gamifying the platform more engaging; 
users also have found the learning motivating because they 
want to try and compete against their own achievements, to 
“beat their personal best.”

Sanders said it’s too early to collect data showing just how 
much Badgeville’s usage has increased participation. But 
there is already empirical evidence showing more engaged 
behaviors in the portal.

“I don’t think this will increase usage for every single 
user, but there are a portion of our users that this will really 
engage — because they’re competitive people, and they’re 
driven by those types of competitive techniques,” Sanders 
said. CLO

— Frank Kalman
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GAMIFICATION: DELOITTE’S LEADERSHIP LEARNING MOTIVATOR

 $242 million:
The estimated 2012 
market spending on 
gamification, applying 
game mechanics and 
behavioral analytics 
in non-traditional 
applications.

38 percent:  
Current percentage of 
gaming market revenue 
derived from enterprise-

9 percent in 2011.

47 percent: 
Percentage of 
respondents to a 2011 
M2 vendor survey who 
said “user engagement” 
was the main goal in 
developing gaming 
platforms.

$2.8 billion:  
The estimated total 
size of the gamification 
industry by 2016.

Source: M2 Research, 2012
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and motivated employees to engage with learning on 
a greater level, many organizations have championed 
content that is more focused and aligned with business 
needs, at the time of need.

This is a shift away from dependency on tuition 
assistance and skills learned through higher education. 
Given the speed and scope of business, Persico said 
academic courses tend to lag behind learning needed 
for the marketplace.

IBM employees “can’t take six months to take a course 
in business analytics,” Persico said. “Our thing is that, if 
you get the freedom to focus on something for three days 
or five days, that’s a big deal … so going to the academic 
side just isn’t helpful because the content isn’t there.”

Organizations have not abandoned tuition assistance 
and continuing education, but the benefit is offered more 
frugally than in the past and is often viewed as a driver 
for employee attraction and retention (Figure 1, page 43). 

“There’s been a bit of a twist,” said Brett Shively, vice 
president at the Keller Center for Corporate Learning 
at DeVry University and its Keller Graduate School of 
Management. “Where you have programs for essentially 
training purposes [that] also serve the role of a degree 
program, you’ll often find that some of the courses are 
covered through the learning and development budget 
as 100 percent paid up front, as opposed to the tuition 
assistance program.”

DeVry is one of many institutions that partner 
with corporate clients to design customized learn-
ing for a firm’s specific business needs. Shively said 
some of the courses count as credit toward a degree. 
Others consist of non-degree focused training content 
(Figure 2, page 43).

GE’s Tate Cornell said continuing education still has 
a role in its employees’ education — not for the micro 
skills needed on the job, but to develop a more rounded 
employee or executive. And while GE fully reimburses 
employee tuition, employees have to communicate with 
managers to make sure courses taken match the organi-
zation’s business goals and objectives. 

Point of Need
On the other hand, organizations are trimming 
employee education so that employees receive the infor-
mation they need to solve a precise business problem, 
right when they need it. This point-of-need learning, 
or performance support (PS), is most often embedded 
through software or other technology platforms.

“You make just enough information available for 
[the employee] to get the job done,” said Bob Mosh-
er, chief learning evangelist at performance support 
services provider Ontuitive. “One of our mantras is ‘just 
enough,’ because we find that learners are highly impa-
tient [and] highly intolerant of a lot of options.”

Carol Leaman, CEO of corporate learning technol-
ogy firm Axonify, said an employee education model 
called interval reinforcement can aid knowledge trans-
fer in this point-of-need environment. Interval rein-
forcement is based on short bursts of learning — say, 
a few questions on a given topic per day — intended 
to capture finite knowledge gaps, which are then rein-
forced until the learner grasps the concept. 

“We’re tracking what they’ve answered and how 
they’ve answered it,” Leaman said. “And if they get a 
question wrong, we deliver to them immediately the 
correct answer. We repeat those questions up to six times, 
and we typically do that over a 30- to 45-day period.”

Leaman said the concept works especially well in a 
retail environment, where employees are often asked 
to learn complex price schemes, but receive little time 
away from the sales floor. Because the technology 
is available on cash registers or in break areas, retail-
ers are able to step away from selling for as little as 60 
seconds to get point-of-need knowledge. Leaman said 
the concept is transferable to corporate clients or soft 
skill training.  

Moves toward social learning, performance support 
and interval reinforcement models suggest the onus of 
employee education is shifting to the employee, which 
contrasts with the previous era where the employer 
took responsibility, built vast education centers and 
taught extensive training programs. Not everyone 
agrees with the employee-driven learning strategy, 
but it seems employers are better enabled to build the 
learning framework, sit back and encourage employees 
to take advantage.

“I think it should be a shared responsibility,” said Jean 
Pierre Gagnon, a former learning executive with Merck 
& Co. and a CLO doctoral student at the University of 
Pennsylvania. “… At the end of the day, people should feel 
that the company has a vested interest for them to become 
a better employee, better citizen and better person.”

No tool or technology will have any benefit — 
to either the employee or the organization — if the 
employee fails to take full advantage of the opportunity 
to learn, he said. CLO
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