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The  
Modern  
Learner

Put quite simply, the modern learner is any corporate employee today. 
The modern learner’s attributes, expectations, and demands have shifted 
from those of corporate learners even just five years ago, not to mention 
previous decades. And corporate learning has had to catch up.

The good news is, by meeting the needs of the modern learner, 
organizations can have a big impact on business results.



The World of Work Has Changed
It’s abundantly clear that the world of work has changed, and is changing at an extremely rapid pace. The type of 
work done, the skills and competencies required to be successful, how we work with others, the physical location 
of our work, just to name a few aspects. Consider the list of jobs that didn’t exist a mere 10 years ago, including app 
developer, social media manager, web analyst, medical biller/coder, SEO specialist, elder care services manager, and 
many more. Or the list of billion dollar companies that didn’t exist 10 years ago either, which includes Hulu, Twitter, 
Uber, Dropbox, Spotify, airbnb, and Fitbit.



Learner expectations are mirroring social, 
demographic and technology changes

In the last five years global penetration of smartphones has increased from less than 19% to nearly 75%.

In the last five years, social media use has exploded—monthly active Facebook users has increased by a billion 
(to 1.6B users)

User-generated content is growing exponentially – particularly video. In the last 5 years, the hours of video 
uploaded per minute on YouTube has grown from 24 to 400 – almost 17x growth.

And of course, we all turn to Google or Bing as our first source of learning every day

And these demands of modern business and the modern workplace mean a new kind of 
corporate learner: the modern learner.

The modern corporate learner is digitally networked, always connected, distracted, under time pressure, at the mercy 
of competing professional and personal priorities, tech-savvy, more interested in exploring learning opportunities on 
their own and learning from and collaborating with peers than being told what to do when.



But the ubiquity of information & workload has a cost to 
the modern learner’s ability to focus and think:

58% of knowledge workers say they 
have only 15-30 minutes per day for 
thinking & reflection—and 40% say 
they have no time for reflection at all.



Modern learners want learning to be easily 
searchable, accessible at the moment of need, and 
available in small chunks.

They expect learning solutions to look and feel  
like consumer apps that allow us to collaborate  
with our peers.

They want learning to be mobile-first so it fits into 
their life and work – wherever that may be.

They demand their corporate learning be  
ruthlessly relevant to their jobs, and a seamless 
aspect of their worklife.

Finally, they’ve been conditioned to search 
and drive their own learning experience online 
through resources like Google. Today learners are 
empowered and self-directed to find high quality 
learning solutions just for them.



All Millennials are modern learners…
…but not all modern learners are Millennials.
All demographics active in the workplace today—Millennials, GenX, Boomers, Generation 2020,  
even the Silent Generation: 

are time-starved

go to the internet to find information

are native to (or at least certainly accustomed to) social & mobile

expect well-designed online experiences

everyone



The Modern Learner by the Numbers

Corporations want to meet the needs of the modern learner…

…but learning organizations aren’t meeting expectations…

are changing the mix of learning  
and delivery methods

of companies have increased the use 
of learning technologies that deliver 

learning anytime/anywhere

of companies consider social learning 
features (discussion, collaboration) 

essential or critical

have increased their use  
of micro-content

87.5% 74% 54% 40%

of companies believe their learning 
programs are effective

of employees say they have workplace 
opportunities for learning & growth

37% 38%



The Modern Learner by the Numbers

…and company satisfaction levels with legacy technologies are low.

Average satisfaction grade with  
current learning technology

of companies are very satisfied  
with social features  

(discussion, collaboration) of current 
learning technology

of companies switching their LMS 
cite an improved user experience  

as the reason

C 5% 88%

“This ‘learning experience platform’ [approach] is primed to become 
an important disruptive force throughout corporate learning.” 

– Josh Bersin



Modern learners have the right to an effective and 
engaging corporate online learning experience. 
Check out Intrepid’s Declaration of Modern Learner 
Rights to see the 10 Articles we think all designers 
and course owners of modern online learning need 
to keep in mind in order to have an impact on the 
business.

Because learning initiatives must be good for both 
the learner and the business, in order to be good for 
the business.

Download the Infographic today.>>

Declaration of  
Modern Learner Rights 

A designer shall not create artificial impediments to freedom of 

movement within the borders of course content for reasons of mere 

tradition, false imperatives, or bureaucratic fear, for all adult learners are 

endowed with reason which helps them pick the content most relevant 

to them. This is essential if a corporate learner is to be compelled to 

learn for any reasons other than threat of compliance requirements. 

All adult learners 
are endowed with reason.

The purpose and function of the program design shall be clearly and 

deliberately aligned with the learner’s role within the organization and their 

actual job. This shall include but not be limited to content, assignments, 

design themes, external communications, and feedback. Ruthless 

relevance is a demand of the modern corporate learner, and it is justified.

Ruthless relevance 
is a justified demand.

Discussion forums and feedback options shall be open and safe environments 

for professional opinions and questions, with learners having received 

guidance to ensure they do not violate their company's legal policies. 

All learners should be allowed 
freedom of opinion and 
expression as it directly 
relates to professional matters.

For although exploration and creativity in learning are strongly 

encouraged, wasting learners’ time is decidedly not. No learner shall be 

compelled to post to a discussion or share information in an assignment 

that does not further the learning objective.

No learner shall be compelled 
to do work that does not 
further the learning objective. 

Because learning initiatives must be good for both 

the learner and the business in order to actually 

be good for the business:
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Expectations for learners to participate in or complete any learning 

program must be known to all and be easily findable within the learning 

experience. When, which, how much, how often, what will be the result or 

reward, and what, if anything, happens if a learner doesn’t meet the 

expectations, must be understood by all from the beginning.

Expectations shall 
be clearly communicated.

When participating in a collaborative online learning experience, a learner 

must be able to immediately feel that they are part of a vibrant 

community. Their contributions shall be acknowledged by moderators, 

and/or through reward structures like points and badges for 

participation, and past contributions must be easily findable again. 

A learner’s contributions 
shall be acknowledged.

Instructional designers 
must always ask “why.” 
Because designers must first make sure a constraint is real. Once the 

designer has determined that a constraint is not merely a function of 

unexamined tradition or fear of new approaches that require trusting 

learners, only then should they embrace those real constraints and create 

innovative solutions within them. This design act is equivalent to holding out 

a hand to the learner to “shake on it” — “it” being the agreement that 

everyone’s time is important and should be respected.

No one involved in designing 
tech-enabled corporate 
learning shall forget that 
people are at the heart of it.
No instructional designer, course owner, or internal stakeholder shall 

ever assume that the application of technology without conscious 

design effort and human interaction will ever solve every problem in a 

manner akin to magic. Businesses are made up of people, and online 

corporate learning must be designed for and in service of people, for 

only then shall those people have a positive impact on the business.

The beauty of modern learning is the leveraging of micro-content, spaced 

repetition, and convenient access, all of which counteract the detrimental 

effects of modern workloads on available time to learn and reflect. Therefore 

no formal online learning program shall require a learner to devote more than 

3 hours per week to complete content, collaborate with peers and execute 

assignments. And no technology-enabled learning experience should take 

more than a few minutes to figure out how to navigate. 

Learning does not happen 
if brains are overloaded. 

Every learner has the right to a balance of opportunities to apply, 

discuss, or contribute to what they are being asked to learn, in 

proportions appropriate for the specific program. Furthermore, the 

learner has the right to abandon or forgo any learning experience 

which denies them the right to ask further questions.

Every learner has the right 
to a dynamic and balanced 
learning experience.

INTREPIDLEARNING.COM

With the above articles firmly in mind, every instructional 

designer, subject matter expert, and course owner shall 

design their courses to promote respect for their people, 

and in so doing empower adult learners to use their learning 

on the job immediately as well as in the future. 

We, the designers of online corporate learning 

experiences, do hereby proclaim this declaration 

of modern learner rights as a common standard 

for the design of all technology-enabled 

corporate learning programs.
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https://www.intrepidlearning.com/learning-library


everyone

Self-directed online learning experiences for just-in-time, 
performance support, and individual exploration

To prepare for and extend the impact of in-person workshops, 
avoiding the ‘now what’ of dip-and-dunk approaches, and giving 
those high-touch ILT experiences lasting impact

Corporate MOOC approach, for business goals requiring 
fast, impactful collaborative cohort-driven learning across 
the organization

Continuous learning journeys over time, either all online 
or a mix of in-person and tech-enabled

…and the right mix depends on your business goals, 
culture, and learning needs.

There are myriad ways to leverage learning 
technology to meet the needs of modern 
corporate learning…



Global Reach 
Time zones are no longer an issue, and postal codes don’t limit networks or cohorts, so busi-
nesses can both reach and connect all of their learners wherever they are, using whatever 
languages they do business in.

Institutional Wisdom, or the ‘Wisdom of the Crowds’ 
By connecting learners across the organization, businesses reap the benefits of increased 
sharing of ideas, and can harvest best practices and make those insights available to other 
learners over time.

What does meeting the modern learner’s  
needs do for the business?



Cost Efficiency 
No high-overhead ILT expenses, and an average 20% reduction in training time with shift to 
online learning. In addition, a short-form content approach makes it feasible to use existing 
content from previous programs, Sharepoint sites, presentations, or other internal reposito-
ries, which can in some cases save on content creation time and expenditure.

Speed & Agility 
Update and iterate content at the speed of business, and react to changing corporate, market, and 
learner needs quickly and easily. Cascade change management initiatives to all employees simul-
taneously. Reduce wasted learner time away from the job, and decrease time to proficiency.

Employee Engagement 
Retain your workforce—and their tacit knowledge—by providing training that really sticks, 
and showing your employees your commitment to their development. Provide the bridge 
between learning and work the modern learner craves, within the context of the critical 
initiatives that will help your business succeed.

Good for the modern learner.  
Good for business.



Sources
MSN.com “18 Billion-Dollar Companies That Didn’t Exist Ten Years Ago”

Forbes “Ten Jobs that Didn’t Exist Ten Years Ago”

Monster “5 High-Paying Jobs That Didn’t Exist 10 Years Ago”

Kiplinger “10 Jobs That Didn’t Exist Ten Years Ago”

Bersin by Deloitte “Meet the Modern Learner”

Business Insider “Goldman Sachs compiled an epic list of the 48 most important things that 
changed over the past 5 years”

Brandon Hall 2016 Learning Technology Study 

Intrepid Learning & Human Capital Media Fresh Learning: Modern Learning  
Trends & Strategies

Deloitte Global Human Capital Trends 2016

Bersin by Deloitte Rethinking L&D: Enterprise Learning Trends 2015

https://www.msn.com/en-us/money/companies/18-billion-dollar-companies-that-didnt-exist-10-years-ago/ss-BBmT40K#image=1
https://www.forbes.com/sites/meghancasserly/2012/05/11/10-jobs-that-didnt-exist-10-years-ago/
https://www.monster.com/career-advice/article/jobs-that-did-not-exist?irgwc=1&PartnerName=VigLink&PartnerID=27795
https://www.kiplinger.com/slideshow/business/T012-S001-10-jobs-that-didn-t-exist-ten-years-ago/index.html
https://www.bersin.com/Practice/Detail.aspx?id=18071
http://www.businessinsider.com/goldman-sachs-list-of-things-that-changed-over-the-past-5-years-2015-12?r=UK&IR=T
http://www.businessinsider.com/goldman-sachs-list-of-things-that-changed-over-the-past-5-years-2015-12?r=UK&IR=T
http://go.brandonhall.com/l/8262/2016-04-25/5brswr
https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/focus/human-capital-trends.html
https://login.bersin.com/Login.aspx?p=http://bersinone.bersin.com/resources/research/?docid=18182&h=1


by

INTREPIDLEARNING.COM


