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Quick wins in turbulent times

We Learning & Development professionals have 
a lot to do to realise the tremendous potential  
of our field. 

The challenge is great, but within the storm of 
change, with rapidly expanding data analytics 
capabilities, and ever greater demands for 
exceptional learning experiences, is a point of 
relative calm that offers us the opportunity to 
deliver quietly effective wins. This eye of the storm 
is Learning Application Support, and its alter ego, 
Performance Support. 

Learning interventions must deliver business 
impact. If ever there was a time when we sent 
people to a nice hotel with a late bar serving pints 
of “corporate-glue” and shots of “learning-culture”, 

How to get your learners to  
feel great, be great, and make  
you look great!

those days are done. Business needs results, and 
anyone who goes to the boardroom with the story 
that there’s no data or research that can measure the 
value of an investment, may as well pack their bags 
before they go in.

Learning 
Application Support 

 
Apply learning to 
improve your job.

Performance 
Support

 
Just in time advice and 
tools to complete tasks.
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The good news is that this issue is conceptually 
simple. There is only one way that the input 
of a learning programme is transformed into 
business results; through the ongoing actions  
of learners.

The knowledge worker knows the value of their 
attention. It is the finite liquid currency of the 21st 
century. If your learning offer is going to grab a share 
of this attention, it must be relevant. People need care 
and support to help them on their journey through a 
few key stages, from relative ignorance, to impact. 

A
pp

lic
at

io
n Support learners to 

reach new levels of 
performance and deliver 
measurable benefits.

“I like this 
new me!”

Pr
ac

ti
ce Create a safe space for 

supported skills practice 
and provide feedback to 
facilitate learning.

“I’m confident in 
my new skills”Ex

pl
or

at
io

n
Learner Application 

Support

Encourage the learners 
to collaborate, and 
challenge to construct 
their new understanding.

“I want to get 
stuck in”Kn

ow
le

dg
e Stimulate the learner’s 

thinking, by presenting 
new concepts and 
raising awareness.

“I’m a broad 
thinker”

Pr
im

in
g Engage the learner 

by stimulating their 
intrinsic motivation 
to learn and grow.

“Now I get 
the benefits”

This whitepaper focuses on the last of these key 
stages, primarily traversing the gap from skills 
Practice, where learners have experienced that 
important moment of clarity and confidence, to 
Application, where that ephemeral moment needs to 
be crystallised to become a part of their behavioural 
arsenal, a new tool they’ve crafted  
for themselves.
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As social animals we are motivated by praise 
from, and contribution to, the collective.  
Within the context of a training programme, 
we’re particularly looking to experts or leaders  
whom we respect. 

If an expert tells you “you’ve got it”, or if a syndicate 
team member gives you a pat on the back, your 
motivation levels will  tend to spike. This can 
generate the initial motivation that we want to build 
on during the Application phase.

Self-paced learning needs to be brilliantly designed 
to have the same impact. However, well designed 
bite-sized content can produce the lightbulb 
moments that create the impetus we’re looking 
for, and the benefit is that when delivered in 

The Launch Point for Learner 
Support – Leveraging the  
Energy Spike

the workflow, learners have the opportunity to 
immediately apply their new thinking. 

For reasonably large scale learning interventions, we 
can integrate the benefits of human connection and 
digital flexibility. Why use just one method if you 
don’t have to? We wouldn’t dream of sitting people 
in a room and talking them through a presentation 
for a whole day at the Knowledge and Exploration 
phases. We mix things up, getting them to  
work in groups or present ideas to each other. 
Performance support will also benefit from a  
multi-faceted approach.
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If you’ve seen Keanu Reeves as Neo learning 
Kung-Fu in The Matrix, the idea that you can 
download a skillset directly through a pointy 
stick that fits into the back of the head might 
seem appealing, but we don’t need to treat 
people so severely to be able to achieve this.

By providing a set of self-diagnostic questions in 
the general form of “what do you want to achieve 
today?” we can guide learners to well-designed self-
paced micro learning components that give them the 
information, the model, the step by step process, or 
the factors to consider, depending on how hard or 
soft the concepts are that they need to work with. 

Method 1  
Digital Toolkits – “I know Kung-Fu” 

Following this up with a toolkit that takes people 
through application of the thinking is as critical as 
the digital content itself. This could be spreadsheets 
for data capture and analysis, or flowcharts and 
checklists to guide them through processes. 
Whatever the tool, it needs real design effort to create 
something that learners will value as a task-focused 
job aid, rather than a self-reflection or time-wasting 
tick-box activity.
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The Benefits
For those times when the answer to a business 
problem is somewhere on the cusp of Training 
Intervention and Job Aid (look-up Cathy Moore’s 
“Is training the Answer?” flowchart), this is an ideal 
approach that will get learners delivering new levels 
of performance through biting off just as much 
as they can chew. From an L&D perspective this 
approach can add rigour to a blended programme,  
or work as a stand-alone resource.

The Limitations
On the other hand, this takes significant expertise 
to design well, and therefore a reasonable budget, 
and for most organisations a trusted digital content 
partner. It’s also transactional learning to meet 
an immediate recognisable need that requires 
knowledge and competence, rather than skills and 
confidence to enhance behaviours.

 M Learning: Knowledge, & Self-driven Application

 M Learners: Intrinsic motivation, Time poor

 M Logistics: LMS & Trusted Content Creation partner

Diagnostic

Learning

Toolkit



8

Quick wins in turbulent times

A Coach or a Mentor, who brings insight and 
some level of experience or expertise to  
the learner, can help to re-ignite that spark  
of discovery and breakdown barriers to  
application of learning as they arise. 

A Coaching & Mentoring aspect to a programme 
needs to be valued, so getting a senior level sponsor 
with the right balance of gravitas and skin-in-the-
game can really help to engage your coaches, and 
ensure your mentors feel valued. 

Method 2 
Coaching & Mentoring 

Next you need a carefully selected group of Mentors 
or Coaches to support your learners. Practically 
speaking, this depends on your programme, and 
there’s no one right way to do this. Here’s a short 
list of key benefits and concerns with possible 
approaches.
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Benefits
Coaching & Mentoring programmes can run 
alongside performance development or blended 
learning interventions, so if they’re already in place, 
this doesn’t have to be a whole new project to setup. 
Depending on the frequency of coaching meetings 
and the duration of a programme, this approach can 
provide longer term support that is required for soft 
skills training, where opportunities to implement 
and learn from practicing new approaches are less 
regular or take more sustained effort.

Limitations
This does require careful organisation, excellent 
communications, and strong stakeholder 
management and support. Having a very senior 
stakeholder who can “encourage” this group when 
required is really important, but L&D will tend to 
have to be tenacious and organised to ensure that 
Coaches and Mentors are doing their bit.

 M Learning: Soft skills and behaviours

 M Learners: Deep learning, Reflective Learning

 M Logistics: Support Coaches & Mentors 

Population Benefits Concerns

Line Managers 
as Coaches

• Understand Learner & their 
context.

• Focused on performance.

• Availability, they need to be 
engaged anyway!

• No new perspective.

• Variability of competence as 
coaches.

• Large group, can be hard to 
manage.

Internal 
Trained 
Coaches

• Easiest to engage with.

• Smaller group, generates 
consistency.

• Needs management, 
although this is easier than 
for other groups.

Senior 
Mentors

• Provide wider business 
context.

• May provide access to 
personal networks.

• Busy people, hard to keep 
engaged.

• May need development 
themselves to be effective  
as mentors.

Coaching 
Apps

• On demand, always available.

• Leverage broader range 
of expertise, outside the 
organisation.

• Budget required.

• Lack of insight into 
organisation.

• Transactional, limited 
relationship building.
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Method 3 
Workplace learning projects with targeted ROI  
– “Show me the money”
The workplace learning project has been a 
mainstay of learning application for decades 
and is commonly linked to accreditation and 
assessment to ensure learning is applied.
Capturing data from learners about the impact of 
their project on KPIs and ROI generates a greater 
sense of achievement and confidence, as well as 
providing data to validate the investment in a 
learning intervention in the first place. However, 
if the learner doesn’t really have the opportunity 
to implement the learning in their role, this will 
become a major barrier here.  

Benefits
A workplace project is infinitely scalable to the 
learning intervention. So, a 10-minute micro module 
on a breakeven analysis can include a task to collate 
and analyse direct and indirect costs and potential 
revenues, with requirement to record that the task 
is complete in the LMS. This data can subsequently 
be picked up in 1 to 1s when individuals want to talk 
about their development. Alternatively, the project 
could run for weeks and support integration of 
learning on all manner of competency areas, from 
commerciality to emotional intelligence, and project 
management to team dynamics.

Limitations
Left to their own devices, learners are most likely to 
simply not find the time to design and complete their 
own workplace learning projects. In a sense it’s not an 
effective form of application support on its own, you 
need to build structure around it by offering individual 
support for those who get bogged down during the 
project planning stage. The ideal is to use some of the 
other support techniques outlined here. For example,  
linking a mentoring programme in to monitor progress.

 M Learning: Diverse range of knowledge, skills  
and behaviours

 M Learners: Action orientation, Intrinsic 
motivation to deliver results

 M Logistics: Support & Monitor 
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Method 4 
Action Learning Groups  
– Contributing to “the greater good”

The ultimate in collaborative learning and 
maintaining the feel-good factor is to have 
engaged teams, with all their competitive 
drive and positive peer pressure contributing 
to deliver results. These groups can really 
generate momentum to move learners through 
Exploration, Practice and Application phases  
of learning. 

Small groups of colleagues meeting regularly, focused 
on tackling problems and issues, from case studies 
and exercises to enable “Safe Practice”, to real 
workplace issues with real impact. The key learning 
comes from their collaborative reflection, learning 
from each other’s approaches as they face new 
challenges and assessing their successes and failures.

Action Learning Groups can’t be given a briefing 
pack and left to it however, as this isn’t a community 
of practice where expertise is already woven into the 
group; they are building their knowledge and skills 
as they go, so some level of facilitated support is 
necessary. This could be L&D driven internally  
or externally sourced, perhaps even using on 
demand coaching apps, or alternatively you could 
extend the remit of coaching and mentoring roles  
to support these groups and build deeper  
learning relationships.
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Benefits
When supporting longer timescale interventions this 
approach can add depth to the learning experience. 
Like coaching and mentoring, success is reliant on 
good L&D planning and co-ordination with effective 
ongoing support. It doesn’t require skillsets that 
aren’t typically already in place. Additionally, a lot of 
the simple administration can be the responsibility 
of the group itself, with a little monitoring of 
progress at key stages. 

The collaborative nature provides the opportunity 
to generate shared experiences that give the group 
a bit more power to tackle potential barriers in the 
workplace. With several successful groups in place, 
you can even start to nudge culture.

Limitations
Action Learning Groups are not for transactional 
learning, they are more likely to work in the context 
of relatively long-term blended programmes, often 
at career defining stages such as for graduate 
intakes, first time managers or transition to middle 
management. The group dynamic is very important. 

Make sure you get insight and feedback on group 
dynamics early on. If they run meetings online, 
it can be easy to drop in and see how things are 
progressing.

 M Learning: Multi-phase impact, from Investigation 
to application

 M Learners: Collaborative Learning

 M Logistics: Groups self-manage (to an extent)

Learning  
Focus

 
Coaches & Mentors.

Action  
Learning Groups.

Performance  
Focus

 
Digital Toolkits.

Workplace Projects.
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Supporting Learner Motivation 
Individuals will bring their own contexts and 
relationships, biases and motivations to the learning 
experience you’re offering them, and there are a few 
key areas to focus on to accentuate the positive.

Supporting Intrinsic Motivation:

Autonomy – Maximise the ability for learners to 
make decisions about how, when, where and why 
they apply their learning. Sell them how it links into 
what they’re already committed to achieving.

Mastery – How will the support you provide help 
learners to advance, and feel they have gained 
greater mastery? Ideally this will come both from 
the learning experience, and the outcomes.

Purpose – The purpose of the support provided to 
learners should relate to what they want to achieve. 
The purpose of the activity can’t just be to complete 
a tick box; make sure you’re not just getting them to 
jump through hoops!

Personal Growth Ambitions:

Getting learners to reflect on what they want to 
achieve is an essential step towards Priming them 
on the benefits of the learning experience. For major 
learning interventions this could be about linking 
into or creating personal development plans. For 
transactional learning this could simply be about the 
way the overview is written to clarify “What’s in it 
for me?”.

Opportunities in role:

As well as looking at structures and systems to  
check that a whole learner population will  
have opportunities to implement their new  
approaches, ask the question for individual  
learners, or perhaps use profiles or personas 
to check that different groups will have the 
opportunities they need.

Line Manager engagement:

Communicate – Whether it’s the availability 
of a 10-minute micro module, or an 18-month 
leadership development apprenticeship, choose an 
appropriately scaled communication plan for line 
managers so they know what’s happening, and how 
they can support their learners to generate the  
greatest impact. 

Support – Don’t just inform them upfront, tell 
them how they can get the most out of their team 
member’s participation. How should the Line 
Manager follow-up in a performance review or 
monthly 1 to 1? Tell them about the new skills that 
the learner needs to practice or should be able to 
demonstrate and give managers example questions 
to ask at the next 1 to 1.
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The irony of getting to the end of such a relevant 
and practical topic and being left at a loss as to 
what to do next is not lost here. 

We didn’t bother explaining to you that the world 
is a little bit complex, and that things change from 
time to time, as we have the feeling you may already 
have noticed that. So, in the spirit of keeping things 

Supporting the 4Cs of Performance 
– the Medium is the Message

focused on the practical, here’s a simple tool, the 4Cs 
of Performance, which is typically used to diagnose 
individual performance issues. In this context 
however it can also be applied to planning and 
designing for high performance, which after all  
is what learning interventions are  
all about. 

The 4 Cs are Clarity, Capability, Confidence and 
Commitment, and people need all four elements 
to be in place to generate high performance. When 
designing learning interventions and elements 
within them, aiming to build-up each of the 4Cs for 
individuals will maximise the chances that they will 
deliver higher performance.

Commitment (again)ConfidenceCapability

A
pp

lic
at

io
n Support learners to 

reach new levels of 
performance and deliver 
measurable benefits.

“I like this 
new me!”

Pr
ac

ti
ce Create a safe space for 

supported skills practice 
and provide feedback to 
facilitate learning.

“I’m confident in 
my new skills”Ex

pl
or

at
io

n Encourage the learners 
to collaborate, and 
challenge to construct 
their new understanding.

“I want to get 
stuck in”Kn

ow
le

dg
e Stimulate the learner’s 

thinking, by presenting 
new concepts and 
raising awareness.

“I’m a broad 
thinker”

Pr
im

in
g Engage the learner 

by stimulating their 
intrinsic motivation 
to learn and grow.

“Now I get 
the benefits”

ClarityCommitment
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We can take this down a level in order to be 
more targeted in our approach. While it’s overly 
simplistic to isolate the 4Cs to specific phases of a 
learning intervention, when it comes to supporting 
Application, the two that require focus are likely to 
be people’s confidence, and ongoing commitment. 
You will already have ensured that learners have 
committed initially to the need to learn, and gained 
clarity and capability through the learning content, 
exercises, assessments, scenario based learning and 
collaborative learning. So, providing support that 
will build their confidence, and overcome barriers to 
Commitment that might crop up when they take their 
new ability into an old workplace context, is likely to 
give you the best return on attention.

There are different design considerations and 
learning interventions to support each of the 4Cs. 
You can find out more by using the 4Cs Action Guide 
which is built into our 4Cs learning e-piphany.

Your can access our 4C's e-piphany here.

Commitment

Con�dence

Does this person understand the task, 
what is to be done and by when?

Do they get why it’s important, how it fits 
into a bigger picture?

Are they confident that they can do it?

Do they fear failure, or are they prepared 
to give it a go?

Capability

Do they have the resources and 
knowledge to do this effectively?

Do they have the skills to deliver, figuring 
out how as they go along?

Does this person want to do it?

Do they believe it’s a job worth doing?

Clarity

http://ahmc.org.uk/ideas/AHContent/4CsofPerformanceManagement/story_html5.html


16

Quick wins in turbulent times

1. Application should be treated as part of the 
learning intervention. 

This means putting comparable effort into designing 
the way you support Application, not just focusing 
on designing the more obvious content and Practice 
aspects of learning experiences.

2. Let go of learners slowly but keep watching. 

When people come to the end of the Exploration and 
skills Development phases, let go enough for them to 
take control and generate intrinsic motivation, but 
keep a close eye on progress. Ideally design in ways to 
monitor through quantitative data.

Key Themes / Summary

3. It’s all about support, then supporting the 
supporters. 

If you can broaden the network to include Line 
Managers, Mentors or Action Learning Groups, 
you’ve added a potentially high value component into 
the learning mix, but they will need an investment of 
time and energy to be truly effective. 

4. Don’t use just one method if you don’t have to.

If you can provide layers of support, for example 
providing a digital toolkit (Method 1) to help with the 
work-based project (Method 3), or getting mentors 
(Method 2) to facilitate action learning groups 
(Method 4), you’ll find that the whole becomes 
greater than the sum of the parts.
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