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More Praise for This Book
“Microlearning is one of the hottest topics in our industry. This book provides the
answers needed to determine if microlearning is right for your organization, and a
road map for putting it into practice.”
—David Kelly, EVP and Executive Director, The eLearning Guild
“The top challenge for talent development is, quite simply, a lack of time. Designing
Microlearning goes beyond the hype, showing you how to create a microlearning plan
that actually gets performance results.”
—Kevin Kruse, CEO, LEADx, New York Times Bestselling Author
“Designing Microlearning is the quintessential guide to understanding the way employees
learn in the modern world. A must read for any instructional designer!”
—Jeff Joanisse, Creative Director, Th3rd Coast Entertainment & Training
“To help people do their best work, L&D pros have to leverage a blend of tools and
tactics that fit their workplace culture. Carla and Sue provide an extensive toolkit that
can help bring microlearning to life within your organization.”
—JD Dillon, Chief Learning Architect, Axonify
“The authors have created a thorough yet approachable book that not only shows
how to create useful, engaging microlearning, but also provides a framework for evaluating its value and showing its impact. I would recommend it for any practitioners
who are getting started in the microlearning realm.”
—Chad Udell, Managing Partner, Strategy and New Product Development, Float
“If you need to design, develop, or deliver microlearning, this is the book. It contains
all the tools, concepts, explanations, and instructions you need to create the right
piece of microlearning for the right learning outcome. Stop reading this cover and
buy the book already!”
—Karl Kapp, Professor of Instructional Technology,
Bloomsburg University, Co-Author, Microlearning: Short and Sweet

“In this must-have resource, Carla Torgerson and Sue Iannone share clear, practical
approaches for using modern microlearning. It provides not just theory and design but
also advice on planning, media selection, implementation, and evaluation. Designing
Microlearning is full of tips from professionals, tools, and job aids you can use right now.”
—Megan Torrance, CEO, TorranceLearning
“Carla and Sue have masterfully answered questions about the why, the how, and
the what of microlearning. Written by two individuals who are clearly experts in
their field, this book offers readers a road map to designing microlearning content
that delivers results.”
—Jack and Patti Phillips, Co-Founders, ROI Institute
“Immediate and matter of fact, Designing Microlearning brims with ideas, examples, and
resources learning professionals can leverage to design and develop more meaningful
and relevant learning solutions.”
—Brandon Carson, Author, Learning in the Age of Immediacy
“With Designing Microlearning, you’ll get two for the price of one: Two knowledgeable authors sharing their industry expertise and practical experience. It’s a perfect
combination of descriptive theory and tangible tools. This new book belongs on every
instructional designer’s bookshelf !”
—Cindy Huggett, CPLP, Author, Virtual Training Tools and Templates
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About the Series
ATD’s What Works in Talent Development series addresses the most critical topics
facing today’s talent development practitioners. Each book in the series is written for
trainers, by trainers, and offers a clear pathway to solving real issues. Interwoven with
the latest findings in technology and best practices, this series is designed to enhance
your current efforts on core subject matter, while offering a practical guide for you
to follow. Authored by seasoned experts, each book is jam-packed with easy-to-apply
content—including job aids, checklists, and other reference materials—to make the
learning transfer process simple.
The What Works in Talent Development series is a unique core collection designed
for talent development practitioners at every career level. To date, the books in the
series include:
• Starting a Talent Development Program
• Blended Learning
• Effective Onboarding
• Designing Microlearning.
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Introduction
Are you busy? Crunched for time? Sometimes even overwhelmed? Of course—we
all are! In the modern workplace, there is no shortage of things to do. The employees
we train are no different. They have a lot to do at work, and it can be hard to find
time for training. This is natural; except in rare cases, employees’ operational tasks are
their number 1 priority. That’s what they were hired to do, and that’s what keeps the
organization going. Training will always be priority number 2 or lower. This is why
microlearning is so powerful. It allows learning professionals to provide small amounts
of training quickly so employees can get back to their operational duties—or even learn
while doing those duties.
Have you been feeling pressure to offer training that is shorter, and you want to get
started? Have you already created some microlearning and want to learn more? Maybe
you find all the buzz about microlearning confusing, and are just looking for a clear
definition with some tools and resources to help?
Whatever your situation, you’ve come to the right place. This book is a great place to
begin or enhance your microlearning journey! We will answer many of your questions,
providing case studies, tools, tips, and practical resources to help you along the way. We
also share some of the successes and challenges we have encountered on our microlearning journey so you can be fully prepared as you introduce microlearning resources and
programs to your learners and your organization.

Why Is Microlearning Important?
Today’s learners move fast! They carry multiple devices, process information superficially,
and are easily distracted. But most important, they have limited time for learning on
the job; in fact, employees spend less than 1 percent of a typical workweek on training
1
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and development (Bersin by Deloitte 2014). The evolution of the modern learner means
learning professionals need to take these factors into consideration when designing any
learning resource.
How does microlearning help the modern learner? Think about a time when you
were working on something critical and you got stuck—you realized you didn’t know
how to complete the task. Chances are you tried to quickly find the answer so you could
finish the task and move on with your day. In that moment of need, microlearning can
be a great solution! By providing learners with a small, targeted piece of learning, you
help them quickly and effectively accomplish a job task so they can get back to work. This
rapid desire for learning and answers sets the stage nicely for microlearning.
But microlearning is more than just-in-time training. Consider annual compliance
training. Employees find it challenging to complete their compliance training because it’s
so hard to make time for it. Microlearning can certainly help by offering the training in
shorter bursts that can be fit within the employee’s busy day.
These are just two examples, and throughout this book we’ll offer more. Micro
learning can be used in many ways to train employees quickly and efficiently. That is why
microlearning is so exciting—as thoughtful learning and development professionals, we
want to use our employees’ time wisely to meet their needs within the confines of their
busy day, and microlearning offers a variety of possibilities to do that well.

Chapter-by-Chapter Overview
Each of the books in the What Works in Talent Development series follows a similar
framework. The chapters in this book discuss what microlearning is, how to design it,
how to implement it, how to evaluate the outcomes, and what you can do to prepare for
the future of learning in your organization. Like other books in this series, each chapter
ends with a list of thought-provoking questions, which serve to summarize the chapter’s
content and guide topics of discussion that you and your organization should consider
as you begin your journey with microlearning. You will also find job aids, templates, and
checklists to support your efforts. Additional resources are provided throughout the book
so you can continue to address your specific needs.

Chapter 1. Getting Started: What Is Microlearning and
Where Does It Fit?
Chapter 1 introduces microlearning by discussing what microlearning is, and what it
is not. This chapter explores the lively debate around the definition and parameters of
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microlearning. It also addresses key things to consider before you design microlearning
resources or programs, such as understanding the background of your learners and the
business need of your organization. In this chapter we also share how to create a vision
for microlearning and include how to approach and engage your stakeholders to increase
your likelihood of success. Chapter 1 helps you ready yourself before diving in by offering
questions to assess the current situation, considerations before getting started, and what to
do early and often throughout the journey.

Chapter 2. Shaping the Future: Why Choose Microlearning?
Chapter 2 arms you with the benefits of microlearning so you can get others in your
organization bought in to this approach. It’s important to understand the research and
thinking behind the value of microlearning so you aren’t just chasing another fad. Microlearning works, and it’s important to understand not only why it works, but also why your
learners and your organization are asking for it. Also in this chapter is a look at some of
the key barriers that prevent organizations from going micro so you can overcome these
barriers yourself.

Chapter 3. Designing Your Microlearning Program:
How Do You Start?
Chapter 3 helps you think strategically about microlearning in your organization. Where
can it have the biggest impact within your learning ecosystem and how can you make that
happen? This chapter discusses four key ways that microlearning can be used in organizations, and helps you consider when each will be most valuable to your learners. This is
critical because microlearning used in the wrong way or at the wrong time will not have
the value you seek, even if it is well designed.

Chapter 4. Implementing the Plan: How Do You Execute an
Effective Microlearning Resource or Program?
You’ve determined why microlearning makes sense and how to use it in your organization,
and now it’s time to get down to business. Chapter 4 gets tactical, helping you design and
develop each microlearning resource. It introduces MILE, the MIcroLEarning Design
Model, which takes you through all the details of creating your microlearning resources.
You will consider your performance objective for each resource and how you will design
the optimal solution. You will also consider the technology required to distribute your
microlearning and how to engage people to use your resources. This is critical because
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if your learners don’t know your resources exist, or they don’t remember them at their
moment of need, they won’t use them.

Chapter 5. Transferring Learning and Evaluating Results:
How Do You Demonstrate Success?
In chapter 5, you will learn how to evaluate the effectiveness of both a single microlearning resource and a larger microlearning program. You’ll consider what your organization
really cares about, and how to speak to that with both quantitative and qualitative data.
Equally important is how you collect those data, and how to do it in a way that uses your
time wisely. While all learning professionals would love to have a data analyst on their
team, few have that luxury, so understanding what data you are collecting and what
information you can glean from them is critical. This chapter also looks at topics for evaluating an entire microlearning program, such as Kirkpatrick’s four levels of evaluation,
Brinkerhoff ’s Success Case Method, and Phillips’ ROI Methodology. Most important,
this chapter considers ways you can measure different kinds of microlearning efforts, so
the data you obtain have meaning to you and your organization.

Chapter 6. Planning Next Steps:
Where Do You Go From Here?
Chapter 6 provides you with a springboard to the next step in your microlearning journey. It helps you reflect on the current state of microlearning in your organization, and
how to capitalize on past successes or manage through programs that weren’t as successful as originally intended. This chapter gives you practical advice to gain momentum for
using microlearning in your organization, and what to do if your microlearning efforts
don’t seem to be working. It also has a forward focus, considering where microlearning
could go in the future.

How to Get the Most Out of This Book
Designing Microlearning gets you started on the journey to designing, developing, and implementing different types of microlearning for your learners. It is meant to be a guide
and overview for the topic, with tools and resources to help you implement short-form
learning in your organization. However, to be most successful, you’ll need to consider the
nuances of your own organization—your learners, your operational processes, and your
organizational culture—as you decide how to implement microlearning most successfully
for your organization.
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As you read the book, you may notice the ebb and flow of approach from instructional design practitioner to performance consultant. This is intentional and is essential
to the ultimate success of any microlearning content you create. The advice and direction
outlined in this book are a reflection of the two authors’ expertise and experiences with
microlearning (and other learning approaches!) as they have been used with a range of
organizations and learners across industries. Pay attention to both the performance need
and the tactical implementation. An outstanding piece of microlearning that doesn’t
meet the performance need is no better than a poorly designed piece of microlearning
that tackles the exact need of the learner.
There are a lot of tools and resources in this book. Don’t feel obligated to use them
all—choose the ones that will help you the most for the areas where you need support.
Talk to others who are using microlearning well and learn from their approaches. But
most of all, just try it. Start small, try something, and iterate along the way. Your learners
and your organization will appreciate your efforts.

Why a Book About Microlearning?
You might be thinking how ironic it seems to write a whole book about microlearning
when microlearning itself is short. Learning how to design and implement microlearning requires specific knowledge and skills that, frankly, can’t be explained to the point of
mastery in a three-minute learning experience. We provide that depth and richness in
this book.

Icons Used in This Book
Icon

What It Means
Tips from professionals will make your job easier and give you ideas to help apply
the techniques and approaches discussed.
Tools identify templates, checklists, worksheets, models, outlines, examples,
illustrations, and other prototypes that can be a useful place to start.
Resources are the books, blogs, articles, or even people that you can access to
add to the information you’ve gained already and take your learning deeper.
Case Studies provide real-world examples of ideas being applied by practitioners
like you.
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Getting Started:
What Is Microlearning and
Where Does It Fit?
In This Chapter
• Microlearning defined
• Assessing the current situation
• How to engage stakeholders
• How to build a plan for microlearning
• Other considerations when getting started

Chapter 1

M

icrolearning is a huge buzzword in the learning and development field. It
seems everyone is doing it—or wants to be doing it. But what is “it,” and
how do you use it in a way that makes a difference for your learners and

for your organization?
To date, microlearning has been poorly defined, creating hype but no follow-through.
Without common definitions, learning professionals cannot compare best practices and
techniques. And without a clear understanding of what “good” looks like or what works,
you can’t really evaluate microlearning examples. So let’s start with a definition.

Microlearning Defined
What is microlearning? In many ways, microlearning is just a mash-up of many things
learning professionals have already been creating and providing: just-in-time learning,
performance support, post-training refreshers, and much else. The common thread for
these pieces of learning is that they can be consumed quickly.
So, microlearning can be any learning content that stands alone or supports other
learning activities, such as instructor-led classes, e-learning modules, and simulations.
Microlearning can be used in four key ways, and we’ll address all of them throughout
this book (Figure 1-1):
• preparation before a learning event
• follow-up to support a learning event
• stand-alone training
• performance support.
Figure 1-1. Four Ways to Use Microlearning
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That pretty much covers any time someone could be learning. So, if microlearning
can be any kind of learning and the common thread is its length, then the next natural
question is, “How long is a piece of microlearning?” Commonly people say that microlearning is any learning content that can be consumed in about five minutes or less. In
our work on countless projects we’ve found that it’s more nuanced; it really depends on
how you’ll use the microlearning:
• Preparation before a learning event: This depends on the length of the
long-form learning event and difficulty of the content, but for a full-day class,
five to 10 minutes per resource works well.
• Follow-up to support a learning event: If you are sending a boost email,
then about one minute is best. If you are extending knowledge in a new way,
then up to five minutes per resource is ideal.
• Stand-alone training: If learners are not required to complete the resource
(informal learning), then four or five minutes should be your maximum. But if
they are required to complete it (formal learning), then you can go up to eight
minutes or so.
• Performance support: If learners will use the resource while doing the
job, then you should aim for something that can be used extremely quickly,
potentially at a glance, and ideally 30 seconds or less. But for more complex
tasks where they may be stopping their work for a few minutes to consume
some learning, then up to five minutes works well.
Think about how and when your learners will use the microlearning content. What
would make most sense for them? With informal learning (learning that is not required),
people will tend to gravitate to things they can consume in about four minutes or less, so
shorter is definitely better (Bersin 2017). Further, our experience with formal learning is
that it may need to be five to eight minutes to really teach a concept effectively.
The real definition is that microlearning is short-form content that is just long
enough to give learners what they need at that moment and get on with their work. But
it’s always helpful to be specific, so we’ll define microlearning as any learning content
that can be consumed in less than 10 minutes. This includes:
• three to five pages of structured, well-spaced text
• a five- to eight-minute e-learning module
• a four minute video
• a one-page infographic
• a five-minute podcast.
9
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The Microlearning Definition Debate:
To Include, or Not Include, a Seat Time?
Who would have thought the definition of a concept like microlearning would
spark such a debate? While in this book we chose to include five to 10 minutes
as a guideline, many learning experts disagree with including any seat time when
defining microlearning. Why? The need should dictate the length, so “just long
enough” allows for a range in length to accommodate the specific need without
putting a stake in the ground on a seat time.
While this is true (and we wholeheartedly agree), it makes it difficult to coach and
inform others without a concrete definition including an approximate seat time.
Imagine a learning professional who commonly creates one-hour e-learning
modules. From their perspective, microlearning could reasonably be 20 minutes,
because it is shorter compared with what they were previously creating.
Therefore, five to 10 minutes is not a hard and fast rule, and is certainly more of a
guideline. We have created all kinds of microlearning in various formats that have
been as short as one minute and as long as 10 minutes. The common theme is
that these were “just enough” for what the learners needed.

Short Is Not Always Useful
Have you ever watched a five-minute (or less) video on YouTube or LinkedIn and,
as you watched it, thought to yourself, “This is a waste of my time,” and either
stopped watching it or continued only because it was required?
We’ve posed this question to hundreds of learning professionals across the country, and the answer is always the same: a resounding yes. It’s because we’ve all
been there, consuming some short piece of content that we thought would be
useful or maybe just funny, and we stopped because it didn’t use our time well.
As human beings we are always self-assessing, and as busy people we are always
asking ourselves if our time is being used well. There is no shortage of things to
do, and we are constantly evaluating and prioritizing how to use one of our most
valuable resources: time.

Any piece of learning content that is just five minutes long but not useful to your learners is a waste of five minutes. (Thanks to Diane Elkins, owner of Artisan E-Learning,
who has been saying this for years!) This may mean trimming a piece of learning content
to three minutes to give learners just what they need. Or it may mean expanding the
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content to eight minutes to provide the depth and clarity that learners need to properly
grasp it. So again, any recommendation about length is a guideline; microlearning is any
content that aids in learning or supporting performance that is short in length that meets
the needs of the learner.
Now, let’s consider each of the different microlearning content types in detail. There
are five common formats for microlearning:
• text-based resources
• e-learning modules
• videos
• infographics
• podcasts.

Text-Based Resources
Text-based resources take many forms. They include job aids and performance support,
but also things many people think of as simple communications, such as newsletters,
blogs, emails, and more. Sometimes when we go micro, we only want to share a paragraph or two of new information or a single page of text with images, so a basic textbased resource could do the trick. It could live on your learning management system
(LMS); be less formal, like content on your social collaborative system; or something you
send out by email.

TOOLS TALK
Generally, text-based resources will be created using tools like:
»» a word processor such as Microsoft Word
»» social collaborative system like Jive or Yammer
»» your LMS, if it has content creation tools
»» desktop publishing software like Adobe InDesign or Microsoft Publisher.

Text-based resources are simple, which gives them power. You should use them when
you need to get something out fast. As we work to meet needs at the speed of the business,
sometimes that means the training has to get out now, even though you may have only
had a few days or a week to wrap your arms around the content. The ease of updating
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them also serves well if the content is constantly changing. To be clear, it still takes careful instructional thinking to make a good text-based resource, but you can produce and
update them much faster than the other formats.
Text-based resources are also important for things where learners need to self-pace—
that is, they may need time to linger over any part of the content, and different learners
could need different amounts of time to consume the content. This commonly happens
when learning a process with multiple steps: Some people will find certain steps easy and
others won’t. For example, imagine you are fixing your leaky faucet and get stuck midway; you have tools on the counter and maybe even some water spraying into the sink.
You will want a good text-based resource with photos. A short video will work too, but
the power of the text-based resource is that you can skim the text and find just what you
need. And if you are like us, when you find the right bit of content, you’ll want to read
it several times to make sure you understand it, while other people with more plumbing
experience will read it once and move on.
Text-based resources can also be excellent when there are lots of technical details
to learn. Again, self-pacing is the primary issue here. If someone has more experience,
they’ll be able to consume that detail quickly, but others will need more time to think,
ponder, and reread.

CASE STUDY: MEET JOHN
John creates training at a high-tech software development firm in Silicon Valley. His training
materials teach customers how to use the company’s software, which is complex and always
being updated with new releases every quarter. The customer training serves as part of the
organization’s sales and marketing strategy because they know that if people find the software
easy to use, they will continue to use the product and recommend it to others.
The software development team works on software changes for the entire quarter, doing final
bug fixes just before the scheduled release. John attends developer meetings so he knows
what the features will be, but it’s not until the last minute that he will know exactly how they
function or how the screens will look.
John’s team had been building e-learning modules with screen-capture videos to demo the
new software features and explain them to clients. But this was always done in the final days
before the software release because they couldn’t record any screen before it was final, causing undue stress for his team and lots of errors in the content.
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His solution? Use a short text-based resource that explains the new features with text and
screen-capture images. This can be created quickly and released with the software, using
less effort than for an e-learning module. Then his team creates the e-learning modules in
the two weeks after the software is released. He has better access to the developers who are
his subject matter experts (SMEs), the time to make sure the modules are clear, and time for
review by those SMEs who previously didn’t have time for him, ensuring the training modules
are accurate.

E-Learning
E-learning modules are pervasive in the training field. Unfortunately, much of this
e-learning is of the “page turner” variety, with the learner reading a page of content and
then clicking a “next” button to reveal another page of content, and continuing in this
way until reaching the end of the module. We prefer to create e-learning that is more
engaging and interactive, capitalizing on e-learning to ask questions and reveal unique
feedback based on the learner’s different choices.
For longer-form e-learning, many say that interaction is critical for an effective module. But this is not always true for microlearning—sometimes the best solution will be
highly interactive and sometimes it will not.
As seasoned instructional designers who have spent our careers trying to make learning engaging and interactive, this feels odd, as if the instructional design gods should
strike us with lightning right now! We are not saying that instructional designers shouldn’t
try to create interactive learning materials when they go micro. But we are saying to consider the modern learner and what they would find helpful at that moment when they are
using the learning resource. The reason to include interactions is to make the learning
active—especially because the mind can wander quickly if it’s not engaged, and those
interactions provide practice, feedback, and the ability to learn from mistakes. However, if the e-learning is only three minutes long and the learner will apply the content
quickly, you may not need interactions. You may even frustrate the learner by including
interactions that effectively act as a speed bump, slowing the learner down from getting
the information they need and moving on to using it in their work. This is especially true
when the learner has some familiarity with the content or is likely to grasp it quickly.
Microlearning is often used just-in-time and as you get closer to the moment of
performance—the time when the learner is actually going to use that knowledge or skill
to influence their workplace behavior—your instruction can often be shorter and less
interactive. Why? It’s not that people don’t need practice to cement new skills; it’s that
13
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the learner may be highly motivated to seek the answers they need, and the workplace
provides that opportunity for practice. For example, let’s say you’re having trouble creating a pivot table in Excel for a report that is due at the end of the day. You do not need
an interactive module to enable you to practice in a simulated environment; instead, you
can refer to a text-based resource or a video-based e-learning course to get the information you need and then go to your real project in Excel to apply that knowledge. When
learning is contextual to your real work it is most powerful. This is why we simulate these
environments in interactive e-learning modules, but it’s also why practice in the real environment is so effective too.
So why use less interactive e-learning if a text-based resource could work instead?
E-learning enables you to control the order in which the learner is consuming the
content, and also allows you to chunk the content into small pieces to express relationships or build content in a hierarchical fashion. These can be especially valuable when
designing for learners who are unfamiliar with the content. E-learning also allows you
to emphasize emotion (with video or audio), which makes it a more expressive medium
than text alone.
Of course, if you can find effective ways to make the content interactive, e-learning
will be your best option. Can you use scenarios that require the learner to apply the content, or get the learner to practice the new skill? Or perhaps you can use those scenarios
to provide different feedback that addresses common mistakes. If so, the interactive features of an e-learning module will be critical.
Another reason to use an e-learning
module is if you need to track whether the
learner completed the learning program.
Many LMSs allow you to post other formats, such as a PDF, a video, or even an
infographic, but the e-learning format is the
only one where you can track if the learner

TOOLS TALK
Generally, e-learning resources will be
created using tools like:
»» Storyline

»» Lectora

accessed every page. Of course, this doesn’t

»» Captivate

»» PowerPoint

necessarily mean they read every page, but

»» Camtasia

most organizations like this format as a way
of tracking completion on topics where
training is required by regulating authorities.
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PRO TIP
A lot of people use e-learning because they can quiz the learner at the end of the module
and store the learner’s score on the LMS. We generally avoid quizzing at the end of a piece
of microlearning though. It is so short that the questions are likely to be meaningless and
the learner will think you’ve wasted their time. The learner will only tolerate a quiz at the
end of a piece of microlearning if it’s obvious to them that the organization must track a
score (usually for compliance purposes), or in those far fewer cases in which they see how
the quiz helps them learn the material better.

CASE STUDY: MEET TANISHA
Tanisha creates training for sales reps at a pharmaceutical company. Her reps know their product extremely well, and they have mastered their company’s sales process.
However, the reps struggle to understand common American health insurance terms such as
co-pay, co-insurance, health savings account, flexible spending account, Medicare, Medicaid, and
others. Tanisha has a great way of explaining these, using scenarios and stories. Much of the
content builds on itself, though; for example, it’s hard to explain what a health savings account is
unless you’ve explained what a high deductible health plan is first.
Being in a highly regulated industry, her organization also insists on knowing if the reps have
completed the training—not just knowing that the learner opened and looked at the file, but if
they actually read each page of the content.
Her solution? Develop a short-form e-learning module (about five minutes) to explain these
common terms. She tells the story of Mary, a 70-year-old widow on Medicare, and her three
adult children, and how each of them has a different kind of insurance (Medicaid, commercial
insurance, and a high deductible health plan from the health exchange). By sharing the story of
each of these four people, Tanisha shares the basics of the different insurance options that her
sales reps need to know.
She uses an e-learning module because she can combine text and pictures easily. She can also
build the module so the learner can choose which insurance product they want to learn about
and access them in a nonlinear way. But she also builds it so that when learners experience a
story, the content about that character is sequential and builds on previous concepts in that story.
Tanisha is also able to track that learners have accessed the character stories for all four insurance types, and by putting this module on her LMS, she can keep records of which reps have
completed which parts of the module so her organization has this information for compliance
purposes.
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