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PREFACE 

One of the secrets to success for informal learning is the fact that it occurs all the time, often without the 

learners even realizing it happens. Whether it’s stopping by a colleague’s office to ask advice on his area 

of expertise, browsing through data on your organization’s server and stumbling upon a new piece of 

information, or posting a question to an entire community via a social media platform—all of these 

examples constitute informal learning, and ways in which you can receive new information when and 

where you need it. 

Despite the way informal learning naturally occurs in our daily lives—in the workplace and outside of 

it—this form of learning still warrants examination. Instead of taking informal learning at face value, 

workplace learning and performance professionals are looking at ways it can be improved, facilitated, and 

structured. Making informal learning an actual component of an organization’s learning strategy further 

establishes the format as a genuine approach to learning, and recognizes that its value can complement 

pre-existing learning programs. Thus, a common theme you’ll find in much of the literature surrounding 

informal learning—including the pieces in this collection—is the idea of a blended learning strategy. 

Incorporating informal learning approaches within workplace learning and building them around formal 

training programs enhances the strength of the overarching learning strategy. 

Included here are several book chapters, T+D articles, and Infolines that address the subject of informal 

learning, and how it can benefit workplace learning and performance. Offered here are the first few 

chapters from Informal Learning Basics, which introduces the topic and also provides some historical 

context to this approach. Many of the excerpts in this collection address the growing presence of 

technology in workplace learning, and how it can be used to leverage informal learning and maximize 

results. The New Social Learning, and its accompanying Infoline, address how to use social media 

platforms to encourage and support learning. Several articles and an Infoline also focus on some of the 

more ‘formal’ aspects of informal learning, such as design, learning transfer, and measurement. With the 

inclusion of ASTD bestsellers such as Telling Ain’t Training, ASTD Handbook for Workplace Learning 

Professionals, and The New Social Learning, this collection will prove to be a valuable addition to any 

training professional’s library. 

Learning methods and strategies are constantly evolving, and as the role of technology continues to grow 

within the training world, it becomes more essential to stay on top of the newest trends in the industry. As 

a training professional, you can count on ASTD for up-to-date content on the best practices for ensuring 

that the learning function is contributing to your organization’s success and positively influencing the on-

the-job behavior of all employees. For more information on informal learning—or any other topic—

please visit ASTD’s website at www.store.astd.org, where you can also purchase the complete copies of 

any of the books and Infolines highlighted here. 

http://www.store.astd.org/


INTRODUCTION 

Informal learning reflects the way people naturally learn from one another and how they use the tools at 

their disposal to find answers for themselves. Because of its inherent nature, informal learning has always 

been a part of workplace learning and development. As learning professionals and organizational leaders 

embrace alternative learning methods, informal learning has become an established facet of 

organizational learning strategies—one that can be designed, measured, and even structured. This 

collection of book chapters, articles, and Infolines discusses a variety of ways in which informal learning 

adds value to an organization’s training programs and learning strategies. 

T+D Magazine, “Designing Learning for a 21
st
 Century Workforce” 

This collection opens with a brief introduction to informal learning in the context of its design. In this 

T+D article, Nick van Dam introduces a learning framework that blends formal and informal learning, 

and further breaks down informal learning into three approaches: career-driven learning, on-demand 

learning, and social learning. This article also emphasizes the importance of learning design—pointing 

out that it is the quality of the design, rather than the delivery method, that is the most important factor in 

knowledge retention. The process presented in this article creates a blended learning experience, mixing 

“learning strategies, methods, media, and delivery modalities that support the learning objectives and 

maximize the efficiencies and effectiveness of the learning.” 

Infoline, “Designing for Informal Learning” 

Many organizations are seeing the benefits of integrating informal learning into their formal classroom-

based training. Yet the definition of informal learning as being unscheduled and unofficial often leads to 

it seeming disorganized or unprofessional. In this Infoline, Bruno Neal and Linda Hainlen explain that 

informal learning can still be designed and developed, and successfully embedded into your 

organizational culture. The approach of this Infoline is to take the concepts of formal learning that 

training designers and developers are already familiar with—such as ADDIE—and apply these concepts 

to informal learning solutions. Also addressing the challenges informal learning can present—particularly 

the idea of planning for it to occur—this issue provides a valuable overview for anyone who has 

considered implementing more informal learning but thought, “Where do I begin?” 

Informal Learning Basics 

Saul Carliner explores the basics to informal learning in his book. The definition of informal learning in 

this book refers to informal learning as situations in which some combination of the process, location, 

purpose, and content of instruction are determined by the employee, who may or may not be conscious 

that an instructional event occurred. This view of informal learning encompasses highly structured on-the-

job training activities as well as the impromptu actions that some people take to advance their careers.  

In this collection we offer the first three chapters to introduce informal learning, explore how people learn 

informally, and how to use both formal and informal learning in the workplace. Chapter 1 explains what 

is and what isn’t considered informal learning, places what is currently known of as informal learning into 

a history of alternatives to classroom learning, and explains what is igniting the current interest in this 

new trend. Chapter 2 outlines the nine principles of informal learning, which provide a framework for 

applying informal learning to a variety of circumstances and challenges. Chapter 3 addresses the question: 

When and how can you apply informal learning? Despite the popularity of this trend, it is important to 



remember the needs of the learners, and when in their careers they will most benefit from this form of 

learning. Knowing how and when to combine formal and informal learning will ensure the learners’ needs 

are met.  

Telling Ain’t Training, 2
nd

 Edition 

Written in the same conversational and reader-friendly style as the first edition, this updated version 

makes the best principles of training available for new and experienced practitioners and confirms why 

certain things work (or don’t). At this point in our collection, we dive deeper into the ways in which 

technology plays a role in informal learning. One of the updates to the bestselling Telling Ain’t Training 

was to add information on incorporating technology in the training process. Harold D. Stolovitch and 

Erica J. Keeps collaborated with Marc J. Rosenberg to contribute chapters on this subject. The chapter 

presented here, “Learning With Technology: Making It Work,” explores common myths associated with 

technology and learning, how to launch into online learning and blend it effectively, and introduces the 

future of training in Web 2.0. This chapter presents 10 tips to developing successful online learning from 

the start and seven design questions to help you make the decision if the online approach is appropriate 

for your needs. Rosenberg concludes his chapter with a discussion of Web 2.0 and the ways in which it 

creates great opportunities for informal learning.  

ASTD Handbook for Workplace Learning Professionals 

With more than 60 contributors, this Handbook brings together many of the best practitioners in the field 

to summarize the broad field of workplace learning and performance. It serves as a standard reference 

guide for definitive answers, as well as a source of practical ideas. Both of the chapters here discuss 

delivering technology-enabled learning; but instead of focusing solely of advocating for one particular 

method of technology, the ideas presented in these chapters are more about expanding the boundaries of 

learning, and using technology as a tool to do so. 

In “Performance Support: Anytime, Anyplace, Including the Classroom,” Allison Rossett explores the 

possibilities for learning “when the walls of the classroom are permeable and the voices of experts and 

instructors are projected.” The chapter opens with the distinction between knowledge and information, 

pointing that both are valuable and both can benefit from instant accessibility. Rossett takes the idea of 

on-demand learning a step further by examining the ideal circumstances for on-demand resources and 

also acknowledging that there are sometimes situations in which instant performance support should be 

avoided. 

Marc J. Rosenberg explores the benefits of technology within a collaborative learning environment in 

“Learning Meets Web 2.0: Collaborative Learning.” He advocates taking advantage of emerging Web 2.0 

technologies to enhance learning in the workplace. The pace of changing information combined with the 

demands of modern-day work create an environment that demands fast, up-to-date knowledge and 

deployment. This chapter highlights the benefits of combining these technology tools with the valuable 

resource of common knowledge among fellow employees. For collaboration in the workplace to be 

successful, the goal is to enhance connectivity among people so they can share knowledge and improve 

individual and organizational learning and performance. This chapter outlines a variety of tools that Web 

2.0 has introduced to improve such collaboration, such as communities of practice, and also addresses the 

challenges WLP professionals face when trying to adopt “learning 2.0.” Regardless of the degree to 

which your organization has embraced Web 2.0 technologies, the techniques and challenges presented 



here may help you overcome some challenges you’ve encountered, or encourage you to further explore 

the ways in which technology can improve organizational performance. Rosenberg sums up the transition 

from scheduled training programs toward the resource approach of learning 2.0 as the change “from the 

classroom to the library.” Consider this chapter as a new addition to your own library. 

T+D Magazine, “Informal Learning Transfer” 

Two more articles from T+D magazine follow this discussion of technology in training, and both relate to 

some of the challenges that can emerge from informal learning: the transfer of knowledge and the 

measurement of these training programs. “Informal Learning Transfer” dates back to 2007; however, the 

ideas presented here are still valuable for many organizations that are starting to embrace some 

collaborative, Web 2.0 technologies, while facing the constant changes within their workforce 

demographic. This article discusses how many organizations are looking to communities of practice to 

assist in the transfer of informal learning, as well as leveraging workplace trends through collective 

intelligence. 

T+D Magazine, “Measuring the Effectiveness of Informal Learning Methodologies” 

Because the basis of informal learning is that it is self-directed, the task of measuring such efforts seems 

daunting—if not impossible—to organizations trying to support this learning method. This article tackles 

that challenge by shifting perspective; instead of focusing on the content of informal learning, think about 

the types of informal learning deployed. By creating a structure and grouping the types of informal 

learning, measurement becomes possible, but still not easy. The recommendation here is to consider two 

factors when attempting to measure informal learning: the learning platform and timing. By shifting 

focus, exploring what exactly should be measured, and promoting a comprehensive approach to 

evaluation, measuring informal learning is possible. 

Infoline, “Social Learning for Learning Professionals” 

Branching off the discussion of technology and the challenges of informal learning, we explore 

specifically the role of social media and “social learning.” Drawing from the ideas and discussion 

presented in the book, The New Social Learning (Bingham and Conner, 2010), this Infoline defines what 

social learning is (and is not) and explores the trends and technologies associated with social learning. In 

addition, this Infoline offers suggestions for dealing with some common obstacles and criticism 

associated with using social media in the workplace. Complemented by several real-life case studies, this 

issue offers an introduction to social media and leveraging various technologies to implement social 

learning in your organization. 

The New Social Learning 

The preceding Infoline provides the introduction for the discussion of social media and social learning in 

the workplace. Tony Bingham and Marcia Conner present ways in which organizations all over the world 

are using social media to collaborate and learn. They state in their introduction, “Our inherent drive to 

learn together can be facilitated through emerging technologies that extend, widen, and deepen our 

reach.” This inherent drive forms the basis for the argument as to why social learning works—by uniting 

people with shared interests without the boundaries of time and location, social media “has the potential 

to transform the workplace into an environment where learning is as natural as it is powerful.” 

Each chapter of this book focuses on one social media category and its application. In this collection we 

offer chapter 2, which discusses online communities, and chapter 3, which discusses the use of video to 



share stories and experiences in the workplace. Within each chapter you’ll find a discussion of the 

challenges these emerging practices can help you overcome, while you also face the criticism that often 

comes with change. Supporting the recommendations of these ideas are real-life case studies that show 

how businesses are using these methods and technologies now—with success. 

T+D Magazine, “The Yin and Yang of Formal + Informal Learning” 

This article revolves around the idea that “at the heart of informal learning is the freedom to choose,” 

while also exploring the responsibility and implications of these choices. We close our collection with 

this article, which discusses what is best for the individual and the enterprise and how the blend of formal 

and informal learning factors into these differences of priority and expectation. When designing an 

approach to training using both formal and informal methods, the organization must remember who and 

what each individual—and the organization itself—are accountable to.   

 




