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Introduction
Our recent evaluation of the learning
technology market has been interesting,
to say the least. What started out
as a mission to update technology
categories quickly escalated as we
came to realize the extent of the
changes and confusion in the market.
As you may expect from the title of this report, it’s
chaos out there. And we get the sense that neither
learning leaders, nor the learning tech providers
themselves, quite know how make sense of the
market.

We get the sense that neither
learning leaders, nor learning tech
providers, quite know how to make
sense of the market.
What’s changed? Two things, really. First,
organizations, and specifically L&D functions,
are finally viewing employee development more
holistically. They are thinking more continuous, less
discrete, more integrated, less disrupted, and more
self-guided, less dictated. Learning leaders are
dissatisfied with their current offerings and have
gone in search for replacements, and learning tech
providers are answering the call.
Second, technological capability and access to

capital has drastically increased the number of
point solutions in the marketplace. Data, analytics, AI,
and machine learning are being used to automate

processes and provide much more personalized
development experiences than have previously
existed, and investors are jumping on board. In fact,
in 2017, venture funding reached a new record at
$9.5B dollars.1
These changes offer big opportunities for both
learning tech providers and organizations. Learning
tech providers are positioned to take advantage
of wide open, previously unexplored spaces in the
market. Learning leaders have more options than
ever before - and options that allow them to do
things they haven’t been able to do before.
With this report, we aim to provide a little clarity to
the learning technology space. Our hope is that it
will be useful to learning leaders making technology
decisions, and to learning technology vendors to
better understand their marketplace. Specifically,
we’ll cover:

•
•
•
•
•

General trends in learning technology
Overview of the learning technology market
Learning technology providers
A framework for understanding the learning
technology space
Tips for choosing learning technology

Interactive Landscape Tool
In addition to this overview, we have created a
Learning Technology Landscape tool. In its first
iteration, it provides a view of learning technology as
it aligns with our Employee Development Framework
(explained in this report)
If you’d like to skip the background and go straight to
the tool, you can access it here.
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General Trends in Learning Tech
We considered over 100 technology
vendors in this study. In general, we’re
impressed with the direction of the
market. In this section, we highlight 5
high-level trends.

1. Experience is more broadly
defined.
Experience is a big deal right now. Sierra-Cedar’s
Annual HR Systems Survey2 data indicated that the
number one reason learning leaders are considering
changing their LMS was user experience. Naturally,
learning tech providers are paying attention.
In learning tech parlance, the term “experience”
has traditionally been used to describe a tool’s user
interface.
However, we are heartened to see learning tech
providers define “experience” much more broadly.
“Experience” now goes beyond the basic finding and
consumption of content and knowledge. This was
evidenced by the number of solutions we found that
address more abstract and nontraditional parts of
employee development.
This finding was so striking, in fact, that it encouraged
us to rethink how employee development is defined,
as you’ll see later in this report.

2. Performance, career, and
learning are converging.
It is rare anymore that we talk to leaders who are
only concerned with learning. In most cases, leaders

are addressing performance, learning, and career
together.
Finally. We believe that organizations that focus on
all three of these human capital areas have more
holistic and effective solutions because, as it turns
out, it is difficult to develop employees if you don’t
understand where they are and where they want to
go.
This is also apparent in the learning technology
space. Talent management platforms have included
functionalities to enable these three areas for some
years; however, we’re now seeing tighter integration
and better data to help make the experience more
seamless.
Performance and career capabilities are also being
built (or acquired, in some cases) by learning tech
providers that have traditionally only focused on
learning. And we’re also seeing technology providers
with solutions for performance and career dip their
toes into the learning space.

3. It’s all about the data.
Learning & Development has always been behind
when it comes to analytics. Traditionally, the focus
has been on learning metrics - metrics that help the
L&D function become more efficient. However, in the
new learning tech landscape, data is playing a much
bigger role in three ways:.
First, more is being generated. A significant number
of learning tech providers indicate that they offer
some sort of analytics functionality. This goes
beyond the platforms; even point solutions are
paying attention to reports and dashboards in ways
that can help learning leaders make better decisions
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about investment. Providers are also making it easier
to get the data out of their systems for use in other
systems.
Secondly, more is being ingested. Solutions have
the ability to access data pools in other parts of
the organization in to provide more personalized
solutions, and to help leanring leaders make better
decisions in concert with broader organizational
goals.
Finally, data is being used in feedback loops.
Solutions are ingesting data, not just to help
organizations draw correlations, but to provide
personalized feeds and dashboards to individual
learners in a way that helps them personally make
better decisions.

past latent email data, and using natural language
processing and sentiment analysis, help you
determine who on your team is engaged and who
isn’t.
Why bring them up in a report about learning
technology? It’s what they do with the data. Their
offering sits on top of the email client (or Slack) and
helps managers improve their communications
as they’re writing the email. They indicate who
is engaged and who isn’t, and provide hints on
communicating with employees in ways that will
increase engagement.
Enablement tools have the ability to make data
and instruction deeply personal and meaningful,
delivering it at the point of need, and never taking
someone out of the job in order to do it. We think we’ll
be seeing a lot more of this in the future.

4. Enablement is becoming a
thing.
5. Vendors are serving other
To this point, philosophies on learning technology
vendors.
have fallen roughly into two camps: those that
wanted to be the “front door” or “one-stop-shop”
for employee development, and those that have
focused on making learning “fit” in between work
(think microlearning).

However, we’re seeing a new breed of tech provider
that is neither of those; instead, they aim to take the
learning (or guidance, or coaching, etc.) directly to
the work.
These tech providers are integrating with business
tools (email, dashboards, calendars, etc.) to use
their functionality and their data exhaust to provide
uniquely personalized and timely feedback to
employees in the course of their work.
A quick example: If you ask them, Cultivate will tell
you that they’re an engagement tool. They look at

Finally, vendors are starting to provide services to
other vendors. While this group is still quite small,
these vendors integrate with and white label
functionality that larger vendors do not have.
A good example of this is Anders Pink - a great little
curation technology. While they will sell directly to
organizations, they actively going after an integration
strategy, enabling tech vendors who lack the
functionality and could benefit from it.
These are just a few of the trends (the ones we dare
mention). It’s an exciting time to be in the learning
tech space. We’re impressed with the innovation
we’re seeing and we’re excited to see where it goes.
Let’s look at the market in a little more detail.
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The Learning Technology Market
What we originally thought would be a fairly
straightforward task ended up being an in-depth
philosophical exercise on the challenges with the
current processes for classifying and purchasing
technology.

We say “to date” because we know we have not
found them all and are continually adding new
learning tech providers.
We say “to date” because we know we have not
found them all and are continually adding new
learning tech providers.

Lots of learning tech
providers

Image 1 illustrates the growth of the L&D tech market,
over the last 40+ years. As you may expect, using
technology for learning became a thing about the
time using technology for business became a thing.
It picked up significantly in about 2009, and there are
no signs that it will be slowing down. (Image 1 shows
a leveling off in about 2015; however, this is not a
drop off in growth. Rather it indicates the time it takes
between when a company is formed and when it
shows up in the market.)

One of the challenges in classifying learning
technology is the sheer number of learning tech
providers, particularly in recent years. What used to
be a simple decision – “which LMS should I buy” –
has gotten significantly more complicated as more
learning tech providers enter the market. To date,
we’ve located 117.

Image 1: Learning technology companies founded by year.
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Lots of functionality
Our exploration of the learning technology space
led to the identification of 28 separate functionalities
- or 28 different ways learning tech providers are
going to market. These functionalities range from the
traditional to the cutting edge. We’ve listed them out
in Image 2.
Using more granular categories instead of large,
general classifications to make sense of the learning
technology market is a departure from previous
frameworks (even the ones we created). But it offers
some benefits to both learning tech providers selling
solutions and learning leaders buying solutions.

Benefits for Learning Tech Providers
Currently, learning tech providers find themselves
trying to define what they offer using broad
categories (see here and here) that do little to help
learning leaders understand the offering. What’s
more, as new entrants hit the market and as existing
learning tech providers continue to innovate, many
find themselves fitting into more than one box.

In fact, in interviewing learning tech providers, we
found several that were redefining what they were
doing by inventing new classifications - a difficult
move in an already crowded market.

Just less than half of the providers
we gathered data from indicated
that they were a Learning Experience
Platform (LXP)
Additionally, just less than half of the providers
we collected data from indicated that they were
Learning Experience Platforms or LXPs. This was
interesting, given the diversity of functionalities these
providers offer. Just a few years ago, they would
have defined themselves as mentoring software,
traditional LMSes, content aggregators, or content
creation.
This tells us that there is lots of confusion in the
space, and that large categories aren’t working
particularly well. More categories allows learning

Image 2: The 28 functionalities that learning tech providers take to market.
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tech vendors freedom from explaining themselves as
just one thing.

Benefits for Learning Leaders
Likewise, as learning leaders become more
educated and discerning when it comes to choosing
technology, many are moving past a large platform
play every 10 years, and are instead are assembling
several more flexible technology solutions that can
provide agility and that align better to their culture
and organization needs.
More granularity in how we describe learning tech
provider offerings helps learning leaders choose
complementary, not repetitive technologies.
A quick illustration: 5 years ago, we all knew what was
meant by the term LMS. However, in recent years,
LMSes have innovated their experience and their

functionalities. This makes comparing them based
on the category “LMS” a bit like comparing apples to
oranges.
Instead, they have choices. Image 3 shows how
many learning tech providers offer each of the 28
functionalities we identified.
For example, over half of the 117 vendors for which
we have information have identified themselves
as having assessment capability. While very few
learning tech providers would identify themselves
as “assessment providers,” they still claim the
functionality as a part of their offering.
Using more granularity in talking about learning
technologies provides more insights into how
learning tech providers can meet organizational
needs, and how technologies can be combined to
create a viable learning technology stack.

Image 3: Number of learning technology provider offering each functionality.
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Image 3 is interesting for other reasons as well. It
gives us a sense for the popularity of functionalities
in the marketplace. We can see that assessment,
content creation, collaborative learning, and the LMS
are the top 4 offerings - as we would likely expect
them to be.

Many of these smaller providers emphasize the ease
of use, implementation, and integration with other
systems. These providers see themselves as just one
part of a larger learning technology landscape.

But we can also see functionalities that are just
entering the market (or are making a resurgence
because the technology now makes it less
cost-prohibitive), such as enablement, project
marketplaces, expertise directories, and AR/VR.

53% of providers offer fewer than 5
functionalities, indicating that most
solutions in the market tend to be
point solutions.

Lots of point solutions

Overall, we’ve been impressed with the innovation
coming out of the smaller vendors or startups. Many
have identified real needs based on their time in the
corporate world and have set about to provide a
solution.

It is also interesting to look at the number of
functionalities that learning tech providers offer. We
have only come across 5 providers who insist that
they just do one thing; most combine functionalities
in their solutions. Learning tech providers offer an
average of 6.3 functionalities (see Image 4).
Looking further into the data gives us a sense of the
makeup of the market. For example, 53% of providers
offer fewer than 5 functionalities, indicating that
most of the solutions in the market tend to be point
solutions that solve specific challenges.

As integration continues to get easier (one provider
told us it was becoming a commodity), we predict
the trend toward a network of smaller point
solutions will continue. This type of strategy offers
organizations nimbleness - the ability to experiment
with and switch out providers in the tech ecosystem
that aren’t resonating with employees.

Image 4: Number of learning tech providers by number of functionalities they offer.
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The Learning Tech Providers
An even semi-exhaustive mapping of
the learning technology market, would
require more than just two dimensions.
Data associated with 117 (and counting)
learning tech providers does not fit
neatly on an 8 ½ X 11 piece of paper.
Additionally, since the market is constantly changing,
we are certain that as soon as we fit all vendors into
neat boxes, something would happen to make it
outdated.
Hence, we made the decision to put the Learning
Technology Landscape into an online tool that can

be easily updated and added to as the market
changes. Our Learning Technology Landscape Tool
(v. 1.0) provides information on all learning tech
providers for which we currently have data. From this
tool, you can:

•
•
•

Mouse over functionality categories to get a
high-level definition
Click on a functionality category to see which
learning tech providers offer solutions in that
space
Search for or click on a learning tech provider
to highlight the functionalities they offer on
the graphic, while reading more about the
company in the pane to the right.

Image 5: Learning Technology Landscape Tool
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The flexibility of an online tool also allows us to
continue to make this tool more useful. As we
mentioned, this is version 1.0. Future versions will
include more insights and measurements for each
provider.
If you have suggestions on how to make it better (or
if information is incorrect or if it doesn’t work the way
it should…) please click on the “suggestion box” link
and tell us about it.

The Others
We would be doing both learning leaders and
learning tech providers a disservice if we didn’t at
least mention players in the learning technology
space that are not traditional learning technology
providers.
In the last year or so, we have seen several of the
larger technology companies dip their toes (and
sometimes throw themselves completely) into
human capital areas. For example:

•

•
•
•

Amazon is looking at building a corporate
training service that makes it easier to provide
and track learning.
Facebook has launched “Workplace” to
encourage employees to share.
Slack’s open API integrates broadly. Learning
tech vendors make use of this to deliver
learning and information to employees where
they work.

While we’re probably at the beginning of this
movement, we’re seeing these tech companies
leverage their data to develop people.
Latent data - or data collected from individuals
using their tools - such as email, cloud storage, and
calendar, provides rich and useful information that
can be used to personalize information and insights
that help people do their jobs better - all within the
context of their work.

Microsoft has recently purchased LinkedIn,
and with that, Lynda.com, and their recent
purchase of Glint, all of which enable
employee development and human capital
management

Learning Technology Landscape
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A new framework for
Employee Development
The complexity of the learning
technology market prompted us to not
only rethink how learning technology
is chosen, but the purpose it being
purchased in the first place.

organizations should pay attention to when defining
employee development, and an additional two areas
specific to the L&D function and its administration.
This framework can be seen in Image 6.

As organizations move toward more of an ‘always
on’, personalized, learning in the flow of work mindset,
many of the old ways of thinking about and choosing
technologies are outdated.

As we mentioned, there are 6 aspects of employee
development that focus on providing a holistic and
complete employee development experience.

Any technology decision should begin with a larger
discussion about what outcomes the organization
is expecting, and what aspect of development
the solution will enable. It often helps to start
with a broad question: “What does it mean to be
‘developed’ in our organization?”
More evolved organizations are paying a lot of
attention to aligning the environments of their
organizations so that learning happens as a matter
of course. This requires them to understand all
aspects of employee development (hint: it goes
waaaaay beyond courses).

Aspects of Experience

Ideally, organizations should understand what
they are doing in each of these areas to enable
employee development. While this discussion should
go beyond technology choices, these areas provide
a solid framework for analyzing what role your
technologies do play (and should play) in executing
your employee development strategy.
These 6 areas include:

As we have compiled data from this, and other
studies this year, we have identified 6 areas that

•

PLAN: Defines how we encourage and enable
our employees to plan their careers – in
our company and outside our company (in
some cases). Planning includes careers, skills
gap analyses, and other things that will help
employees get where they’re going.

Image 6: A new Employee Development Framework.
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•
•
•
•
•

DISCOVER. Defines how organizations enable
their employees to find the types of content
and opportunities that will take them in the
direction they’d like to go in their careers
CONSUME: Defines how organizations enable
their people to access and consume content
EXPERIMENT: Defines how organizations provide
opportunities for practice of new skills and
knowledge – both on and off the job
CONNECT: Defines how organizations enable
people to connect with each other and learn
from each other – again, inside and outside of
the organization
PERFORM: Defines how organizations enable
their employees to perform better on the job
and learn while doing it.

They include:

•
•

MANAGE & CREATE: defines how organizations
create content and manage the overall
learning experience, including tracking, etc.
ANALYZE: defines how organizations analyze
factors pertaining to employee development
to determine how well they align to and
support overall business goals

We’ll be writing more about these 8 areas in future
months, as they are applicable widely. For this
report, however, we’re interested in the technology
that enables these different aspects of employee
development. When we look at the 28 functionalities
that were introduced earlier and categorize them by
these 8 aspects of employee development, it results
in Image 7.

Aspects of Administration
In addition to the 6 items that enable employee
development from an experience standpoint, we
have identified 2 additional aspects that describe
the administration of employee development (L&D
veterans understand that while these areas may not
be sexy, if you don’t get them right, nothing else really
matters.)

We discuss each of these areas and the
functionalities that align to them in the following
sections. We’ll take them in the order shown below.
A note: throughout the following sections, we provide
examples of learning technology vendors to illustrate
the functionalities discussed. To see all vendors,
please see the Learning Technology Landscape tool
at www.redthreadresearch.com.

Image 7: How tech functionalities align with the new Employee Development Framework.
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Plan
The PLAN aspect of employee development
encompasses those tasks associated with identifying
the general career direction, preferences, and skills
of employees.
As it turns out, it is difficult to develop employees
without first understanding where they would like to
go in their career, what skills they have and would like
to develop, what skills the organization needs them
to develop, and what options are available to them.
To this point, the functionalities associated with
PLAN have been split - some residing with traditional
learning tech (assessment, for example) and some
residing with Talent Management - often a part of
workforce planning (career pathing, for example).
However, as org leaders begin to address career
planning, learning, and performance as one

continuous conversation, tech providers are
configuring offerings to help them execute.
HCM platform providers have offered both career
planning or pathing and learning modules for
some years. However, lately, there is greater focus
on making them integrate more fully so that data
gathered in one informs actions in the other providing a more personalized experience for the
individual and better insights for the organization.
We’re also seeing learning tech providers that
have been solely focused on “learning” (LMS)
begin to branch into career, skills, and assessment
functionalities to complement learning.
Three functionalities fall under the PLAN aspect of
employee development. These are outlined in Image
8 below.

Image 8: Technologies enabling PLAN.
Career Pathing /
Planning

Career pathing functionality enables employees to understand their career
options - generally within organizations. Functionality often also includes
information on skills and knowledge needed for future roles and potential
next steps. This functionality is also useful in helping organizations understand
potential plans of its employees and can help with workforce planning.
Examples: Fuel50, Bridge

Skills Tracking

Skills tracking functionality tracks employees’ skills and in some cases,
employees’ proficiency in skills. How this is done, and to what extent, varies
greatly by vendor. Some offer the option of self-identifying skills while other offer
verification, certification, and sometimes credentials.
Examples: Degreed, Kahuna, Balloonr, Adepto

Assessment

Assessments used to measure knowledge, aptitude, skills, and often, potential.
Assessments are not to be confused with evaluations, which are used to help
organizations improve the learning experience.
More than 50% of the vendors we have information on provide some type of
assessment. Assessment can range from multiple-choice tests to on-the-job
verification and is generally not a point solution. Therefore, no examples.

Learning Technology Landscape
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Discover
It is no longer the case that organizations have
control over all information and learning content
their employees use for development.

Indeed, this has been a big conversation in
the L&D community in recent years: curation,
recommendation, and content.

Much of L&D’s role has shifted in recent years
from creating and providing content to helping
employees discover what they need in order to
continuously develop.

We have identified 3 functionalities associated
with DISCOVER. These functionalities are utilizing AI,
machine learning, and other technological advances
to find the right content and/or experiences for
employee development. Those 3 functionalities are
discussed below in Image 8.

Image 8: Technologies enabling DISCOVER.
External Content
Curation

External content curation functionality allows organizations to curate external
content and package it for learning purposes. Information and content
is ubiquitous and often free. More organizations are taking advantage of
this content by finding ways to curate the Internet using natural language
processing, algorithms, and machine learning. What’s more, many providers
are offering knowledge management tools to help organizations understand,
organize, and share information internally.
Examples: Anders Pink, Filtered, Curatr

Adaptive Learning

Adaptive learning uses technology to provide personalized learning paths, based
on their strengths, weaknesses, goals and engagement patterns.
While adaptive learning has been around for a while, the next generation is afoot.
Learning tech providers are using AI to go beyond simple courseware branching.
In fact, some are using it to understand how secure employees are in their
knowledge and what other characteristics are demonstrated during the learning
process (grit, growth mindset, etc.). Most adaptive learning providers still focus
on courses and what happens during the course; however, we think it’s only a
matter of time before it will be integrated into work processes as well.
Examples: Area 9 Lyceum, Fulcrum Labs

Recommendation

Recommendation engines utilize machine learning, company information, and
ratings and rankings to serve up the most applicable and relevant content
to employees. Integrated into most LMSes, LXPs, and several other types of
technology, this functionality is generally described (over our very strong
objection) as a key component to offering a “Nextflix” or “Amazon” learning
experience.
This is generally not a point solution and is most often integrated with other
functionality.
Learning Technology Landscape
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Consume
The CONSUME aspect of employee development
encompasses all ways that organizations provide for
employees to consume content and learning.
CONSUME functionalities have largely been the focus
of learning and development for the past 20 years
by organization leaders and learning tech providers
alike.

Technologies that fall into this category are often
the “face” of learning for the organization, and are
therefore associated with learning experience. Given
the importance of learning experience in recent
years, CONSUME functionalities have seen major
growth in the past few years.
To date, we have identified 6 different CONSUME
functionalities, as outlined in Image 9.

Image 9: Technologies enabling CONSUME.
MOOC / Cohort

MOOC stands for Massive Open Online Course, and is, just as the name
suggests, an online course open to the masses. MOOC providers take content,
usually created for academia and formats it for large, online audiences.
Cohort functionality mirrors MOOCs in that it allows individuals to participate in
asynchronous learning as a part of a larger group or cohort.
Many organizations leverage MOOC or Cohort functionality to provide more
flexible learning; instead of taking 3 days out for a workshop, employees can
participate remotely, when it suits them, while still interacting with and learning
from others studying the same subjects.
Examples of MOOCs: Udemy, Coursera, edX
Examples of Cohort software: Intrepid, NovoEd

LXP
(Learning Experience
Platform)

While our recent look at the learning tech marketplace showed that vendors of all
shapes, sizes and capabilities classified themselves as LXP/LEPs, we will default to
the definition provided by Josh Bersin in this blog, given that he coined the phrase:
A learning experience platform is a platform focused on providing a highly
personalized “Netflix” type experience for employees.
That said, because it is a widely used term with no agreed-upon definition, we
encourage learning leaders to ask many, many questions when buying from a
learning tech vendor who claims to be a LXP.
Examples: Degreed, Edcast, Fuse Universal, Cornerstone

Gamification

Gamification functionality utilizes elements typical in game-playing, such as point
accumulation, competition, badging, and others. Gamification is generally used
as a learning engagement tool. In some instances, gamification and simulation
are seen as synonymous.
Examples: Kahoot!, Games for Business
Learning Technology Landscape
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Video Library

Video library functionality provides a hosted repository for video clips used for
learning. Searching, sorting, hosting, and video players are common functions.
Video libraries can be stand-alone performance support tools, or can be
integrated into other technologies and courses as needed.
Examples: Panopto, Arc

Content Library

Content libraries provide a hosted repository for learning content in many forms,
including courses, videos, podcasts, performance support tools, graphics, and
others. Content libraries often integrate with LMSes and other platforms and are
used to augment company-created learning.
Examples: Harvard Business Publishing, BizLibrary, Skillsoft, MindTools

Microlearning

Microlearning is learning that takes the form of small learning “bites” that occur

in relatively short periods of time. Microlearning has been known by many names
(nano-learning, bite-sized learning, snackable, etc.) but basically breaks down
larger concepts into their components and feeds them to employees as needed
or desired.
Microlearning platforms have sprung up in the past decade. Several of these
platforms focus on teaching discrete skills that can tie back to measurable
results.
Examples: Axonify, Grovo

Learning Technology Landscape
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Experiment
The EXPERIMENT aspect of employee development
is most likely one of the scariest for L&D functions
because throughout history, their job has focused on
mitigating risk and helping employees avoid failure.
However, recent research shows that organizations
that focus on encouraging risk-taking and learning
from failures report being better at innovation and
building a culture of curiosity. 3

Given that, organizations are beginning to pay
more attention to the EXPERIMENT aspect of
employee development – providing opportunities
for employees to ‘fail safe’ or ‘try out’ new knowledge
and skills. Several technologies are emerging to
enable this experimentation, as shown in Image 10.

Image 10: Technologies enabling EXPERIMENT.
AR/VR

Augmented reality superimposes computer-generated views on a real-world
view and gives users a composite view. Virtual reality creates a computergenerated view.

These technologies are being leveraged for learning and skill building, particularly
in cases where real-world practice could be damaging to individual or company,
such as flying airplanes, working on an oil rig, combat, and active shooting
scenarios.
These technologies are also being leveraged to build skills that are not lifethreatening (although they may feel like it) but require practice in order to get
them right, such as public speaking or diversity and inclusion training.
Examples: Mursion, STRIVR, Trivantis Cenario
Video Practice

Video practice functionality allows employees to record themselves completing
certain tasks or demonstrating certain skills, and receive asynchronous feedback
from peers, managers, and subject-matter experts.
Examples: Practice, Rehearsal, OnQ

Project Marketplaces

Project marketplaces or exchanges are online job boards of sorts. Managers
and project leads can post projects, time needed, skills required, and possible
skills that can be developed. Employees can sign up for projects, complete the
projects, and receive structured feedback on their performance.
Examples: Fuel50, Workday, Pageup
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Connect
Employees do not learn in a bubble. Skill
development and knowledge acquisition are often
the result of collaboration.

Connections foster better flow of information and
communication, and ultimately make organizations
more responsive to the market.4

This is not new news; in fact, before Corporate
America got its hands on people development,
much of learning and development happened
through a combination of mentoring, apprenticeship,
and feedback on the job.

Functionality in the learning technology space aim
to connect humans to each other more easily.
Organizations are getting better at understanding
and cataloging what strengths and capabilities their
employees have. The functionalities in CONNECT
(shown in Figure 11) help to share and develop those
strengths and capabilities.

And while technology has come to play a larger
part in how we formally learn and grow, much of our
development still occurs the old fashioned way: by
connecting with other humans.

Image 11: Functionalities enabling CONNECT.
Mentoring & Coaching

Mentoring and coaching functionalities focus on both connecting possible
mentors with employees seeking feedback and on providing a platform that
facilitates that relationship. These tools can either rely on an internal pool of
mentors or provide a broader base of mentors from outside the organization.
More of these tools are taking advantage of data pools in the organization, AI,
and machine learning to make more intelligent matches between mentors and
mentees.
Many performance management software providers are building mentoring and
coaching functionality into their systems for a more seamless approach and a
way to encourage continuous development and performance improvement.
Examples: Chronus, River, Everwise

Collaborative Learning Collaborative learning is a term that is broadly used in learning tech marketing
literature. Collaborative learning is a bit of a catch-all phrase that can describe
chat and sharing tools, cohort-type learning, etc.
Examples: Nomadic, NovoEd, Intrepid
Expertise Directories

Expertise directories identify key experts with crucial knowledge and skills within an
organization and provide it to employees so that they can learn from each other.
Expertise directories are gaining popularity as organizations get a better handle
on the skills their employees have. They help in skill transfer, team formation, and
locating subject-matter experts for specific projects.
Examples: Docebo, Adepto, Zoomi
Learning Technology Landscape
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Perform
The PERFORM aspect of employee development hints
at something we have been saying for a few years
now: learning is truly becoming a part of the work.

We’re also seeing smaller, more traditional learning
tools build aspects of performance tracking into their
offering.

We mentioned earlier that organizations are viewing
the career planning, learning, and performance
as one continuous conversation, and we see it
happening in the technology as well.

Additionally, we’re seeing more technologies that
provide seamless virtual coaching on the job to help
employees learn while at the same time make the
work better.

Some of the larger players now offer ways for
managers and employees to have continuous,
ongoing discussions about performance and
development, rather than semi-annual discussions
about performance.

Technologies enabling performance make learning
a part of the work itself and remove the boundaries
between the two. Functionalities for PERFORM are
shown in Image 12.

Image 12: Functionalities enabling PERFORM.
Performance Tracking

Performance tracking functionality provides a platform for rating employees,
identifying high performers, providing feedback, and cataloging goals. Old school
functionality encourages mid-year and end-year reviews and discussions. Newer
functionality also provides a platform for ongoing performance and development
discussions, reminders, and recording of developmental assignments and
accomplishments.
Examples: Bridge, Saba, Cornerstone, Workday

Certifications

Certifications are making a comeback and appear in many forms – the simplest
version being the ability to track professional certifications to ensure that they
are current. More involved technologies enable micro credentials and degrees,
badging, etc.
Examples: Kahuna, TalentGuard

Enablement

Enablement is the newest category of learning technology. They are recognized
by their ability to be highly personalized, non-intrusive and useful in helping
employees do their work better while learning at the same time.
Enablement tools generally integrate with or work in tandem with tools commonly
used for work. They take advantage of latent data to offer personalized
feedback and guidance to the individual. While we haven’t seen many of these
technologies yet, we anticipate large growth in this area.
Examples: Cultivate, Beaconforce, Gameffective, WalkMe

Learning Technology Landscape

|

21

Manage & Create
Some of the first and most traditional responsibilities
of the L&D function are to MANAGE learners and
to CREATE training and content. While these are
traditional responsibilities, they are also important
responsibilities. They may not be the sexiest, but
learning leaders understand that if you can’t get the
MANAGE & CREATE responsibilities right, nothing else
matters.
These functionalities are important because they
help the L&D function to be more efficient with
resources and help to build structure into the
employee development experience.

That said, the functionalities in this area of employee
development have received a lot of attention in the
past 20 years and probably represent the largest
expenditures the L&D functions.
We do not think these functionalities will go away;
we do, however, think that other functionalities will
be come increasingly important and balance things
out a bit, particularly as employee development
experience continues to be an important
conversation.
We have identified 5 functionalities for MANAGE &
CREATE, as shown in Image 13.

Image 13: Functionalities enabling MANAGE & CREATE
Back Office Training
Management

Back office training management capabilities focus on organizing and
optimizing learning resources (people, tools, budget, spaces).
Examples: Training Orchestra

LMS

Learning Management Systems are the technology most associated with
corporate learning. Their main functionality is to track and organize both content
(Learning Management and employee learning; however, in recent years, they have branched out
System)
significantly to include other functionalities as well. Many strive to be the “front
door” or “one stop shop” for all things learning within organizations.
Examples: Litmos, Docebo, SumTotal
LCMS
(Learning Content
Management System)

Learning Content Management Systems are content management systems
applied specifically to learning content. Most LCMSes allow content to be broken
down into (or created in) their component pieces and reconfigured to form new
learning paths and courses. LCMSes can accommodate several media types,
including links, videos, audio, text, articles, graphics, etc.
Examples: Xyleme, Cornerstone, SuccessFactors
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Content Creation

Content creation functionalities are those leveraged by organizations to create
content used for learning objects. In the past, these technologies focused
heavily on creating courses – elearning or classroom. As technology and
media have improved, so have these tools. Today, there are several options for
learning content creation, many of them existing on board other technologies or
platforms.
Examples: Trivantis, Captivate

Extended Enterprise /
Multi-tenant

Extended enterprise is the ability for one platform, generally an LMS, to house
more than one instance of the software. This is important for companies dealing
with several languages, where business units have radically different needs, or
when technology is being used as a portal to provide content to a third party.
Examples: HT2 Labs, Thought Industries
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Analyze
The final aspect of employee development is
ANALYZE. As both data and technology continue
to improve, more information is available to help
organizations to make better decisions.
Analytics and measurement has traditionally been
an area where L&D functions struggle; it has been
difficult to tie what employees learn to employee
outcomes.

integrated, there is greater access to data pools that
can provide insights into how and in what direction
employees are developing.
With the growing importance, more learning
solution providers are offering analytics capabilities.
Functionalities associated with ANALYZE are shown
below in Image 14.

This, however, does not make it any less important.
As learning, career, and performance become more

Image 14: Functionalities enabling ANALYZE.
LRS
(Learning Record
Stores)

Learning record stores serve as repositories for learning records collected
from systems where learning activities occur. Learning record stores are a key
component for the Experience API (xAPI) standard.
Learning record stores are distinct from other data repositories in two ways. First,
they provide a level of portability, meaning that learning records are not tied
to organizations but can instead follow the individual. Second, Learning record
stores and xAPI can capture a deeper level of data that allows organizations to
track broader, less defined types of learning. For more information on Learning
Record Stores, please see this article.
Examples: Watershed LRS, Yet Analytics

Analytics

Learning analytics encompasses the analysis, data collection, and reporting of
learning activities performed by individuals.
As it has become more important to understand current skill levels and ensure
a skilled workforce, learning analytics has become more important, as is hinted
at by the growing number of solution providers that offer some type of analytics
capabilities.
In recent years, granularity of data has allowed L&D to move past simple
measurement and reporting of completions and assessment scores to more
granular data that can be correlated to business results. This move is allowing
organizations to make more informed decisions about their workforces and
actions for future development.
Examples: Visier, Watershed LRS, Yet Analytics, Zoomi
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Choosing Learning Tech

Choosing technology is can be difficult,
time consuming, and a large investment.
On top of that, the learning technology market is
more fragmented and confusing than it’s ever been.
This report and the supporting Learning Technology
Landscape tool are meant to help with that.
We’d also like to close out this report with a few tips
for choosing learning technologies in this new reality:

•
•
•

Consider the entire experience
Align to your culture
Experiment – thoughtfully

We discuss each further below.

Consider all aspects of
employee development
To this point in L&D history, the majority of
functionality provided by learning technology has
been focused on 1) helping us manage and create
learning, and 2) helping our employees consume
learning (see Image 15).
This is not at all surprising, given that our focus
has been on providing training, not enabling
development.
However, as data and technology continue to get
better, learning tech providers are pushing the
boundaries of traditional learning. While traditional
functionalities with shiny new user interfaces have

Image 15: Number of learning tech providers associated with each enablement category.
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been the norm for the past few years, we’re seeing
real innovation that has the potential to revolutionize
how employee development happens.
To take advantage of these advances, learning
leaders need to break out of their traditional
mindsets as well. They should be considering each
aspect of employee development and how they are
currently enabling it.

Learning leaders should be
considering each aspect of employee
development and how they are
currently enabling it.
While not every action will require technology,
thinking holistically about the big picture and
what development means in their organizations
is key to ensuring a well-balanced and complete
development experience.
Thinking more holistically about enablement will
also be useful in choosing learning technology.
Understanding which functionalities align with each
enablement area and which learning tech providers
offer each will help them build a complete and
complementary learning technology stack. Thus, the
Learning Technology Landscape tool.

Align to your culture
We often see organizations make technology
purchase decisions based on a list of features. Too
many times, the technology with the biggest list of
features wins.
While we understand why this happens - learning

leaders want to protect against future needs - we
disagree with it. Making decisions in this way shows
a lack of intentionality in creating a thoughtful
employee development experience.
One of the caveats about using the Learning Tech
Landscape tool is that more isn’t necessarily better.
Sometimes it’s just more. Learning tech providers
that light up all technology and enablement
categories may absolutely be the right choice;
but we encourage learning leaders to thoughtfully
consider what they’re trying to do and how that
aligns to the organizational culture.
We mentioned earlier that aspects of employee
development can be enabled in different ways.
The trick for learning leaders is to find the right
technologies, systems, and processes that align best
to expectations and culture of the organization.
This means that if the capabilities and functionality
of all learning tech providers is the universe, the
learning leader’s goal should be to choose tech out
of that universe that creates a constellation that
both aligns to their culture and helps them to reach
their organization’s development goals.

More functionality isn’t necessarily
better. Sometimes it’s just more.
For example, a consulting firm with an employee
population that spends most of the time on the
road but that also gets work done through broad
collaboration will be poorly served by an onsite
platform that provides solitary elearning experiences.
Instead, they should consider tools that focus on
mobility and networking in their stack.
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Experiment – thoughtfully
Finally, learning leaders should experiment. One
learning leader we talked to recently said that he
chooses technologies that are new and cutting
edge, but not too new, or too cutting edge. He looks
for a mix of stability and innovation by considering
the following:

•
•
•
•

Length of time in market
New technology types
Financials, including VC funding
Refresh cadence

This learning leader feels that organizations scoring
well in these 4 things will deliver a good experience
to his employees while ensuring that they won’t go
out of business tomorrow and leave him high and
dry.

The good news is that many of the learning tech
providers who have briefed us highlight how easy it
is to integrate their system with the larger learning
technology ecosystem. APIs are getting better and
integration is on its way to becoming a commodity
(granted, we’re not there yet). The fact that tech
providers themselves are talking about gives us
hope that it will continue to get easier.
Which gives learning leaders some flexibility to
experiment. Instead of year-long set ups, smaller
vendors tout their month-long onboarding
processes, their ability to integrate seamlessly into
systems like Slack, Salesforce, and more and more,
Microsoft Office.
Trying new tools is less traumatic than it has been
in the past. This allows organizations to continuously
revisit their learning tech stack, sunsetting those
technologies that are not effective and adding those
that may be.
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Image 16: Functionalities and the approximate year they entered the learning tech market.
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Conclusion
When we started this project, it looked like such an
easy task: classify all learning tech providers into
descriptive boxes that will help learning leaders
make better decisions about the technology they
purchase.

As we do this, you’ll see additional measures pop up.
We want to provide learning leaders with information
they need to make good decisions. We’ll continue to
point out innovations, trends and things we just plain
like.

Instead, this project turned out to be significantly
more complicated – leading us to rethink employee
development in general, create a new framework for
thinking about it, identify 28 categories of learning
tech functionality, and build an online tool to account
for all of the learning technology providers.

We know that the work highlighted in this report is
a departure from traditional methods for thinking
about learning technology. But we also think it’s
better.

And, because the market continues to change,
there is a good chance that we’ll never be done.
Now that a framework is in place for discussing
this technology, we’ll continue to write reports that
dive deeper into specific functionality categories or
technologies that support the aspects of employee
development.

The learning tech market truly is the wild, wild, west.
It’s largely lawless and structureless, there are
mavericks all over the place, and to the outsider, it
can look scary and uninviting.
As westerners by birth, however, we can assure
you that the wild, wild, west provides all kinds of
opportunities not available for established, polite
societies. We’re excited to see where things go.
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