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Fads stink. For an established provider of enterprise 
technology solutions, there is nothing worse than the 
realization that a new fad is picking up steam in your 
industry. Over the last sixteen years, we have honed 
our message to clearly communicate why we take a 
consumer-like approach to enterprise software and 
how this approach empowers learning professionals 
to quickly and easily improve user engagement. 

And then a fad sneaks in. 

Suddenly, conversations that should focus on an 
organization’s specific pain points (poor engagement, 
a lack of modern content, reporting issues, etc.) get 
hijacked by the fad itself. Rather than explore how 
our solutions can help an organization improve their 
overall performance, we get sidetracked debating the 
validity of the newest fad and how well our approach 
addresses the concept. 

Now, we shouldn’t confuse a fad with a trend. Trends 
are tied closely to real-world utilization, are backed 
by data, and lead to successful feature additions and 
product evolution. Fads are very different. As the 
leading technology research and advisory company, 
Gartner has lots of data and insight on this subject 
and defines technology fads as “short-lived bouts of 
excitement about a subject, where the excitement is 
seldom rooted in the intrinsic nature or quality of the 
subject of the fad.”

Intellum Playbook:
Personalization

With more than 700 companies providing some 
variation of learning software (not to mention 
the influence exerted by consultants, analysts, 
and the media) it’s easy to see why the enterprise 
learning industry is so susceptible to fads - there is 
simply too much noise in the space. Once a concept 
breaks through all this noise (whether it has gained 
momentum on its own merit or has been artificially 
surfaced by industry influencers), it is human nature 
to want to take advantage of “the next big thing.”  

Take gamification for example. Over the last several 
years, countless conversations, conferences, and 
cover stories have been dedicated to the concept of 
gamification. There is no doubt that gamification can 
play a positive role within an organization’s learning 
strategy. Strategically utilizing gaming elements to 
develop and reinforce successful employee habits is 
a very solid approach. We leverage some aspects of 
this theory at Intellum and if you haven’t checked 
out what the smart folks at Appiterre are doing 
with gamified content, you should. But after talking 
extensively with learning-focused organizations and 
their students, we determined that gamifying the 
entire enterprise learning experience is a mistake. 
You run the risk of diminishing the value and impact 
of the learning environment. It turns out, many of the 
learning professionals we speak with have reached 
the same conclusion.

Understanding the role 
“personalization” plays in learning.
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When it was hot, hitching your wagon to gamification proved to be a 
successful strategy in breaking through the noise - until the concept of 
gamification became the noise. This kind of transition is inevitable with 
a fad, and as soon as the current fad becomes blasé, it seems a new one 
pops up to take its place . 

Enter “personalization.” In the “2015 E-learning User Study,” eLearning! 
Magazine demonstrated that “personalized learning” had rocketed to 
the top of the reasons-to-invest-in-learning list. 56% of their respondents 
identified personalization as the key driver, up from just 4% the year 
before.  That’s a tremendous increase in interest level and appears to 
herald the introduction of a new fad. Que that sinking feeling in my gut. 
By no means am I suggesting that client organizations should discount 
personalization. Personalization is, in our opinion, a powerful concept. 
But like gamification, it should be considered part of a larger strategy. 

It All Starts With A “Bottom-Up” Engagement Strategy
Any conversation you have with a learning solution provider about 
personalization should begin by clearly identifying that provider’s 
position on “top-down” versus “bottom-up” learning. The overwhelming 
majority of learning technology providers remain dedicated to delivering 
solutions that facilitate top-down learning strategies, because, at the end 
of the day, that is the scenario in which many large enterprise learning 
teams are most comfortable. It is very common for a corporate learning 
strategy to focus on purchasing or creating traditional SCORM learning 
courses, requiring employees to take those courses, and measuring 
success by counting the number of completions in the system. But this is 
the exact opposite of a personalized learning experience. A meaningful 
conversation about learning personalization requires a learning solution 
provider with bottom-up expertise. 

We define a bottom-up learning experience as one in which the learner 
is encouraged to identify and engage with content that interests them, 
as part of their personal quest to reach their highest potential. It is 
sometimes helpful to correlate a bottom-up strategy with a discoverable 
learning experience, just as we often associate a top-down strategy with a 
directed learning approach. But it is important to note that discoverable 
and directed learning strategies can (and in our opinion, should) coexist. 
The reality is that every enterprise learning strategy has to take multiple 
learning styles and multi-generational learner preferences into account. 
There will also always be content that a company requires employees to 
complete, especially in highly-regulated or fast-moving environments. 
Directed, or assigned learning initiatives are not going to go away. A true 
bottom-up learning environment must simultaneously support directed 
and discoverable learning strategies.

This is an incredibly important distinction. Engaging employees through 
learning requires two main things – great content and an extremely 

“Hitching your wagon to 
gamification proved to 
be a successful strategy 
in breaking through the 
noise - until the concept 
of gamification became 
the noise.”
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positive user experience with the learning software. We speak with lots of potential new customers who are 
interested in Intellum because we provide this engaging user experience. These companies want to create a 
learning destination that employees return to consistently, seeking out opportunities for personal improvement. 
They want to develop a discoverable environment that they can fill with bite-sized, informal assets on a wide 
range of topics. They want to ensure that this modern learning environment is accessible from any device at any 
time. But they have to deliver mission-critical, required, and regulatory content that is, for lack of a better term, 
engagement-challenged. 

“Engaging employees through learning requires two main 
things – great content and an extremely positive user 
experience with the learning software.”

When evaluating a potential learning technology 
partner, assessing that provider’s approach to 
concepts like gamification or personalization should 
be less of a priority than assessing their ability to 
manage the convergence of modern and traditional, 
informal and formal, voluntary and required learning 
content. 

At Intellum, managing this intersection means 
empowering clients to incorporate any file type 
directly into the learning environment. This includes 
documents, spreadsheets, presentations and PDF 
files, traditional e-learning assets like SCORM/AICC-
compliant courseware and regulatory/compliance 
content, as well as non-traditional resources like links 
to YouTube videos, TEDTalks or blog posts. We make 
it easy for our clients to present, track, report on and 
measure the results of all of this content, and we do it 
without the cumbersome and problematic xAPI. We 
even encourage clients to experiment with mixing 
and matching informal, bite-size content with more 
traditional regulatory or required assets to further 
improve engagement. 

In a recent meeting with a prospective client on 
this very topic, I found myself saying “You don’t 
have a personalization problem. You have a content 
problem.” The reality is that personalization is 
going to require more content than most learning 
professionals have been expected to deliver in the 
past. Personalized learning means the learner has 
choices, and your ability to offer choices hinges on an 

“You don’t have a personalization 
problem. You have a content problem.”

environment full of engaging content. The learning 
professional’s ability to leverage and rapidly deploy 
freely available assets found online, for example, 
is a major component of a successful approach to 
personalization. Ensuring that your learning technology 
provider of choice can even offer this type of “open 
asset” content management and flexibility is crucial . 

Personalization Is Not A Strategy. It’s A Tactic
The point of this playbook is to encourage learning 
professionals to focus on developing a solid 
engagement strategy. Having worked with a wide 
variety of clients over the last sixteen years, we have 
determined there are two pillars present in every 
successful approach to engagement. The first is a 
modern learning environment that looks and feels 
like consumer software, as opposed to a traditional 
enterprise solution. The second is alluring, informal 
content that mimics the information we seek out every 
day in our personal lives.

Once these pillars are in place, there are several 
tactics that can be utilized to execute the engagement 
strategy. We believe personalization is one of these 
tactics, alongside things like recommendations, 
requirements, social collaboration and gamification. 
For those interested in leveraging the personalization 
tactic, we have identified five best practices.
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1. Directed vs. Discoverable: Let The Learner Choose
Ensure that your learners have a choice between a directed and discoverable experience immediately after 
logging into the learning environment. Data shows that, upon login, roughly half of our typical client’s users 
navigate to what we call the “My List” page in Exceed. These users want to quickly view content that has to 
be completed by a certain date, content they have started but not completed, content they have recently been 
enrolled in, or content they have already completed - an experience more in line with a directed learning 
approach. Conversely, the other half of our clients’ users gravitate to the catalog home page to search for and 
explore content by keyword or category inclusion - routinely seeking out a discoverable learning experience. 
When a learner can choose how they interact with the system the learning environment feels more personalized.

2. Customize The Login Experience
It is important to create a learning environment that mimics other internal systems and branded employee 
experiences. Clients who leverage their brand’s visual language throughout the LMS see a noticeable increase 
in engagement. But customizing the login experience to align with your brand isn’t really a “personalized” 
experience for your learner. Go deeper and find ways to segment your learner population using an attribute that 
will be perceived as more highly personalized, like function area. When a member of the client services team 
logs in, customize that learner’s experience with client services-specific messaging and content. The learning 
solution should be “smart enough” to simultaneously present a regional manager with images, messaging and 
content options only available to employees identified in the system as managers. When an individual accesses 
a solution that appears tailored for them, she will feel more connected and engaged with the content, and the 
environment as a whole.

3. Make Recommendations
Learners respond well to recommendations. Your learning solution should allow you to recommend specific 
activities or paths to a learner if, for example, a certain percentage of correct answers is not met in an 
assessment. If you have new content aimed at a function area or role, use the recommendations engine to 
present that content for employees in that group upon login. As we progress into 2017, make sure your learning 
technology provider is demonstrating how they are utilizing machine learning techniques to enhance and 
“personalize” recommendations, moving towards a place where the solution itself is interceding to alter a 
specific outcome in a positive way. 

5 Best Practices 
To Leverage The 
Personalization Tactic
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4. Allow Learners To Share
We are being conditioned to share more of our 
experiences with our peers and personal networks 
through social media than ever before. Embrace this 
trend and empower your learners to demonstrate 
what they are consuming and what they have 
accomplished within the learning environment. 
Trust in the value of your content (or work quickly 
to improve it) and allow comments and ratings on 
the activity or “course” level. Encouraging learners 
to surface content they believe to be valuable is 
a crucial part of a solid bottom-up engagement 
strategy. Open up sharing beyond your internal 
environment and allow learners to demonstrate 
success (and engagement) on popular social networks 
like Facebook and LinkedIn, too. At Intellum, we 
allow clients to designate an activity or a path as a 
Microdegree, for example. Once earned, the learner is 
presented with the option to share the Microdegree on 
their personal networking sites like LinkedIn. Not only 
does this satisfy the learner’s need to demonstrate 
personal improvement, it also illuminates the 
employer’s culture of learning, something clients are 
finding extremely valuable.

5. Get Personal with Personalization
We believe the success of a learning environment 
should be measured by the impact the learning 
initiatives have on the organization’s ability to move 
the needle against very specific corporate objectives. 
To accomplish this, learning professionals need to find 
a way to tie individual performance to consumption. 
At Intellum, we have launched a performance 
tracking app called Level that further incorporates 
the gamification tactic and allows admin to assign a 
value to all of the individual activities and actions in 
our learning management and social collaboration 
tools. Level also allows clients to pull data from third-
party tools like Salesforce for a more robust individual 
performance picture. Learners are encouraged to earn 
badges and points to “level up” and compete against 
their peers via the leaderboard. The ability to compare 
learning activity to that of their peers and see how it 
impacts their performance is a highly personalized 
experience. Giving employees this kind of insight will 
keep them coming back to the platform and engaged 
with your content. 
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