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Building a Performance 
Ecosystem 
CLARK QUINN

By combining the power of the human brain with technology in a way that 
facilitates work, collaboration and communication, leaders can turn learning 
into multifaceted performance support.

T
he competitive landscape is more dynamic 
than ever, and the defi ning success factors 
have shifted. Things are moving faster, and 
organizations have to be more nimble, 
responding to changes in their audiences, 

competitors and the context of work. Survival requires 
continual innovation, and at the core is learning faster 
than everyone else. 

Former Thomson Reuters CLO Charles Jennings 
highlights the 70:20:10 framework for thinking about 
organizational learning: 10 percent of what we need 
to know to do our jobs comes from courses, 20 per-
cent from mentoring or coaching, and 70 percent is 

learned on the job through independent initiative. 
Most of the effort in organizations has been focused 
on formal courses, but technology has generated new 
options, including facilitated mentoring and coach-
ing, self-directed learning and collaborative learning. 

Lots of the opportunities to improve come through 
the network, through the people we learn with and 
from. Social knowledge management consultant Har-

old Jarche suggests there are 
multiple layers, from collabo-
rating in work teams, to collec-
tive learning in communities of 
practice, to cooperative learn-
ing with peers and friends in 
our networks (Figure 1). Learn-
ing leaders should facilitate this 
learning to optimize outcomes.  

The Coherent Organization
This is called the coherent 

organization. A coherent orga-
nization is one with a seamless 
segue from formal to informal 
learning, where individuals are 
aligned with the organizational 
mission and information fl ows 
from outside to in and back 
out again in ways that acceler-
ate work. Accomplishing this 
requires both cultural and tech-
nological support. 

There is much written 
about the cultural aspects of 
the workplace needed to make 
that happen. It has to be safe to 

contribute or people won’t participate, diverse view-
points must be sought, new ideas must be accepted, 
and there must be time for refl ection. Leaders are also 
trying to fi gure out how to create an infrastructure to 
augment the organizational culture and support for-

FIGURE 1 : TYPES OF LEARNING NETWORKS

Source: Internet Time Alliance, 2012
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mal, performance support and social learning.
Among the opportunities to support individuals 

and groups in performing, some are individual, such 
as job aids, and some are social. Allison Anderson, 
learning strategist for the enterprise talent organiza-
tion at Intel, said her people “need, want and have 
asked for two simple things: one, small, short bits of 
information that hover as close to their work as abso-
lutely possible and two, people they can talk to. Most 
broadly successful is our social computing platform.” 

The goal is to support the full suite of needs. Dan 
Pontefract, head of learning and collaboration at 
Telus, has gone beyond courses to include coaching 
and job aids, micro-blogging, community forums, in-
stant messaging and virtual worlds. “I wish more lead-
ers in the talent space looked at performance support 
as a holistic necessity; not as a sage on the stage-only 
strategy,” he said.

The performance ecosystem is a suite of resources 
aligned for the individual. Learning leaders want tools 
aligned to work so the individual does not have to 
switch contexts and mindsets to accomplish a task, 
and instead has resources — informational, interac-
tive, and interpersonal — available when and where 
needed, organized by the learner’s goals, not the orga-
nizational hierarchy.

The Performance Ecosystem
Optimizing performance is about 
matching technology support 
to the ways employees naturally 
work. Human brains are good at 
pattern matching and extracting 
meaning, and bad at rote perfor-
mance and keeping complex in-
termediate steps in mind. Further, 
thinking together is far more pow-
erful than thinking alone; Steven 
Berlin Johnson and Keith Saw-
yer have separately debunked the 
myth of individual innovation in their books, Where 
Good Ideas Come From, and Group Genius, respec-
tively.

Digital technologies are the exact opposite. They 
can perform by rote flawlessly, can store essentially 
limitless intermediate steps, and connect individuals 
to communicate and collaborate independent of geo-
graphic or chronological limitations.

By combining the human brain with digital tech-
nology, employees become more formidable than ei-
ther alone. There has been significant progress finding 
individual ways to use technology to facilitate work. 
It’s time for the next step, to couple individual solu-

ON THE WEB
Looking to mesh learning and 
performance management? 
To find out how to inculcate 
both using reviews that 
focus on opportunities for 
development rather than 
evaluation, visit CLOmedia.
com/articles/view/4269.



20    

tions into a coherent workscape, which Jay Cross 
identified in his book Informal Learning.

The necessary components of such an environ-
ment are well determined. Formal learning still has a 
place, as does asynchronous e-learning. But learning 
leaders should go further to break down the barrier 
between formal learning and the workplace.  

When possible, augment formal learning with so-
cial learning, segueing from courses to the appropriate 
community of practice. Leaders get better outcomes 
if they work with employees to create meaning. Also, 
there should be a continuum from instructionally de-
signed content to content provided by other individu-
als in the organization. When the local expert in a par-
ticular piece of software can do a quick screen capture 
of how he or she does things, or the sales expert can 
provide a sample pitch to a particular market client, 
dis-intermediating the designer can be more efficient 
and just as effective. In some instances, the learning 
units can make improvements, but this becomes a fa-
cilitation and curation role, not a control model. 

Performance support, whether it’s static, interactive 
job aids or appropriate information, is also valuable. 
Trying to put too much knowledge in the head doesn’t 
work. Information can and should be “in the world.” 
Designing useful resources and making them acces-
sible via portals organized by need and not organiza-
tional structure promotes more effective performance. 

The social learning environment is another compo-
nent. Not only should people be coaching and men-
toring, communicating and collaborating, they need 
to continually tap into broader changes in the market 
and their professional fields, self-developing as they go 
along. Focusing on performance means recognizing 
and responding to all the ways people are effective in 
doing their work. They need mechanisms for coopera-
tion and collaboration, not just communication.

In the long term, the communities will take over 
responsibility for learning. “The role of the workplace 
learning professional is therefore no longer about be-
ing a training manager but being a learning commu-
nity manager,” said workplace learning consultant 
Jane Hart.

Integrate and Measure the Environment
Underpinning these complementary components of 
formal learning, performance support and an online 
community is an integrated system. What’s needed is 
a tool suite that integrates tools behind the scenes to 
create a seamless experience at the performer interface.

This doesn’t necessarily mean a one-size-fits-all 
platform. Compare the Swiss Army knife with a full 

suite of kitchen tools. The benefits of an integrated 
solution, with all the pieces working together, is off-
set by being locked into solutions, and typically hav-
ing one element or another not up to the necessary 
capabilities. More advanced notions of content, such 
as comprehensively annotated models and rule-driven 
delivery (see sidebar on page 21), are typically not seen 
in most course management systems, and social media 
is still rare around content engines. Yet both of these 
elements are important.  

This pays off when a delivery environment is no 
longer confined to the desktop. Mobile is already here, 
and bring your own device is increasingly popular. 
Learning leaders need to address mobile as a platform, 
not a tactic. They face increasing demands and needs 
for delivery on pocketable devices, and tablets with 
real value propositions they will want to capitalize on, 
which requires a strategic approach.

As a strategic solution, pay serious attention to the 
investment business case. The benefits are tangible 
across the board, but learning leaders have to be clear 
about what’s on offer. The picture is richer than just 
ROI. While the benefit of formal learning does have a 
role here, it pays to get more sophisticated than costs 
per seat time. Tie execution to organizational out-
comes, and ensure that learning actually has an impact 
on business metrics. Get familiar with Kirkpatrick’s 
levels 3 and 4.

This holds true for performance support and social 
learning as well. For performance support, be able to 
get concrete about the savings from reduced time to 
finding answers, and the benefits of generating more 
solutions per time. Similarly, by providing mecha-
nisms for people to collaborate better, leaders can ex-
pect outcomes such as more product ideas generated 
or new problems solved faster.  

There are intangibles that come along, too. If 
people are empowered to work, there are benefits to 
workplace satisfaction and employee retention. Such 
a system also can provide a mechanism to address the 
problem of knowledge retirement, naturally capturing 
tacit knowledge from experienced workers.

Learning leaders will have to go beyond the usual 
approaches, however, to start looking at activity and 
contributions in an environment, using tools such as 
Web analytics and the more traditional approaches of 
control groups and correlations.

Path Forward
The benefits are clear: when folks have maximal infor-
mation about what they’re expected to do, and mini-
mal barriers to achieve their goals, the organization 
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succeeds. When they can get the resources they need 
and the right people to assist when necessary, the per-
formance benefits are obvious.  

The solution includes aligning the culture, but ul-
timately learning leaders will want a fully optimized 
technology environment to address those who are 
learning to perform, are performing or are developing 
new ways to perform. It’s aligning the tools to the task, 
to allow alignment of workers to the goals and infor-
mation to the point of need.

The responsibility can and should belong to the 
learning organization. While they’ll need to partner 
with IT and the business units, the folks who know 
how people perform should be in charge of the con-
ceptual architecture. But if learning leaders don’t take 

it, IT or the business units will because it’s clear it’s 
needed.  

By aligning the use of technology with business 
needs in this way, learning leaders are demonstrating 
the strategic contribution to the organization that the 
executive suite wants to see. Failing to grasp the oppor-
tunity at this inflection point in business operations 
has a grim prospect. Folks know they can learn on 
their own and together. If learning leaders don’t get in 
and facilitate the full learning spectrum, it will happen 
without them. Then, just what is learning’s role? CLO

Clark Quinn is a senior director of interaction and mobile at 
the Internet Time Alliance consultancy. He can be reached at 
editor@CLOmedia.com. 

LEARNING TOOLS: CHANGE IS COMING

While learning tools are increasingly smart and valuable, 
they are moving in new directions. These involve additional 

conceptual rigor, but may provide serious additional capabilities. 
The most significant of these tools are semantic systems, analytics 
and richer tracking mechanisms. Alone, each can provide value, 
but together there is a significant qualitative leap.

Semantics offer an extra layer of detail for content being devel-
oped and accessed, adding machine-readable descriptions and 
more focus in the level of granularity in the content. Tighter defini-
tions of the components and rich descriptions produce higher-
quality elements and the ability to start delivering different combi-
nations to meet different needs. This is the basis of personalizing 
learning, pulling content out by description instead of handcrafted 
learning sequences.

This facilitates adaptations and helps learning leaders pull 
together content on the fly. They can push a troubleshooting tool 
out to a field service engineer at a client site, while sending a list of 
current products purchased and recommendations to an account 
manager at the same site. This may not sound like learning, but 
it is about performance. While not new, not enough organizations 
add this level of detail. Positive results are being seen in marketing 
and technical communications, and the benefits are available to 
learning organizations as well.

While tracking activity within digital systems, individuals leave 
fingerprints on what they’ve touched. By looking at that data, 
learning leaders can correlate it with other things of interest as 
well as look at who did what, and start matching that up with who 
succeeded. This exploration of data can be made quite high level by 
tying the semantic descriptions of digital activities with outcomes. 
This is the source of much of the excitement about analytics.

For example, when customers visit Netflix or Amazon, no one 
is watching their actions in order to make a recommendation — it 
wouldn’t scale. Instead, rules pull up content by description, based 

on what others have done. Learning systems can do the same. For 
example, they could segregate which customer service agents 
accessed a product description versus a sales process support tool, 
and their relative success. More finely granulated, they could see 
the order in which those two things were done and the impact on 
success.  

Learning leaders also can identify resources or initiatives that 
are not as successful as needed or other emergent patterns. It 
takes a significant amount of data for such patterns to emerge, but 
at the detailed transaction level with which systems can track, the 
quantity is there. 

Another direction that’s emerging is the successor to SCORM. 
Currently called Tin Can, this standard provides the ability to track 
a wide variety of activities as part of a learning path. It’s relatively 
simple. With a syntax that says who did what, it allows one to 
track “Pat completed safety training” while “Lee attended the CLO 
Symposium.” It supports a richer learning description, and tools are 
already working with this system. 

These activities can be registered in a learning record store. 
Competencies can be richer, as the ways to acknowledge learning 
can be more comprehensive. Ultimately, communities of practice 
will be able to define and update their own paths to expertise. This 
is a new development, but one that has potential to support a wide 
variety of meaningful outcomes.

Each of these capabilities brings its own unique value, but 
together there are even richer possibilities. Systems could look at 
learning trajectories in the Tin Can format and use previous results 
via analytics to pull up certain recommendations by description. 
This is the beginning of the architecture necessary to start deliv-
ering personalized learning. The limits are no longer the technology. 
CLO

— Clark Quinn


