Findings from a structured review
of the literature on informal learning.
BY SAUL CARLINER, PH.D., CTDP

7Lessons

Informal
Learning

“I

nformal learning is emerging as one of the most
powerful disciplines in our industry,” writes
industry observer Bob Mosher.
Not really.
Yes, informal learning is powerful, but it’s not new. As long
as people have learned how to perform work-related tasks by
observing and interacting with others, informal learning has
played a signiﬁcant role in training and development. But its
role in the context of the modern workplace and the contentrich and often social Internet has spurred renewed interest
in the last decade as an alternative to the formal classroom.
This article summarizes the research by describing seven
assertions about informal learning that have emerged from
the literature review. A sidebar on p. 32 explains how the research was found, as well as the difference in nature between
research on formal and informal learning. For the full list of
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references noted in this article, visit: www.trainingmag.com/
trgmag-article/7-informal-learning-lessons.

1.

Informal learning in the workplace differs from true
informal learning. True informal learning is learn-

ing in which learners establish the objectives and
determine for themselves when they have achieved them.
For example, a training manager might need to develop
a strategic plan for her department. Lacking experience in
one, she seeks the advice of colleagues on a LinkedIn group
and reads some of the articles and books suggested in the
discussion.
As suggested by this scenario, most of the material that workers learn outside of the classroom either happens as the result
of an intentional act by the employer or addresses procedures
and policies workers must follow in a particular way. So British
researchers Helen Colley, Phil Hodkinson, and Janice Malcolm
clariﬁed the deﬁnition of informal learning in the workplace.
Rather than complete control over objectives and completion,
www.trainingmag.com

AND BUILT IN FEEDBACK WORKERS CAN MASTER ONE OR MORE WORK
RELATED RESPONSIBILITIES IN A BRIEF PERIOD OF TIME &ORMAL
LEARNING LACKS CONTEXT HOWEVER
)NFORMAL LEARNING PROVIDES THAT CONTEXT 2ESEARCHER
-ICHAEL %RAUT NOTED THAT WORKERS PRACTICE TASKS IN THE CONTEXT
IN WHICH THEY ACTUALLY PERFORM THEM AND THAT IN TURN FACILITATES LEARNING
4HE INTERRELATIONSHIP OF FORMAL AND INFORMAL LEARNING
PLAYS A CENTRAL ROLE IN TRAINING FOR HEALTH CARE PROFESSIONALS
"ECAUSE DOCTORS NURSES OCCUPATIONAL THERAPISTS LAB TECHNICIANS AND SIMILAR HEALTH CARE PROFESSIONALS MUST FOLLOW
PARTICULAR PROTOCOLS WHEN PERFORMING THEIR WORK THEY REQUIRE CLASSROOM TRAINING
"UT BECAUSE THEY LEARN TO PERFORM THESE TASKS WHEN WORKING WITH REAL PEOPLE WHO HAVE REAL PROBLEMS AND REAL FEARS
THE EDUCATION OF HEALTH CARE PROFESSIONALS INCLUDES A COMPOnent called clinical education, in which students work under
CLOSELY SUPERVISED CONDITIONS IN REAL HOSPITALS AND SIMILAR SETTINGS $OCTORS RESIDENCIES AND STUDENT NURSING ARE EXAMPLES
OF MEDICAL EDUCATION
3IMILARLY INTERNSHIPS IN INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN AND TRAINING ROLES
serve as clinical education in many adult education, educational
TECHNOLOGY AND SIMILAR ACADEMIC PROGRAMS SERVING OUR lELD

3.

“Triggers” spur workers to initiate learning informally.

Colley, Hodkinson, and Malcolm noted that informal learning includes shared control over:
s 7HO CONTROLS AND ASSESSES LEARNING CALLED PROCESS 
s 7HERE LEARNING OCCURS CALLED LOCATION 
s 7HETHER LEARNING IS A PRIMARY OR SECONDARY GOAL OF THE
ACTIVITY IN WHICH LEARNING OCCURRED CALLED PURPOSE 
s 4HE EXTENT TO WHICH CONTENT IS PRACTICAL CONSIDERED INFORMAL OR CONCEPTUAL CONSIDERED FORMAL CALLED CONTENT 
#ANADIAN RESEARCHER #HRISTINE 7IHAK AND HER COLLEAGUES
identiﬁed a ﬁfth characteristic: consciousness, which is the
EXTENT TO WHICH LEARNERS ARE AWARE THAT LEARNING OCCURRED

2.

Rather than separate, formal and informal learning
are interrelated. !LTHOUGH SOME PEOPLE THINK OF IN-

FORMAL AND FORMAL LEARNING AS SEPARATE FROM ONE
another, researcher Victoria Marsick—who once thought
THAT HERSELFNOW SUGGESTS THAT THE TWO ARE INTERRELATED
/NE OF THE ADVANTAGES OF FORMAL LEARNING IS ITS EFlCIENCY
7ITH PRESCRIBED OBJECTIVES STRUCTURED LEARNING ACTIVITIES
www.trainingmag.com

'ENERALLY SOMETHING IN THE WORK CONTEXT SPURS PEOPLE
TO INITIATE THE PROCESS OF INFORMAL LEARNING &OR EXAMPLE IN A  STUDY OF AVIATION TRAINERS -ICHAEL 'RANT 7OFFORD
!NDREA %LLINGER AND +AREN 7ATKINS OBSERVED THAT EITHER A TECHNICAL PROBLEM OR A DIFlCULT SOCIAL INTERACTION CAUSED TRAINERS TO
SEEK OUT LEARNING /NE TRAINER IN THE STUDY FOR INSTANCE REALIZED
THAT A STUDENT SIMPLY COULD NOT hGETv WHAT THE INSTRUCTOR TRIED TO
TEACH 3O THE INSTRUCTOR SOUGHT WAYS TO STRENGTHEN HER TEACHING
According to the latest version of their model of informal
LEARNING 6ICTORIA -ARSICK +AREN 7ATKINS -ARY #ALLAHAN AND
-ARIE 6OLPE NOTED THAT WORKERS IDENTIFY THE NEED FOR LEARNING
WHEN THEY RECOGNIZE A PROBLEM EXISTS TRY TO DEVELOP ALTERNATIVE
STRATEGIES FOR DEALING WITH IT AND REALIZE THEY NEED TO LEARN MORE
BEFORE THEY CAN SUCCESSFULLY ADDRESS THE PROBLEM

4.

Informal learning is a circuitous and possibly
inefﬁcient process. -ARSICK 7ATKINS #ALLAHAN

AND 6OLPE CAUTIONED THAT WORKERS MIGHT NOT ALWAYS
REALIZE THE NEED TO LEARN ON THEIR lRST ATTEMPT TO SOLVE THE
PROBLEM
Even if they do, the ﬁrst solution they devise as a result of
LEARNING MIGHT NOT SUCCEED &OR EXAMPLE RESEARCHER 2OBYN
Millar tells the story of some motivated fast-food workers
WHO AFTER BEING TOLD TO MAKE  HAMBURGERS AN HOUR AND
ALSO BE AS PRODUCTIVE AND INNOVATIVE AS POSSIBLE lGURED OUT
HOW TO MAKE  PER HOUR 7HAT THE YOUNG WORKERS DID NOT
REALIZE WAS THAT THE RESTAURANT MIGHT NOT BE ABLE TO SELL  PER
HOUR AND THE REMAINING BURGERS MIGHT SPOIL
3IMILARLY RESEARCHER *OE $OWNING STUDIED THE HABITS OF CUSTOMER SUPPORT REPRESENTATIVES 4O TRY TO SOLVE PROBLEMS AS
QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE THEY WOULD CONDUCT A 'OOGLE SEARCH AND
SUGGEST ONE OF THE lRST RESULTS AS THE lX TO CLIENT PROBLEMS )N
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many cases, however, the suggestion did not ﬁx the problem,
resulting in repeated calls and increasingly angry clients.
Downing addressed the problem by suggesting that customer
support representatives follow a prescribed protocol to diagnose callers’ problems. This protocol would solve 80 percent of
the problems. If they used a search afterward, representatives
were trained in methods for conducting the search.
Robin Kay even found gender differences in the ways that
people try to solve software problems on their own: Women
tend to ask for help soon after realizing a problem arose,
while men try to solve the problem, often consulting several
sources if needed.
Although informal learning might be the only realistic
way to solve an immediate work problem, it is not always the
most efﬁcient form of learning.

5.

Workers need time and other resources to learn
within the context of the job. One of the reasons

workers might try to solve problems on their own
is that they feel they are doing so as efﬁciently as possible.

REVIEW METHODOLOGY
The conclusions in this article emerged from a structured
review of the literature on informal learning. A research team
conducted a search of several databases such as ERIC and
PsychInfo using keywords informal learning, incidental learning, and nonformal learning to generate a list of articles on
research and theory about informal learning since 2000. In
addition, the team conducted a manual search of journals
Human Resource Development Quarterly, Human Resource
Development Review, and Journal of Workplace Learning to
locate research and theory. The team reviewed the articles and
identiﬁed themes in the research.
When reviewing the research, the team observed one major
difference between general research on formal and informal
learning processes. Most of the research on formal learning
is experimental. It involves manipulating a condition and
observing how people respond. These studies usually have a
control group—one that did not participate in the experimental
condition—and researchers reach their conclusions by comparing the results of the experimental and control groups. These
studies involve scores, if not hundreds, of participants.
In contrast, the research on informal learning is based on
observations and in-depth interviews describing their informal
learning processes. These studies do not involve a manipulation of a condition nor a comparison between two groups.
Instead, researchers collect in-depth descriptions of situations. The broader observations about informal learning, then,
come from patterns consistently emerging in different studies
conducted by different researchers.
For the full list of references noted in this article, visit:
www.trainingmag.com/trgmag-article/7-informal-learning-lessons
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They might feel the need for efﬁciency because, as Thomas
Westbrook and James Veale found, some workers do not feel
like they have permission to learn on work time.
In her 2005 study, Andrea Ellinger found that workplaces
where senior managers do not indicate that they learn informally on work time nor express support for doing so further
discourage workers from learning on the job.
In other words, two of the most fundamental ways employers can support informal learning by their workers is to:
s 0ROVIDE FORMAL PERMISSION TO LEARN ON THE JOB ESPECIALLY
when it’s the only way to solve an immediate work problem.
s -AKE SURE MANAGERS PROMOTE INFORMAL LEARNING BY
modeling the behavior and vocally expressing their
support for doing so.

6.

Workers need access to appropriate resources to
support their informal learning. One of the reasons

workers might go through several processes of
learning and re-learning is that they lack needed resources.
That’s certainly the case in the study Downing conducted.
In that instance, workers needed three essential resources. The
ﬁrst was an effective strategy for searching the Internet. In fact,
3 "ENNETT + -ATON AND , +ERVIN REPORTED THAT EVEN YOUNGER
people—assumed to be “digital natives”—lack effective skills
for searching the Internet. They often do not know how to use
advanced search capabilities nor how to distinguish the most
useful information from the least useful.
The second resource workers needed is access to high-quality
content. Kay noted, for example, that manuals are among the
most valuable resource for learning software.
Although the Internet has much free information, sometimes the most valuable information needed requires a
subscription. For example, most companies limit access to
their technical support databases to authorized workers and
CUSTOMERS -ANY MAGAZINES RESEARCH JOURNALS AND RESEARCH
reports require a subscription before people can view them.
In addition, some of the most useful and accurate material
for your workers needs to be custom developed, such as internal policies and procedures guides and specialized knowledge
bases.
The third resource needed is access to coaches with whom
workers can explore the lessons learned informally. Although
trainers have formalized the role of coaching in recent years,
in the context of informal learning, coaches are any supervisor or co-worker with whom the worker can discuss and
validate lessons learned.
In fact, some researchers have found that workers interact
with as many as a dozen people in the process of learning informally in the workplace. This social aspect of learning has
spurred interest in communities of practice—that is, formal
and informal networks of people who discuss work-related
issues and learn from one another.
The social aspect of learning also has spurred interest
in the role of social media in informal learning. Some reSEARCH SUGGESTS THAT GROUPS SUCH AS ,INKED)N GROUPS AND
www.trainingmag.com

listservs can play this coaching role.
For organizations to facilitate informal learning, then, they
might provide workers with training on Internet search skills,
access to coaches who can help workers validate what they
have learned and synthesize it, subscriptions to information
sources needed on the job, and custom-developed content.

7.

Despite the proposition of 70-20-10, no one really knows
how much workers learn informally. According to pop-

ular belief, the relationship is supposed to be 70:20:10,
meaning 70 percent of work-related learning occurs informally;
20 percent through coaching; and 10 percent of learning occurs formally. The idea was proposed by University of Toronto
professor Allen Tough in the 1960s, revived in the mid-1990s
by consultants from the Center for Creative Leadership, and
revived again in the last few years.
But management researchers Scott DeRue and Chris Myers
noted there is no research evidence to support this model. In
fact, the only research evidence that attempts to identify the
extent to which workers learn on the job was provided by the
Conference Board of Canada, which determined that only 56
percent of all work-related learning occurs informally.
In practical terms, this means that training professionals
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should take a balanced approach, providing formal and informal learning and appropriately investing in each. Because
formal learning involves the purposeful development of resources and the use of set-aside time and places for instruction,
the investments needed for formal learning usually exceed
those for informal learning. But because informal learning
requires subscriptions, custom-developed content, and work
time, and could involve seemingly unproductive trial and
error, it isn’t free.

IN OTHER WORDS
Informal learning plays particular roles at particular stages of
development within a job. As I note in my book on informal
learning, informal learning helps workers transfer the ﬁrst
training lessons to the job.
Once workers become proﬁcient in the basics of the job, informal learning helps workers expand the scope of tasks they
can handle and the efﬁciency and effectiveness with which
they do so. As workers become experts, informal learning
helps them deepen their expertise.
And as workers outgrow their jobs, informal learning helps
them identify possible new jobs and begin the process of preparing for them. Qt
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