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Introduction
These days, it seems like everyone is waiting for the next big 
thing. There are plenty of hypotheses about what it will be: 
artificial intelligence, autonomous everything, virtual reality, 
augmented reality. Keeping up with it all can feel exhausting. 

Learning and development professionals are used to hearing 
about exciting new trends and technologies at industry 
conferences and in reports such as this one. They are also 
used to waiting, and then waiting some more, for these 
trends to materialize only to be disappointed. For example, 
mobile learning has not materialized as a training delivery 
method the way many envisioned, even though many of us 
have had a smartphone for 10+ years.

Disruptive change is happening, but it takes years… not 
months. The trends and technologies true futurists get 
excited about are often things that won’t be commercialized 
for a decade or more. For a trend or technology to make an 
impact this year, it needs to be commercially scalable and 
affordable to the masses. The required skills, hardware, and 
technology need not only to exist, but also to be refined to 
the point where early pain points and problems have been 
resolved. 
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Virtual reality headsets are an excellent example: the earliest 
“modern” headsets were created in the 1980s. However, we’re 
still waiting on headsets that resolve the latency problem 
that causes motion sickness in a significant minority of VR 
users. Oculus Go, introduced in late 2016, is a step in the 
right direction. We’re now seeing major companies such 
as Walmart and Verizon introduce VR into their training 
programs, but widespread adoption will take time. Newer, 
improved VR headsets like the Oculus Go will need to 
become widely available and even more affordable for VR to 
truly go mainstream.

It’s also true that technology adoption is slower in L&D than 
in other spaces. Consumers adopt tech faster than L&D. 
Sales and marketing functions often adopt tech faster than 
operations functions. While this leads to frustration for some, 
many learning leaders see it as an opportunity. 

To envision what training and performance support programs 
may look like in the next couple of years, start by looking 
at how people learn, interact, and consume content in their 
personal lives now. Look at how marketers and product 
managers create digital experiences that drive habits and 
actions from their users. As L&D professionals, we can 
borrow what works, change what doesn’t, and use these new 
approaches to help our learners. 
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While technology matters, some of the biggest 
breakthroughs in L&D focus on methodology more 
than technology. These breakthroughs happen when 
learning professionals start looking at the entire learner 
journey and recognize training or performance support 
as stops along the way. And perhaps most importantly, 
breakthroughs happen when learning professionals, 
ironically, go back to basics. Sound instructional design 
principles and proven learning science are the foundation 
for performance results, regardless of what technology is 
part of a solution. 

Within these pages, we share the findings, provide our 
analysis of those findings, and offer five takeaways for the 
year ahead. We hope you use this report to benchmark 
your current training, gain ideas for things to try in the year 
ahead, and start thinking of what your organization will be 
doing in the years to come.

Here’s what you’ll find:

• Information about what L&D professionals actually did 
in 2018, and what they plan to do in 2019.

• Emerging trends for 2019 and beyond.

• Top roadblocks to delivering effective training and how 
those have changed over time.

• The training topics L&D professionals view as most 
important in 2019.

• Our insights into the data.



This report is a snapshot. Its results are best understood alongside other industry reports, such as those put out by ATD, the 
eLearning Guild, and the Brandon Hall Group. That being said, the results certainly align with the anecdotal evidence we see as we 
work with clients. People from a wide array of industries responded to our report:

Industries Represented

Since we sent the survey to our existing clients and contacts, the breakdown of respondents reflects the industries and company 
sizes we work with. For example, life science (pharmaceutical, medical device, and biotech) and healthcare companies are 
overrepresented in the results. 

The majority of respondents work at Fortune 1000 or larger organizations. Otherwise, industry representation was broad and 
balanced. 

About This Report
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How We Got the Data

To gather our data, we sent a 13-question survey to BLP clients and other learning professionals who subscribe to 
our newsletter. The survey was open from 11/12/2018 to 12/10/2018 and had 256 responses. 

When appropriate, we compare the results to our 2016-2018 reports. 

While some survey questions were “select all that apply,” most were open-ended so participants could share their 
perspectives without being influenced by the answer choices we created. We took the raw responses and put them 
into meaningful categories that emerged based on the responses given. If respondents said both “stakeholders” 
and “lack of time for training” were holding them back, we counted this as one response in each category. 
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Who Responded?
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Manager / Director / VP ID / Developer / Trainer Consultant / Training Vendor

More than 36% of respondents were at or above the manager, director, or VP level in their organization, and most of whom are 
in roles directly related to training, talent, or learning. Nearly 55% of respondents were instructional designers or trainers. The 
remainder of respondents consider themselves consultants or external training vendors.



59% of respondents say they “usually” or “always” 
involve target learners in the training design process. 
However, the way target learners are involved varies 
widely. Also, this leaves 41% who only sometimes, 
occasionally, or never involve their learners in the 
process. 

Most of the organizations we talk to are aware 
they should be involving target learners more in 
the design process, even if they already do so. As 
design thinking continues making its way into the 
instructional design space, we expect the level of 
target learner involvement to increase. Organizations 
recognize that as user experience (UX) design 
dominates on the consumer side, learning experience 
(LX) design needs more thought. It’s tough to optimize 
the learner experience without input from target 
learners.
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How Often Do You Get Input from Your Learners as Part of 
Your Training Design Process?



This was a new question in our 2019 survey, and we 
will continue asking it in years to come to see how 
target learner involvement changes year over year. 
We are pleased to see what is happening, but we 
also know a lot more needs to be happening. Within 
our own client base, learners are too often absent as 
design decisions get made.

For most of the respondents who said they include 
target learners in their design process, they focused 
on ways they intentionally gather information about 
target learners. This is a necessary step, but should 
not be the only one. According to our survey, only 
35% of respondents are including target learners 
in the design meeting. This often-overlooked 
step is central to design thinking, where the voice 
of the learner should drive decisions about the 
user experience. That voice can be represented by 
interview and observational data, but getting learner 
reactions to prototype designs and decisions about 
timing, duration, activities, etc. can be powerful – and 
a difference maker in the business results achieved.
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When You Include Target Learners in the Training Design 
Process, Which of the Following Methods Do You Use? 



While many organizations report gathering data 
on and from their target learners when they 
design training, far fewer include target learners 
in the development process. In fact, only 36% of 
respondents say they ‘Always’ or ‘Usually’ do it. 

As online learning shifts from courses to digital 
experiences such as apps and portals, the need for 
target learner feedback increases. We suspect that 
learners are most often included when initiatives are 
deemed critical to business outcomes and less often 
included when solutions are compliance-focused. 
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How Often Do You Get Input from Your Learners as Part of 
Your Training Development Process? 
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When You Include Target Learners in the Training 
Development Process, Which of the Following Methods Do 
You Use?

For those that do include target learners in the 
development process, we were pleased to see that 
61% include learners in pilots or usability tests. This 
is the most effective way to ensure training hits the 
mark before it is launched.

While the widespread use of pilots and usability tests 
is a positive, we believe the survey results to our 
questions about target learner inclusion tell us that 
target learners generally do not have much of a role 
in shaping the training they will receive. While design 
thinking is a trend receiving a lot of attention in L&D 
circles these days, it is more of an aspiration than 
a reality for most organizations today. Opportunity 
exists for organizations to see the business benefits 
of a design thinking approach to solving problems 
connected to skill and knowledge gaps as well as 
those connected to change initiatives.



Some of the year-over-year changes between different categories on our report can be chalked up to a small sample size and the 
variability of who responds to our survey each year. While we noticed some larger-than-expected fluctuations in some of the more 
established training delivery methods, we don’t believe most of those fluctuations are significant.

However, it does stand out when a new delivery method receives a lot of responses, or when a delivery method that was new on 
our survey the prior year grows significantly. 

13

What Methods Will You (or Your Organization) Use to Deliver 
Training in 2019?
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Our Observations

The training delivery landscape is 
diversifying. 

While the number of respondents 
who noted any one delivery method 
decreased, the total number of 
training delivery methods mentioned 
in this year’s survey increased. 

Five years ago, nearly all training 
was delivered as either eLearning, 
classroom training, or webinars. Today, 
the sheer number of available delivery 
methods gives today’s instructional 
designers more options. It appears 
many are taking advantage of these 
options.
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Adaptive learning is going mainstream. 

Most people are now used to personalized online 
experiences that change based on the actions we 
take. Shopping on Amazon, listening to music on 
Spotify, or watching shows on Netflix has trained 
us to expect the next thing we see or hear to be 
fine-tuned based on the last thing we saw. 

It’s natural that these consumer experiences 
should be translated to workplace learning 
experiences. It is now relatively easy to create 
systems that provide learners with individualized 
development paths that are meaningful, relevant, 
and efficient. 

We see many organizations creating online 
portals to enable this personalization. These 
portals are often linked to an existing LMS, but 
provide a better learner experience and easier 
ways to personalize the learner’s path based 
on their demographics or prior knowledge. 
Such portals can even adjust the content they 
recommend based on actions learners take. 
We expect this trend to only continue as web 
apps become more common and development 
costs come down. More vendors (including us) 
blend off-the-shelf products with “service plus 
product” offerings to create personalized learning 
experiences.
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It’s time to seriously look at AR and VR, though the 
technology gets expensive quickly.

Want an easy entry point to VR? Try combining 
inexpensive Occulus Go headsets with 360-degree 
video. We use this technology to create intriguing 
VR spaces that simulate job realities. Full-scale 
simulated environments remain expensive, but they 
may offer a good return on investment for large-scale 
enterprise needs. 

AR has some tremendous use cases, but we see only 
limited examples of optimal usage as of yet. The 
novelty factor of it appears to attract lots of attention, 
but some pretty large challenges with hardware exist. 
Unlike VR where you can hand everyone the same 
headset, AR right now relies on smartphones. What 
works on one phone may not necessarily work on all 
phones. The phone itself is a barrier as most learners 
do not want to have to hold their phones “just so” to 
conjure AR. When AR gets integrated into a headset 
as light as a set of eye glasses (the goal of Microsoft’s 
HoloLens) it will become far more intriguing as a 
performance support tool. Future iterations of Apple’s 
ARKit platform and new iPhone models may hasten 
AR adoption as well. 

With that said, small-scale AR experiments are 
cropping up. Those with big-dollar budgets can get 
some impressive displays, such as being able to 
conjure up map overlays, animations that enable 
you to see inside your body, or just-in-time how-to 
directions.



Chatbots are showing us that the best 
user interface is no user interface.

While we used chatbots with a few 
clients in 2018, we were still surprised 
by the number of organizations who 
indicated they will use chatbots as 
a training delivery method in 2019. 
Again, consumer adoption is key. 
People love Alexa, Siri, and Google 
Home. They want these types of 
assistants at work. They also love 
texting, with many using text in place 
of emails. 

We love the simplicity of asking and 
answering questions via SMS as 
an alternative to logging in to yet 
another tool or system. We also love 
the data security we can offer with 
SMS, since significant data security 
issues can hinder Alexa becoming 
your workplace buddy.
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What Learning Trend(s) or New Training Delivery Method(s) 
Are You Most Excited About for 2019?
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Design thinking and chatbots were 
new entrants on this list. Chatbots 
are particularly notable, as they 
successfully moved from the “future” 
to the “now” category on this year’s 
report. We also noted increased 
interest in adaptive learning once 
again. Otherwise, most of the major 
trend categories we have been 
following are steadily maintaining the 
same general level of interest year 
over year.

Games and gamification might seem 
like old news to the futurists among 
us, but we can say firsthand that we 
are just now seeing a large number 
of organizations commit to delivering 
great experiences through games and 
gamification. This trend has truly gone 
from fringe idea to accepted delivery 
method over the last ten years. 



What Emerging Learning Trends Are You Most Excited About 
Beyond 2019?

We continuously 
adjust the trends on 
this list based on how 
we see the landscape 
changing, so it can be 
difficult to compare 
this list to past years. 
For example, we 
removed chatbots from 
the list entirely as we 
have seen them move 
from a future aspiration 
to a present reality.
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Adaptive learning leads the way here, too. Our ability to create adaptive experiences will only increase in years to come as learner data 
becomes easier to track and machine learning capabilities improve. The Experience API (xAPI) will be a key part of this shift.

Learning experience design, a broad term within which design thinking falls, is a hot topic industry-wide and we are not surprised to see 
it register broad interest on this survey. The rise of so many possible types of experiences, especially digital experiences, necessitates a 
shift in how we design and develop training. Digital marketers and product managers have emphasized and optimized user experience to 
drive specific behaviors and outcomes for years. 
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What Knowledge and/or Skills Do Your Target 
Learners Need to Have to Be Successful in Their 
Jobs?
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The demand for soft skills is on the rise. In 
fact, the shift in responses from various types 
of fact-based knowledge and soft skills such as 
leadership, emotional intelligence, selling skills, 
and communication skills is one of the most 
significant shifts we have measured. Its increase 
may partially be explained by the global rise in 
predictions about artificial intelligence (AI) and 
its ability to phase out “fact-based” or repetitive 
jobs that can be handled via AI. The skills AI 
cannot easily replace are ones that require 
emotional intelligence, which may explain this 
rise. 

The other cause for the uptick is the shift in 
age groups in the workplace. There are fewer 
baby boomers and far more millennials. Less 
experienced workers tend to have less refined 
soft skills such as communication, leadership, 
collaboration, and teamwork skills. More and 
more learning leaders are recognizing that while 
knowing about specific products and processes 
matters, having a solid foundation of soft skills 
matters just as much, if not more. Soft skills take 
longer to teach and are not something a learner 
can find and locate the way they can a process 
map or product fact sheet.



This was a new question 
for 2019, and the answer 
that dominated most 
peoples’ responses 
did not surprise us: 
time! Most respondents 
said the learners they 
support simply do 
not have enough time 
available, or simply don’t 
want to make the time 
necessary, to learn what 
they need to learn to be 
successful on the job. 
This answer emphasizes 
the criticality of 
understanding the 
full learning journey 
required to build 
proficiency in anything. 
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What Challenges Do Your Learners Face That Make It Difficult 
for Them to Build the Knowledge/Skills They Need to Be 
Successful?

It also underscores the need to recognize that learner experience design must be about more than courses. It includes how we help 
learners notice a need to learn something, how we make it possible for them to commit to the learning, how we engage them in the 
formal learning components and how we augment and build confidence and competence over time.
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ATD’s annual State of the Industry report 
consistently shows that learners have 
around 34 hours per year dedicated to 
training and skill development. That equates 
to just over 4 days spent in formal training 
endeavors. This makes it critical for all of us 
to learn as we go, looking up information 
or asking a co-worker at the moment of 
need. It also illustrates that formal learning 
experiences seldom produce the biggest skill 
and performance boosts; instead, just-in-
time solutions, coupled with timely coaching 
and pinpoint formal solutions, yield the best 
outcomes.

This lack of time to devote to learning and 
development drives trends like adaptive 
learning, chatbots, and microlearning. 
The organizations that figure out how to 
provide employees with the exact learning 
experience they personally need, in the 
moment of need, are the ones most likely to 
see gains in productivity and performance. 
This fact, in turn, drives the need to clarify 
the optimal learning experience and to map 
out an entire learning journey for key roles 
in an organization.
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What Challenges Do You Face When You Try to Help These 
Learners Build the Necessary Knowledge/Skills?



Responses to this question were broader than 
in past years. Our interpretation is that no single 
issue dominates as a challenge. Challenges are 
often situational. The big challenges of time, 
motivation, manager/stakeholders issues, and 
technology, were all still cited highly, but the 
big growth area this year was “Lack of ID skills/
knowledge,” which leapt from 5% to almost 12% in 
its rating. 

The task of designing training is often assigned 
to individuals who have no formal background 
or skill in instructional design, particularly in the 
areas of sales and medical safety/compliance. 
More and more learning leaders are recognizing 
what their departments don’t know and seeking 
ways to build skills within their internal teams. 
Sometimes this means hiring an external partner 
to complete a project, but often it means seeking 
specialized training on topics such as design 
thinking, learner experience design, or agile 
learning design. 

We have had organizations request we complete 
projects while “thinking out loud” so their people 
can learn how to do what we do. Unfortunately, 
it isn’t exactly that simple, as those of us 
with advanced degrees in the education and 
informatics fields can attest.
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Other

Each year we ask this question, the most popular answer category is “Better training designs & methods.” It’s notable that the number of 
respondents mentioning this as the one thing they would change has increased each year. We reached a new high this year. 

27

If You Could Improve One Thing About Learning & Development 
and/or Training at Your Organization in 2019, What Would It Be?
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The second most frequently noted area for 
improvement, and the biggest area of growth 
from last year to this year, was “Better needs 
analysis.” Once again, we see opportunity 
for companies to embrace a design thinking 
methodology. It can enhance teams’ 
performance consulting and instructional 
design skillsets and dramatically improve 
needs analysis without exploding timelines.  
Better training designs start with a better 
understanding of business needs.

Improving skills won’t close the gap enough 
for small functions to create the types of 
training designs and solutions that excite 
them the most. As the sophistication of 
learning experiences we seek grows, a 
broader skillset becomes essential. User 
experience design, design thinking, software 
development, web development, and 
learning game design are just a few of the 
categories where organizations need new 
skills and resources to make their visions a 
reality. Rapid authoring tools have enabled 
people with limited technical skills to create 
eLearning, but basic eLearning alone is 
not enough to solve complex performance 
challenges.



Our 2019 survey results tell the story of a 
profession in transition. More training delivery 
method options are available than ever before, 
yet learners have less time available to dedicate 
to learning than ever before. eLearning authoring 
tools, and even mobile-first authoring tools, are 
easier to use and more inexpensive than ever 
before. Yet the new skill sets required to create 
the consumer-grade digital experiences learners 
are demanding require new investments and 
approaches. 

2019 is a year of great opportunity for our field. 
Just as we help our learners grow and develop, 
we must grow and develop to turn possibility into 
reality.

1. Time available for training is increasingly 
limited. We must think about the learner 
journey to avoid wasting it.  Single training 
events aren’t the solution to performance 
problems. If a performance challenge or 
training need truly exists, we need to plan a 
learning journey. This includes defining what 
level of competence is required, a realistic 
timeframe for achieving this competence, and 
all the activities that are part of acquiring 
that level of competence. Exposing people to 
content or sending them to events will not 
produce competence.
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Our Takeaways
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2. The learner experience matters now more 
than ever. Simple, intuitive solutions should 
be the goal. We cannot think of training as 
outside of people’s jobs. We have to integrate 
learning into the flow of people’s work.  L&D 
leaders who shift from an instructional design 
mindset to a learning experience design 
mindset will be best equipped to devise 
solutions that provide learners with exactly 
what they need, when they need it. Design 
thinking techniques and an understanding of 
user experience design enable designers to 
craft experiences that capture attention and 
provide relevant information and practice. 
And when a solution is digital, learners 
benefit when the user interface fades into the 
background.

3. Personalization is the new expectation. 
In our personal lives, digital experiences 
are highly personalized. We expect it. 
Adaptive, personalized learning is within 
reach. It reduces time wasted and makes 
learning applications more engaging. Many 
organizations are layering web portals on top 
of their existing LMS to direct learners to the 
right learning content at the right time. Others 
are ditching the LMS entirely and even using 
data tracked with xAPI to drive what content is 
pushed to learners. 
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4. AR and VR will transform how we train 
people. It’s time to start experimenting. 
In certain contexts, AR and VR will become 
the means by which people learn how to do 
their jobs. Low-cost hardware and even some 
authoring tools now make VR and AR a real 
option to consider. It’s still early going, but 
it’s a good time to get your feet wet exploring 
some low-cost options and proofs of concept. 
The key is selecting problems for which VR 
and AR can provide good ROI. Not every 
training initiative will fit this description.

5. Soft skills are a rapidly emerging need, 
and there’s no quick fix when they are 
missing. Process steps and product facts 
can be made available with a single search 
or voice command. Soft skills, on the other 
hand, take time and practice to develop. 
As learning leaders move more fact-based 
training programs into the flow of work, 
careful consideration should be given to 
how we support soft skills development. 
Skill development in leadership, problem-
solving, and interpersonal communication 
require a planned journey, not events. Ideal 
solutions are blended, multi-month to year-
long endeavors. Well-designed development 
programs, mentoring, skills practice within VR 
environments, and even smartphone apps can 
be part of these blended solutions.
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About Bottom-Line Performance

Since 1995, Bottom-Line Performance has helped organizations create the right learning solution. 
Whether you have a complex problem to solve, product to launch, or process to implement, our in-
house team partners with you every step of the way to design for your desired outcome and develop the 
right mix of tools: web and mobile apps, eLearning, serious games and gamification, video, and highly 
interactive instructor-led training to name a few. The end result? Award-winning solutions that solve 
problems, inspire people to act, and help people learn.

We are also the creators of Knowledge Guru®, a training reinforcement platform that uses adaptive 
learning, game-based learning, and microlearning to increase knowledge retention and improve 
performance.
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Email | info@bottomlineperformance.com
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