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A few years ago, a Japanese man named Akira 
Haraguchi sat down in a public Tokyo location. He had 
been preparing for this moment for quite some time. 

He took a deep breath, steadied his nerves, and began 
reciting numbers out loud from memory. At the end 
of this 16-hour marathon, his words finally came to an 
end, providing him a much needed rest. 

In that period, he had just repeated 100,000 digits of 
pi, which most elementary students stop memorizing 
after the first few digits (3.14). 

This feat was an incredible one on many fronts, but it 
presents a wonderful example of individuality--many 
of us are impressed with this, yet most of us also have 
little interest in trying to repeat it. That’s because every 
single person has their own unique set of personal and 
professional interests, goals, and priorities. 

When it comes to 
corporate learning, 

why do we assume 
that everyone is going 

to have the same set 
of interests, goals, and 

priorities?

But when it comes to corporate learning, why do 
we assume that everyone is going to have the 
same set of interests, goals, and priorities? 

In the increasingly personalized world of work, we 
see the workforce being drawn to opportunities 
for personalization. And for those employers 
that make those types of learning opportunities 
available, they reap the benefits of an engaged and 
well-developed workforce. 

Those that don’t? Well, they run the risk of hiring, 
paying, and managing a workforce that doesn’t 
bring its best efforts into play. 

Within this report we’ll look at how this 
personalization phenomenon is shaping up, 
exploring these critical topics: 

• One of the top learning technology gaps that 
appeared in the last year, and how that creates 
an opportunity for more personalized learning 
experiences

• How learners feel about the type of guidance 
they get from their employers and leaders on 
the skills that matter for their role 

• Why the tug of war between voluntary 
and mandatory training may be the wrong 
perspective to take

You’ll learn not only how the world is changing, but 
how you can adapt yourself, your team, and your 
organization to change along with it. 

Learning as an Expression of 
Personalization
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Source: 2021 Lighthouse Research & Advisory Learning, Reskilling, and Mobility Trends (n=1,044)

High-Quality Learning Content 
Identified as an L&D Technology Gap

In the last year, we’ve talked with countless 
business and talent leaders about the changes 
and difficulties they have faced. One of the 
consistent items on every agenda has been 
technology, and now we know why. 

In our latest research study of over 1,000 
employers, one of the primary gaps talent 

development leaders identified in their learning 
technology was access to high-quality third 
party content. When the world shifted quickly, 
learning teams were disrupted along with every 
other function of the business, and content still 
serves as the primary deliverable for learning 
teams everywhere. 

Figure 1: Learning Technology Gaps Identified in Last 18 Months
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Not only did events drive a greater need for content in general, but social 
challenges globally drove a new demand for racial equity-related content that 
many organizations didn’t have the expertise 
or experience to support. 

This combination of factors created a clear 
challenge for business leaders. In a time 
where many answers don’t seem to be 
readily available, thankfully there are proven 
content providers serving up this high-quality 
content that help employers to focus their 
time on their highest priority items instead 
of spending all of their time creating and 
delivering content. 

But there’s another perspective as well. 
Learners in our study pointed out something 
peculiar: 

My company offered more 
online training in the last year

My company did a terrible 
job helping me adapt to 

pandemic and  
workplace changes

My company helped me 
adapt to pandemic and 

workplace changes

28% 68%

If their company offered 
more online training 

options, learners were more 
than twice as likely to say 
their employer helped them 

to adapt and transition 
during the tumultuous 
times of the past year. 

If their company offered more online training options, learners were more than twice as likely to say their 
employer helped them to adapt and transition during the tumultuous times of the past year. 

The data paint an intriguing picture, and in the Comptroller of Maryland case study at the end of this 
guide, we’ll see how this innovative organization faced and overcame this challenge.



5

© 2021 Lighthouse Research & Advisory.

Rethinking 3 Key Ideas for Greater Learning Outcomes: 
Content, Skills, and Perspectives

Learners Flying Blind When it 
Comes to Skill Priorities

Source: 2021 Lighthouse Research & Advisory Learning, Reskilling, and Mobility Trends (n=1,044)

Pilots have an amazing 
set of technologies 
and resources at their 
disposal, but when 
they malfunction or 
have other issues that 
prevent proper usage, 
that can leave the pilot flying blind. The majority 
of today’s learners feel the same way, according 
to the data. 

Six in 10 learners feel like they 
are on their own when it comes 
to understanding the skills 
necessary to do their jobs. 

Imagine starting a job and being 
told, “You have experience, so 
you can decide what needs to get 

done.” That sounds a bit silly, right? But that’s exactly 
what is happening in many organizations today. It’s 
not just a learner perception.

Figure 2: How Learners Know What Skills They Should Prioritize

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

We expect 
managers to talk 
with their teams 
about the skills 

they needs

0%
Our leadership 
talks about the 

company direction 
and necessary skills 
in the open forums

We expect our 
workers to stay 
in touch with 

trends and develop 
some of their own 

required skills

We put critical 
skill-related 

content at the 
forefront of our 
learning systems 
so learners see 

it first

We track and 
report on 

analytics to 
critical skills 
to determine 

progress towards 
our goals

We curate critical 
skill-related 
content and 

share it with our 
learners

learners feel like they are 
on their own when it comes 
to understanding the skills 
necessary to do their jobs. 

6 in 10 



Rethinking 3 Key Ideas for Greater Learning Outcomes: 
Content, Skills, and Perspectives

To take it a step further, we see a clear delineation between 
company performance and how skill priorities are communicated. 

Companies that have better business metrics like revenue 
and retention are more likely to spread the responsibility of 
understanding changing skill demands across leadership, managers, 
and the workforce. But those that are low-performing place the 
primary responsibility on learners to navigate, understand, and 
prioritize the skills they should be developing. 

Bottom line: employers must have a strategy in place to help 
learners understand what skills matter for performance both now 
and in the future. 

“It’s an empowering approach to learning,” says Melissa King, 
Training Administrator, Comptroller of Maryland. “I received an 

email from an employee who’d enrolled in leadership courses 
through the catalog. She told me what a confidence booster the 

training had been and that she now feels that she can apply for a 
higher-level position in the agency.” 

Learners that say their employer did a good job 
transitioning them during the pandemic were 3x 
more likely to be satisfied with their company’s 
learning and training options. 

An example of this is DEI-related content. 84% of learning 
leaders say diversity-related content has risen in importance over 
the last year, and as that demand has risen, employers have had 
to prioritize related skills and content for the workforce. Many 
public companies have talked about inclusion and belonging from 
an executive level, and it’s critical to ensure that flows down to 
individual learners as a skill development priority. 
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For years, my wife ran a program in her classroom 
where children who read their books were able 
to receive a free lunch reward from us. It was 
never mandatory, but we saw an interesting 
occurrence: 

• When we provided awards at the end of the 
semester to those eligible, we always had a 
handful of recipients.

• When we gave awards the same week the 
children met their reading goals, we saw much 
higher participation in the program. 

This makes sense to us logically: when humans 
can see the reward for a behavior, they want to 
achieve that same reward. However, we don’t 
always think about how to drive those rewards 
or outcomes strategically. Humans are curious 
creatures, but some of the basic principles of 
decision-making and behavioral science can help 
us to drive those behaviors we’re looking for. 

For example, learning has its own rewards as 
well. And these outcomes can be used to engage, 

Learning Outcomes for Self-Directed and 
Company-Directed Consumption

encourage, and energize learners and their 
peers. Some of those rewards include: 

• Engagement for the learner

• Performance for the learner

• Performance for the organization

“We have seen tangible increases in employee 
output, production, and behavior modification, 

which are metrics for ROI.” 

Robin Funk, Deputy HR Director,  
Comptroller of Maryland 

But there’s a problem. One of the common 
dichotomies in learning is between learner-
directed or company-directed experiences. 
If I asked you right now which one of these 
was more likely to create higher learner 
engagement, you’d probably say the learner-
directed experience. That’s what hundreds of 
your peers said when given the choice during 
the study. 
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As someone who has run a team and had 
responsibility for overall talent development, I 
have made decisions based on this same set of 
ideas. But I know now that it’s a false dichotomy. 
We are arbitrarily deciding that voluntary and 
mandatory learning have different outcomes, and 
we should stop. 

Learners can consume company-required content 
and benefit from it. They can also pursue interests 
as they arise and improve their performance as 
well. It’s time we removed the artificial barrier that 
assumes learning that is learner-driven is purely 
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Figure 3: Outcomes of Learner- or Company-Directed Learning Experiences

Source: 2021 Lighthouse Research & Advisory Learning, Reskilling, and Mobility Trends (n=1,044)

for fun and doesn’t impact their productivity 
or capability.

Case in point: training on racial justice might 
be driven by a company agenda, or it could 
be driven by personal preference. In early 
2021, one Florida university opened up its 
DEI certificate program to the public for 
free, prompting more than 110,000 people 
to sign up for the training. Isn’t it fair to 
expect a benefit not only for those people 
that participated but also for the companies 
they work for?
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The Office of the Comptroller audits taxpayers for 
compliance, handles delinquent tax collection, and 
enforces license and unclaimed property laws. Acting 
as Maryland’s chief accountant, the Comptroller pays 
the state’s bills, maintains its books, prepares financial 
reports, and pays state employees. The agency is 
comprised of multiple divisions and departments, 
including the Office of Human Resources. It’s here, in 
the HR department, where the Comptroller’s mission 
statement — treating people with respect, being 
responsive, and getting results — begins. Aiding the 
HR team in that effort is OpenSesame, a leader in 
curated elearning curricula.

The rollout in early 2020 was a clear success. “Within 
a few short weeks, nearly 70% of our workforce had 
enrolled in at least one course. The average is over 46 
courses per learner, with a 91% completion rate,” adds 
Melissa King, Training Administrator for the agency. 

With multiple courses to choose from, employees 
are free to select how they want to approach a topic. 
Some courses are high-level overviews, for example, 
while others take a deeper dive. Some are quick, 
10-minute courses while others may take several 
hours. Some use live-action animation and others 
are hosted by subject-matter experts. “People learn 
differently,” Deputy Director of Human Resources 
Robin Funk says. “We’ve found that thanks to the 
breadth of OpenSesame’s catalog, employees can find 
courses that meet them where they’re at and keep 
them engaged.” 

Case Study: Office of the Comptroller  
of Maryland

Course enrollments 
averaging over 46  
courses per learner

91% course 
completion rate

Continual learning 
journey and learning 
culture are created vs.  
one time training

Extensive course  
offering eliminates  
need to rely on costly 
outside trainers

CASE STUDY: 
RESULTS
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“It’s an empowering approach to learning,” says 
King. “I received an email from an employee who’d 
enrolled in leadership courses through the catalog. 
She told me what a confidence booster the training 
had been and that she now feels that she can apply 
for a higher-level position in the agency. That’s a 
core goal of our department, growing the next 
generation of leaders, and we’re able to do it much 
more effectively with OpenSesame.” 

“Online training is less expensive and logistically 
easier to administer,” explains Funk. “We have a 
main campus and 13 branch offices, making travel 
and work time a consideration set for classroom 
learning. Learning software such as OpenSesame 
recaps employees’ progress, measures courses 
completed, and what is resonating with learners. 
We have seen tangible increases in employee 
output, production, and behavior modification, 
which are metrics for ROI.” 

“Having a strong learning culture and a modern 
approach to learning is attractive for hiring talent 
and retaining existing talent,” adds Funk. “Micro 
learning classes of 5-15 minutes, plus mobile 
learning and cloud-based options allow for 
employees to engage during their break times or in 
a remote environment. As part of the performance 
appraisal process we have utilized OpenSesame 
content as a resource to skill, reskill and upskill.”
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KEY TAKEAWAYS

1
Access to high-quality, 

third-party content enables 
learner-driven experiences 

and can deliver a personalized 
approach to learning and 
career growth. More than 

just a playlist, this is a 
curated, customized track 

that drives engagement and 
performance. 

2 3
Today’s learners are often 

expected to know the skills 
they need to succeed, but 

employers must take a more 
active role in supporting 
and sharing their critical 
skills for the workforce. 

Modern learning content 
allows us to skip the either/
or choice of creating value 

for learners or creating 
value for the company. The 

right content resource 
can enable better value 

for the workforce and the 
employer at the same time. 
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About 
OpenSesame helps develop the world’s most productive and admired workforces. With the 

most comprehensive catalog of elearning courses from the world’s top publishers, we are here to help you 
every step of the way, from finding courses, mapping them to your core competencies, syncing them 

with your LMS to increasing utilization and improving your L&D programs. Not only will you have the 
flexibility of multiple purchasing options from OpenSesame, you’ll find it simple to use and administer 

your elearning courses. To learn more, visit www.opensesame.com.
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About Us
Lighthouse Research & Advisory is a modern analyst firm dedicated to setting the standard for excellence in 
talent, learning, and HR. By providing compelling research and actionable insights for business leaders, our 
team’s mission is to navigate the rapidly changing field of human capital management to support today’s talent 
and learning functions. From establishing frameworks and defining competitive practices to illuminating the  
ROI of the employee experience, our goal is to chart a new course for talent. Ben Eubanks is the Chief 
Research Officer at Lighthouse, providing insights for today’s talent leaders and vendor partners. 

Prior to joining Lighthouse, Ben worked as a research analyst for Brandon Hall Group, focusing on learning, 
talent acquisition, and talent management. During his tenure, he published more than 100 pieces of research 
and provided advisory services to executives from some of the largest and most respected organizations in 
the world. He also has hands-on experience working as an HR executive, leading both strategic and tactical 
talent practices. Ben is the host of We’re Only Human, a podcast focused on the intersection of people, 
technology, and the workplace. In addition, he runs upstartHR.com, a website serving HR leaders that has 
reached more than 1,000,000 readers since its inception.




