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In this week’s installment of the

series of essays supporting 

The Guild’s 360º Report on 

e-Learning 2.0, the authors pro-

vide insight into the uses and

benefits that  members are mak-

ing of social media in the enter-

prise. You’ll also learn about the

common concerns members

have regarding these new tools. 

Why e-Learning 2.0?
By Michele Martin and Sanjay Parker

Blogs. Wikis. Social Networks. Widgets. Mash-

ups. Web 2.0. We hear about these technolo-

gies almost daily. Some of us have even used

them. The question is, what do they have to do with 

e-Learning, and, as a learning professional, why should

you care?

In this essay, we’ll explore how a new breed of technology tools, collectively
referred to as social media or “Web 2.0,” has fueled an online culture of con-
nection and contribution. We’ll show you how you can benefit by embracing
these tools, and by leveraging them for e-Learning. We’ll share a few examples
of how companies and organizations are already using the technologies, and
we’ll review typical concerns about deploying social media in the enterprise.
Finally, we’ll share why we believe that integration of these tools into traditional
e-Learning is probably not a choice, but an inevitability. As you’ll see, e-Learn-
ing 2.0 is already here, and is likely functioning within your organization.

The drive to e-Learning 2.0
When we first started using the Internet (what is now called Web 1.0), it

was primarily a destination for finding content and completing basic transac-
tions. Advanced skills were necessary to do anything other than view Web
pages, shop online, or send e-mail. To operate even basic Web sites, organiza-
tions needed to make a significant investment in a team of IT staff, servers, and
hosting infrastructure. While the Web was a good place to find information, it
wasn’t where most of us could create things, or have much real interaction. 

Starting in 2003, we began to see the rise of a new breed of technologies
that turned the Web from strictly an information destination into a platform, a
place to not only read or watch media, but to actually DO things. There are
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ed more than 50,000 communities, with over 100,000
experts signed up to answer questions and manage
information. These experts are GE workers with full-
time jobs who use the system because it helps them
do their job better. Interestingly, GE, which is famous
for its metric-driven culture, saves so many millions a
year with SupportCentral that they don't require a
Return on Investment (ROI) justification model for the
system. As CIO Gary Reiner said in a recent Fortune
interview, SupportCentral “is becoming … the heart-
beat of the company.” (See references at the end of
this article.)

Now, of course, depending on your perspective,
these kinds of changes can be exciting or daunting 
(or perhaps a little of both). That’s true of any change.
We believe, however, that widespread adoption of 
e-Learning 2.0 tools and approaches is not a matter of
"if" but "when." While the degree to which companies
and organizations use social media in their daily work
processes will probably vary, it's unlikely that any
organization will be able to entirely escape the on-
slaught of social media. Whether blogs, wikis, and
social networks are set up behind the firewall, or
brought in through the internet cloud, these applica-
tions are finding their way into organizations every-
where. The challenge for e-Learning professionals will
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two critical facts about this stage. First is the simplifi-
cation of what had previously been high-end special-
ized tools. Rather than needing a specially trained
expert to get written information, photos, audio, and
video online, now anyone can do it. Second is how
these tools facilitate social connections. In Web 1.0,
the focus was on connecting people to content. In
Web 2.0, the focus is on connecting people to con-
tent AND to other people. 

These shifts in technology fundamentally change
the e-Learning experience. At a minimum, they encour-
age, among learners, a level of sociability, sharing, and
connection that we've not experienced before. Instead
of inviting learners to be passive consumers of infor-
mation, with interactions limited to those specified 
by the "learning professionals," social media tools
empower learners to be much more actively involved
in constructing their own learning. Social media tools
also provide learners with avenues for connecting
with a much broader network of people as part of
their learning experience.

One company that understands the power of social
media is GE. GE SupportCentral is their professional
networking platform with over 400,000 global users
in 6,000+ locations around the world. The system
gets over 25 million Web hits a day. Users have creat-
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book, able to connect with colleagues all over the
world. This has provided not only the “social glue” to
create smoother working relationships; it has also cre-
ated a world wide community of practice for Serena
employees to share ideas and expertise. 

You can deploy social networks outside the firewall
through tools like Facebook, or behind the firewall
through “white label” social networking software such
as Ning. As Serena’s experience illustrates, these net-
works allow people to form communities online based
on shared interests, activities, locations, work units,
etc. You can easily form subgroups, and individuals
can belong to several groups at once, just as they
would in the "real world." In large organizations, or
ones made up of multiple locations, online social net-
works can be a key way for employees to find and
connect to one another, and build the social capital
necessary to make work flow smoothly. A network can
also serve as a "hub" for blended learning events, and
for follow-up after a training course. 

Blogs are another key social media tool. They can
be used for reflection as part of a course, or as an on-
going tool for reflecting on experience and sharing
ideas. The ability to comment on one’s blogs means
that this learning can be further enhanced by allowing
others to comment on the content of posts, ask ques-
tions, and suggest resources. Commenters can inter-
act with the blog author and with each other, which
enriches the experience for all.

Wikis allow people to collaboratively create, edit,

be to determine the best strategies for integrating
them into more traditional on- and off-line learning
practices.

Understanding the possibilities
Because of the rapid pace of information change

and the competitive pressures of a global economy, it
is no longer reasonable for learning to take place only
through structured courses or e-Learning modules. By
the time formal courses are developed much of the
content is outdated, and most workers don’t have
time for full courses, anyway. What employees really
need is “bite-sized learning” to satisfy an immediate
appetite and to be consumed on an as-needed basis.
They also need access to a network of knowledge-
able people who can answer questions and provide
advice when they run into trouble – with persistent
connections as well as asynchronous access on a
global time clock. Learning isn’t just about content
anymore; it’s also about having access to the right
people at the right time. 

This is the environment in which e-Learning 2.0
shines, as the experience of Serena, a $270 million
software company, demonstrates. Frustrated with the
quality of internal learning and knowledge sharing, as
well as a lack of community, the company began en-
couraging its employees to use Web 2.0 tools, includ-
ing social networks Facebook and LinkedIn, and video-
sharing site YouTube. Within one month of deploy-
ment, 90% of Serena’s employees were on Face-
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just want to learn more, we present our list of Top 5
reasons to adopt e-Learning 2.0, and then we’ll ad-
dress each one:

1. Guild members currently using e-Learning 2.0
are reporting that it works, 

2. The Digital Natives are entering the workforce,
and they're expecting social media,

3. Barriers to entry and experimentation are low,
4. Re-purposed content is cost effective, and
5. Scary thought for the day … your competitors,

customers, and employees are already using
these tools.

Reason 1: Guild members currently using
e-Learning 2.0 are reporting that it works

The litmus test for any learning intervention is
whether it works. According to the Guild survey,
those organizations that have made at least some 
use of eLearning 2.0 strategies are reporting positive
results. (See Figure 1.)

Note that 57% believe that e-Learning 2.0 has
helped them accommodate learner needs; 65%
report increased learner access and availability; and
almost 66% have increased the speed of information
dissemination. At the same time, only 34% have seen
reduced costs, and less than half have seen improve-
ments in learner performance. In the last two cate-
gories, most organizations have seen no difference.

Even more telling, is that the more an organization
has used e-Learning 2.0 strategies, the more likely
they are to report positive experiences. Figure 2 in-
cludes responses only from those organizations mak-

share, and comment on content. Privacy settings allow
organizations to control levels of access. As part of a
course, you can use a wiki as an online portfolio to
demonstrate learning, or as a strategy for people to
share resources and information as they move through
the course. Trainers can also use wikis as "digital
handouts," with links to documents, articles, videos,
Podcasts, and photos. Many companies and organiza-
tions are also using wikis to document policies and
procedures, to collaboratively develop meeting agen-
das and minutes, and to make content that is usually
shared via e-mail more easily and readily accessible to
anyone, at any time. 

With social bookmarking tools like Delicious, indi-
viduals can categorize and organize useful information
they find online. Through “tagging” (a form of catego-
rization), you can then share these bookmarks with
others in your organization, department, or unit. Social
bookmarking sites can also serve as a resource for
helping to find useful content, and help you sift
through the millions of pages of online content. This
social aspect acts as a sort of "recommendation sys-
tem," as the more people who bookmark a resource
the more likely it is that the resource is considered
high quality. Sites have essentially been “vetted” by
colleagues, which means more accurate information
and quick results. 

Rating systems, video and photo-sharing sites, and
Podcasting are also social media tools that offer plen-
ty of opportunities for learning. Imagine — what if your
LMS had an Amazon-like review system that let the
best content and most compelling instructors bubble
to the top? Or, imagine if you were able to make quick
videos of a work process, and then easily upload and
share those with the employees in your 20 locations
worldwide.

If we treat the use of social media as an ongoing
part of the work environment, then knowledgeable
experts can monitor the use of these tools to identify
misunderstandings, or places where information is in-
correct. You can then develop learning interventions
to address these issues. It is actually easier to monitor
employee knowledge and understanding through so-
cial media tools, because work is more transparent
and out in the open. With e-mail, private conversa-
tions, etc., it's easy for incorrect or inaccurate informa-
tion to make the rounds "under the radar," where it's
more difficult to identify and address potential issues.

Why e-Learning 2.0? 
There are those who will prefer to stand by the tra-

ditional models of learning, and hope that the talk of
e-Learning 2.0 will go away. This indeed will happen
… as soon as we introduce e-Learning 3.0. For those
who are sitting on the fence, need to garner buy-in, or
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Figure 1 Organizations
report that adopting 
e-Learning 2.0 has re-
sulted in improvements 
in several areas. (All
respondents)

î

Figure 2
Organizations making
significant use of 
e-Learning 2.0 report
better results, compared
to all respondents in
Figure 1.

î
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ing significant use of e-Learning 2.0. Note how the
numbers reporting “big improvements” are larger in
each category for the significant users, compared to
all respondents.

In Figure 3, we see that a whopping 95% of those
organizations making significant use of e-Learning 2.0
strategies report that their efforts have been worth-
while. 

Looking at organizations at all levels of use, 72%
report that their e-Learning 2.0 initiatives have been
worthwhile. (See Figure 4.) Less than 2% think that
their efforts have been a waste of time. 

Given that only 242 organizations reported using
any e-Learning 2.0 strategies, and only 22 reported
making significant use of them, this is preliminary evi-
dence at best. However, the trends are encouraging,
and suggest that increased use of e-Learning 2.0
tools and approaches seems to be having a positive
impact on learners and organizations. 

Reason 2: The Digital Natives are entering
the workforce and they're expecting social
media

The Millennial generation (also known as Genera-
tion Y or the Facebook Generation), those born from
the early 1980s to the mid 1990s, are beginning to
enter the workplace. As the years progress, their num-
bers will increase. These Millennials are the first gen-
eration to never know a world without the Internet.
From their earliest years, using the Web and social
media to interact online with each other and with
information has been as natural to them as breathing.
These digitally competent workers are adept at creat-
ing and contributing to blogs, wikis, and even con-
structing their own widgets. (Widgets are self-con-
tained, reusable modules or objects that add function-
ality to a Web site.)

The eLearning Guild’s survey demonstrates how
this younger generation is embracing social media. Of
those under 30, 46% are making at least weekly use
of professional networking site LinkedIn, and another
43% are using Facebook on a regular basis. (See
Figure 5 on page 6.)

In part, this is because colleges and universities are
increasingly using social media tools as part of their
courses. According to the Guild survey, 64% of uni-
versity respondents are currently using e-Learning 2.0
approaches, while almost 18% are currently research-
ing how other organizations are using the tools. Only
9% have no plans to use e-Learning 2.0. (The rest are
building a business case for using e-Learning 2.0 but
have not made any changes yet.) This means that
your younger workers — replacing the aging Baby
Boomers in your workforce — will arrive on your door-
step assuming that social media will be part of the

learning experience. And if it's not already available —
they will bring it in themselves. Similar to the lesson
we learned by watching the movie Jurassic Park, if
there is opportunity ... "life will find a way.”

Ernst & Young is one company that recognizes the
value of social media in the enterprise. They use Face-
book to recruit interns and future employees, as well
as to create a culture of transparency and connection
with current employees. With nearly 25,000 mem-
bers, the EY network is one of the most popular on
the Facebook platform. Through judicious use of polls,

press clippings, discussion forums, contests, recruit-
ing info, resume advice, and content created by cur-
rent employees and interns showing what it’s like to
work at EY, this site attracts and helps retain those
top-tier applicants that do not want (or need) to apply
for a job using the traditional channels. 

Where talent shortages exist, the integration of
social media into all aspects of the workplace (includ-
ing e-Learning) may well prove to be a major source
of competitive advantage for recruiting and retention.
E-Learning Guild members recognize this, as more
than 65% of the survey’s respondents indicated 
that they felt younger workers would be demanding 
e-Learning 2.0 tools and approaches. 

Reason 3: Barriers to entry and experimen-
tation are low

In comparison to the more formal, traditional tools
of e-Learning 1.0, the tools of e-Learning 2.0 are rela-
tively inexpensive, easy to learn, and easy to deploy. If
you're comfortable using privacy settings to manage
group membership, rather than needing your e-Learn-

Figure 3 Nearly all
organizations that make
significant use of e-Learn-
ing 2.0 report that their
results are worthwhile.

î

Figure 4 Most
respondents, across all
levels of use, believe
their e-Learning 2.0 ini-
tiatives have been
worthwhile.

î



ing 2.0 solution to exist only behind your firewall, many
e-Learning 2.0 tools are actually free, and offer great
quality and functionality. You can also find high quality
open source systems, such as Wordpress and Drupal,
where the software itself is free, and the only costs
are to customize, host, and manage the software on
your server.

Ease of use is another key factor. Many employees
already know how to use these tools, so applying
them in an e-Learning environment will be simple. For
those who have not used the tools before, mastering
the mechanics is generally relatively easy. If someone
can create a Word document and send an e-mail, that
person also has the technical skills to use most social
media tools. There may be a slightly longer learning
curve for understanding some of the more advanced
features and processes, but you can learn even these
more quickly by using the network itself to ask ques-
tions and get ideas for making better use of the tools. 

Reason 4:  Repurposed content is cost-
effective

Social media tools provide mechanisms for both
creating and disseminating learning objects that you
can repurpose. This adds to the cost-effectiveness of
these tools. For example, a researcher may post a tip
on her blog for conducting an effective online search.
Other workers may then comment on this post, refin-
ing the original idea, adding their own tips, and asking
further questions. If the blog is not behind the firewall,
other researchers who are part of your employee’s
external network may also contribute to the discus-
sion. Since this information is more public than it would
be in an e-mail, it also provides SMEs and trainers
with an opportunity to ensure that the shared informa-
tion is accurate. 

Because you are preserving this content in digital
format, you could easily copy and paste different ele-
ments of the discussion to use in other media. You
might also decide to record screen casts of the tip,
showing how the researcher did her work. You could
also ask the researcher to record her own screen
cast, which you can then embed into a PowerPoint, 
e-mail, e-Learning module, etc. You can repurpose 
this simple blog post into a variety of learning inter-
ventions, including multimedia-supported learning.
Finally, the dawn of the easily repurposable knowl-
edge nugget is here. 

Reason 5: Scary thought for the day ... your
competitors, customers, and employees
are already using these tools

According to the e-Learning Guild survey, approxi-
mately 40% of respondents are making some use of
e-Learning 2.0 strategies. (See Figure 6.) Another
30% are researching how others are using these
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strategies, so for 70% of respondents, e-Learning 2.0
is on the radar. 

In the next 12 months, it looks like this trend will
accelerate, with just under 70% of respondents indi-
cating that they will be using more e-Learning 2.0
approaches, and only 1.1% indicating they will be
using fewer e-Learning strategies. (See Figure 7.)
While penetration is nowhere near 100%, it's clear

that there's a definite trend toward utilizing e-Learning
2.0 strategies, and this trend won't decline anytime
soon.

In the first statistically significant longitudinal study
on the usage of social media within corporations, the
University of Massachusetts Dartmouth compared
familiarity, usage, and strategic importance of social
media with Inc. 500 corporations in 2007, with a re-

Figure 5 The
Millennials use social
media on a frequent
basis.

î

Figure 6 In the survey, 70% of Guild members are either using e-Learning 2.0î

Figure 7 The majority
of respondents plan to
use more e-Learning 2.0
in the next year.

î



peat survey in 2008. They found that the year-over-
year increases in all categories were not only statisti-
cally significant, but in some cases, meteoric. Familiar-
ity with the six listed social media types (social net-
working, message boards, blogging, online video,
Podcasting, and wikis) all increased year over year,
with online video and wikis showing the highest pro-
portional increases. Deployment of these media types
all had significant growth, with 77% of the Inc. 500
having adopted some form of social media tool by
2008. Finally, the ranking of social media at the high-
est rating of “very important” increased from 26% in
2007 to 44% in 2008, with 78% considering social
media as very important or somewhat important. 

In another report published in McKinsey Quarterly
on how businesses are using Web 2.0, "more than
three-fourths of executives who responded say they
plan to maintain or increase their investments in tech-
nology trends that encourage user collaboration, such
as peer-to-peer networking, social networks, and Web
services." Further, more than half say they are pleased
with their past Internet investments, though some re-
gret not boosting their own capabilities to exploit tech-
nology, and most executives said they should have
acted faster rather than slower.

Clearly social media is already a reality in many
organizations.

Concerns about e-Learning 2.0
If we're going to explore “why e-Learning 2.0,” we

also need to consider “why not?” That is, what are the
perceived barriers to implementing e-Learning 2.0,
and how might we deal with them?

The e-Learning Guild's survey shows that, when it
comes to using social media, there are a number of
issues that concern e-Learning professionals.

Legal, regulatory and confidentiality issues

Among e-Learning Guild members, 52% were con-
cerned about the legal, regulatory, or confidentiality
issues they believe e-Learning 2.0 creates. This is a
common concern for most organizations considering
social media for any reason, so it's not surprising to
see it here.

The primary concern of organizations is that employ-
ees will share private or sensitive information that they
shouldn't. Yet workers don't need social media tools
to do this. If they intend to disseminate something
you'd rather keep private, they can send an e-mail,
share a paper copy, or even give the information ver-
bally in a phone call or personal conversation. If you
think about it, if all interactions had to take place
through social media, it would actually be easier to
monitor what people say, because it would all be in
the open. E-mail, phone calls, and face-to-face meet-

• LEARN how organizations — whether corporate,
academic, or government — are using Learning
2.0 technologies.

• EXPLORE how these different tools and
approaches can be used to provide learning.

• DISCOVER how these technologies can offer
flexible, anytime, anywhere, learning on a 
wide variety of topics and formats.

• EXAMINE how to design effective Learning
using wikis, blogs, Podcasts, etc.

• ENSURE that your Learning 2.0 initiatives meets
both the learners’ and the organization’s goals.
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tools of e-Learning 1.0,
the tools of e-Learning
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2.0 solution to exist only
behind your firewall,
many e-Learning 2.0
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can also find high quali-
ty open source systems,
such as Wordpress and
Drupal, where the soft-
ware itself is free ...

ings actually allow more under-the-radar interactions
to occur.

If you need additional proof that social media can
be secure, it's hard to imagine organizations that might
have more potential issues with regulations and confi-
dentiality than do the intelligence and law enforce-
ment agencies. Yet, in the United States, the CIA,
FBI, ONI, and DIA have all deployed MediaWiki, blog-
ging software, tagging software, and Google search
as part of their Intellipedia project. Clearly, you can
work out security issues.

E-Learning 2.0 isn't effective

According to the e-Learning Guild survey, 18.1% 
of respondents aren't convinced that e-Learning 2.0
works, and 58.9% are concerned that we don't know
how to measure its effectiveness. 

This is the problem with any new technology. Until
we use it for a while, we have no way of knowing
when and how it might be effective. Will Thalheimer's
essay (August 19, 2008) offers some thoughts on
how to evaluate e-Learning 2.0, which we highly en-
courage you to read. We’d also argue that, as a pro-
fession, we haven’t always done the greatest job of
documenting the effectiveness of e-Learning 1.0, yet
we still use those tools and processes for learning. 

As we discussed earlier, according to the Guild’s
survey data, there is significant anecdotal information
to suggest that e-Learning 2.0 is showing positive
impacts. We also know that among the biggest driv-
ers of e-Learning 2.0 in organizations are the learning
professionals themselves, 52% of whom have tried
out the tools, and are now pushing their organizations
to use social media to improve learning. 

In addition, other studies suggest that effective use
of IT and social media can have important impacts on
organizational performance as well. A new report, by
Harvard Business School professor Andrew McAfee
and several co-authors, shows an increasingly large
performance gap between those organizations that
have learned how to use technology to spread ideas
and innovations, and those that haven't. Essentially,
the more a company uses IT to spread innovation,
and continues to learn from it, the more likely it is to
be a competitive winner within its industry. This is
because social media helps spread employee ideas,
skills, and expertise. In an organization that does not
make effective use of IT innovations, the knowledge
and learning of organizational superstars is either
undiscovered or undocumented. With social media,
however, good ideas work their way to the surface,
where you can harness them for knowledge and
insight in an easily transferable format. This is borne
out by the experiences of those Guild members who
are using e-Learning 2.0, 66% of whom report that

social media have increased the speed of information
dissemination in their organizations. 

Employees don't have the equipment or the
skills to use social media

Lack of equipment and skills was another key con-
cern that e-Learning professionals identified in consid-
ering e-Learning 2.0.

According to 55% of survey respondents, their em-
ployees don't have the equipment or software to cre-
ate and share content. However, given that the majori-
ty of social media tools require only a Web browser
and an Internet connection; this should be less of an
issue than it appears to be.

At the same time, 48% of respondents worry about
whether or not staff have the skills to use social
media. This may be true, although the extent to which
it's a problem may be over-estimated. One of the rea-
sons for the widespread adoption of social media is
because it's designed to be easy to use, with minimal
training, and no need for "manuals.” Further, an entire
generation is entering the workforce equipped with
these skills. People who are less experienced in using
the Web may struggle more, but social media is gen-
erally far less complicated to learn to use than other
forms of technology. 

E-Learning professionals don't have the
skills to use social media

According to the e-Learning Guild survey, 51% of
respondents are concerned that they themselves
don't have the skills to use social media for learning.
Fortunately, social media itself can help solve this
issue, as there are active blogging networks, Face-
book and LinkedIn groups, and other online resources
devoted to exploring how to effectively use social
media for learning. And again, the technology itself is
easy to learn. If you can master an LMS or an author-
ing tool, you can certainly master a blogging platform
or a social network.

Conclusion
Social learning psychologist Albert Bandura (1977)

said, “Learning would be exceedingly laborious, not to
mention hazardous, if people had to rely solely on the
effects of their own actions to inform them what to do.
Fortunately, most human behavior is learned observa-
tionally through modeling: From observing others, one
forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed,
and on later occasions this coded information serves
as a guide for action.” E-Learning 2.0 facilitates that
social learning process in ways Bandura probably
never imagined possible. 

Because we are essentially social creatures, social
media tend to enhance learner motivation and engage-
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ment, providing workers with more meaningful ways
to interact with each other and with information. Use
of social media also creates a more fertile environ-
ment for the development of communities of practice,
identification of experts, sharing of ideas, and the
spread of innovation. This translates into a compelling
story for e-Learning 2.0, and places us at a potentially
historic inflection point for the way we create, deliver,
and iterate learning. The next question you should ask
yourself is, “Where do you want to be when this ground-
swell erupts – on top of the fountain, or standing by
and admiring its splendor?”
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