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THIS BOOK is based on three straightforward ideas.
The first is that we live in a world that is more connected and changes

faster day in and day out than has ever been the case before.
The second is that to thrive in this world, we must continually

develop new knowledge and skills. Never before has ongoing, effective
lifelong learning been so necessary for so many people both as a path to
economic success and simply for making sense of and finding fulfillment
in a highly complex world.

The third is that technology has reached a tipping point in the past
few years. Not only are there many more ways to deliver education out-
side the traditional classroom; the technologies are dramatically less
expensive, easier to use, and much more broadly embraced by the pub-
lic than they were as little as a decade ago.

These three ideas together suggest a tremendous opportunity: We are
at a point at which nearly anyone with a decent computer, a high-speed
Internet connection, and expertise or access to expertise in a topic or skill
set can reach a global audience in very sophisticated ways.

1
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That “anyone” may very well be you.
Depending on your background and your perspective, little of this

may seem like news, but consider what the situation was just a little over
a decade ago.

In the go-go dot-com 1990s, I worked for a start-up e-learning com-
pany whose founders had a vision for capturing lectures from top-ranked
schools and distributing them into community colleges and second-tier
universities. The idea was to provide access to a caliber of content that
students at these institutions might not otherwise get. It was a compelling
vision, and the company produced some wonderful educational content.
To do this, though, was no small matter. We spent millions on high-end
audio and video equipment and the talent to go with it so that we could
capture lectures. We paid dozens of Flash and HTML programmers to
create interactive web content and employed teams of writers, graphic
artists, and editors to create great text and visual content. Much of my
own work involved traveling from business school to business school to
secure complex contracts for the professors who would deliver the lec-
tures. My colleagues and I were certain we had found a model that was
going to transform the world of education. The market, however, was not
so certain, and the sales we hoped for never materialized.

Of course, in those days it was all too easy to find and spend money
on “the next big thing.” When the venture fell apart, it was also easy to
draw the conclusion that maybe the Internet and the whole concept of
online education were not going to be all that the hype had made them
out to be. By 2002, the bubble had burst, and the people at my company,
and at countless other companies, had dispersed and gone off to work on
other things. The revolution we had been a part of had seemingly fizzled.

Now, fast-forward a decade, and consider what has happened in the
meantime.

8 Many of the things we now consider a standard part of our
Internet experience have come into existence only in this intervening
decade—some only in the past five years. These include Google,
YouTube, Facebook, iTunes, smartphones, and even low-cost, reliable
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web conferencing technologies, just to name a very few. Awareness and
use of most of these technologies have become the norm in only the past
few years, even if it now seems like they have been around forever.

8 The global economic landscape has shifted dramatically. Thomas
Friedman’s landmark book The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the
Twenty-First Century, published in 2005, captured the way in which the
evaporation of economic borders has changed the nature of work for-
ever. This point has been punctuated by the global recession that began
in 2007 and from which the world has not yet fully emerged.

8 With unemployment soaring, and rampant uncertainty now the
norm across many labor markets, the focus on education has become
more intense than at any point since the aftermath of World War II. There
is widespread recognition that we need to better prepare people for the
world we now live in, and we need to help those who have been displaced
gain new knowledge and skills that will help them get back on track.

8 The baby boomers, who represented the largest generation in
history until their children came along, are starting to “retire.” Retire-
ment, however, is not what it used to be. Many boomers are shifting to
second careers, whether out of interest or necessity. Others are taking
advantage of their newly found freedom to engage in a wide variety of
learning activities that they had no time for previously.

8 Finally, online education has gone mainstream. Online courses
are offered by every major college and university, as well as most smaller
ones. E-learning is a standard part of corporate training departments, and
more than 70 percent of trade and professional associations deliver at
least some of their continuing education offerings online. At the time I
am writing this book, Harvard and MIT have just announced a major
new initiative to offer free, online college-level courses. This is just one
of many “open” education initiatives from major institutions. As a
Boston Globe article put it, “Online education is now a juggernaut; more
than 6.1 million current college students took a web-based course in fall
2010. Nearly a third of students have taken one during their college
careers.”1
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If I were to start a company now similar to the one that blew
through so much money at the turn of this century, I could create and
distribute substantially similar offerings for thousands rather than mil-
lions of dollars. Just as important, I would be offering these up to a
global market that is now broadly familiar with and comfortable with a
wide range of technologies and is hungry for acquiring new skills and
knowledge. And that is precisely my point.

If you don’t believe me, consider the case of Salman Khan, who single-
handedly, using simple video and web tools, has produced more than
2,000 short videos on mathematics, economics, and a range of scientific
topics. Khan was not a teacher. He was a very smart hedge fund manager
who wanted to help his cousin with a topic he knew well. His Khan
Academy now features more than 3,000 videos and as of this writing has
delivered nearly 150 million lessons. Teachers, parents, students, and the
general public have all embraced Khan’s videos and are using them to
supplement, complement, and eliminate traditional classroom education
in a wide variety of ways. When you consider how slow the widespread
adoption of technology in K–12 education has been, this represents a
major disruption—largely sparked by the efforts of a single individual.

Or consider Leo Babauta. In 2005, Leo was a journalist and father of
six living in Guam. Determined to change his life, Leo started writing
about his efforts to adopt new, positive habits and shed ones that he felt
were harmful. Leo’s quest struck a chord, and by 2009 he had more than
50,000 subscribers to his blog, Zen Habits. That year he launched, in col-
laboration with Mary Jaksch, an online learning bootcamp and com-
munity to help others succeed with blogging. Again, using a relatively
simple set of tools, and producing the initial content entirely on their
own, Leo and Mary were able to launch a successful, vibrant member-
ship community that generates significant income and continues to
thrive and grow today.

Or Michael Stelzner. Stelzner started the highly successful online
magazine Social Media Examiner just a few years ago to compete with
rapidly growing blogs like Mashable. Social Media Examiner has been
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successful in attracting tens of thousands of readers, but the real core of
the business model is the online events produced by the magazine. The
biggest of these, the annual Social Media Success Summit, is an online
virtual conference that leverages basic web conferencing technologies
and the freely available LinkedIn social network to attract thousands of
marketers—at a list price of $595 per ticket.

Finally, there is Udacity, a company that has sprung from the efforts
of a professor at a top-ranked school to deliver his class to a much larger
audience. Sound familiar? In late 2011, Sebastian Thrun and his colleague
Peter Norvig offered a “massive open online course” (MOOC) through
Stanford University on the topic of artificial intelligence. Lectures were
recorded in a studio set up in the basement of Thrun’s guesthouse with
video equipment that is a significant step up from what Khan uses but
still a far cry from hiring a professional video crew. The free Google
Moderator tool was used to facilitate student participation and interac-
tion. The result? More than 160,000 students from around the world
enrolled in the free course. Thrun subsequently gave up his tenure at
Stanford and went on to launch Udacity, where the plan is to replicate
similar large-scale classes across a variety of topics.

These examples vary in their focus, their business models, and where
they are along the path to creating successful businesses, but each is
nothing less than revolutionary in its own way. Less than a decade ago
they would have been extremely difficult, if not impossible, to achieve.
Now they are within the grasp of anyone with entrepreneurial drive and
access to expertise. For newcomers to the world of lifelong learning, this
represents a huge opportunity. It is an opportunity for established learn-
ing providers as well—but also a wake-up call.

ARE YOU A REVOLUTIONARY?
This book is for any individual or any organization that sees the tremen-
dous opportunities the market for lifelong learning now offers and
wants a roadmap for pursuing those opportunities.

INTRODUCTION: YOUR OPPORTUNITY, SHOULD YOU CHOOSE TO ACCEPT IT 5



This includes anyone who possesses significant experience and
expertise that they can share with others. Not just traditional trainers and
teachers—though certainly you will find most of what follows very use-
ful if you happen to fall into one of these categories—but also entrepre-
neurs, consultants, retirees, stay-at-home parents, passionate hobbyists,
or anyone else who feels that the knowledge and skills they possess
would be helpful to others.

It includes organizations like trade and professional associations,
college and university continuing education programs, and even many
businesses that play a role as brokers of expertise or that see valuable
opportunities for playing this role.

In the chapters that follow, I provide a bit more background on how
the market for lifelong learning has shifted and what forces are driving
the change. I think it is important to appreciate the broader context
before moving to the nuts and bolts of creating, running, and growing a
lifelong learning business. For the majority of the book, however, I focus
on the much more practical issues you will face as you capitalize on the
market for your expertise. These include:

8 Assessing and testing the market

8 Developing a business model

8 Positioning and pricing your offerings

8 Designing high-value learning experiences

8 Mastering the tools of the trade

8 Marketing your offerings

8 Keeping it all going over time

8 What it means to lead learning

My goal is twofold: to help you build a profitable lifelong business
that will continue to grow over time and to help you lead learning in
your field, profession, or market. If this is a goal you share, let’s get
started.

6 LEADING THE LEARNING REVOLUTION



NOTES
1. Mary Carmichael and Johanna Kaiser, “Harvard, MIT to partner

in $60 million initiative to offer free online classes to all,” May 2,
2012, http://www.boston.com/yourtown/cambridge/articles/
2012/05/03/harvard_mit_to_partner_in_60_million_initiative_to_
offer_free_online_classes_to_all/. Retrieved July 5, 2012.
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I’VE CHOSEN TO FOCUS this book on lifelong learning partly because that
is my background—it is a market in which I have worked for well over
a decade—but also because I think it has received surprisingly little atten-
tion in all of the excited and often heated discussion about education in
the past several years. I take the term “lifelong learning” literally—it
means learning that occurs throughout the life of an individual—but for
the purposes of this book, I will focus on what I think of as “the other
fifty years.” So much of the broader public discussion about education
focuses on the K–12 sector and higher education. But the reality for most
people is that they will exit these systems with at least another fifty years
ahead of them. To say there is a significant—and growing—need for
learning during these years would be a vast understatement, and yet you
rarely hear politicians, trade and professional association CEOs, college
and university presidents, or other potential learning leaders articulate a
compelling vision for how we should serve this huge market.

It is clear, however, that this market is changing—indeed, already has
changed significantly—and part of what inspired me to write this book
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is the efforts I have seen by entrepreneurial thinkers over the past several
years to fill in the gaps left by traditional approaches to continuing edu-
cation and professional development. In this chapter, I examine five
forces that I think are driving these gaps and discuss their impact on the
business of lifelong learning. By their nature, the five forces are:

1. Economic

2. Educational

3. Technological

4. Neuropsychological

5. Generational

I believe these forces ensure that the market for lifelong learning will
continue to grow dramatically and dynamically in the coming years.

THE LEARNING ECONOMY
The study of economics has offered many important lessons over the
past two hundred years, but the one I find most important to education
providers as we make our way into the twenty-first century is this: The
nature of work changes with increasing speed as economies mature. To
not recognize and actively address this fact is to wind up in a situation
in which there is a significant gap between what businesses need and
what the labor pool can provide. Indeed, that is where we find our-
selves, both in the United States and many other developed economies,
as I write this book.

A September 2011 article in the Economist argued that even as unem-
ployment surges, businesses are having a difficult time finding people with
the types and levels of talent they need for open positions. “[A] minority,”
the article suggests, “is benefitting from an intensifying war for talent. That
minority is well placed to demand interesting and fulfilling work and set its
own terms and conditions.”1 This minority, of course, is very well edu-
cated and highly capable of adapting to changing circumstances.



In retrospect, we have been evolving toward this point at an accel-
erating rate for centuries. In the early 1800s—a mere two hundred years
ago—the vast majority of the U.S. population lived and worked on
small farms or ran businesses that served the needs of farmers. The
nature of work, even given a range of technical innovations, was not ter-
ribly different from what it had been for thousands of years before.
Plant, harvest, process, sell, or do things to support these activities.
Only a hundred years later the majority of the population lived in cities,
and manufacturing had become the engine of our economy. The
demands of this economy—both to do the work of manufacturing and
to provide a food supply to support large numbers of people who no
longer worked on farms—meant that a wide range of entirely new jobs
were created and that the nature of the old jobs had to change signifi-
cantly. As manufacturing grew and farming evolved, both became
increasingly less labor intensive and more specialized in the types of
labor involved. Just as important, with the spread of public and higher
education and continuing advances in technology, there was a dramatic
increase in the pace at which new types of jobs emerged, became
increasingly specialized, and then either disappeared or adapted to yet
more change.

Skip forward another hundred years, and both rural and industrial
life are distant memories for most of us. For decades we have lived in
what the prescient Peter Drucker dubbed a “knowledge economy,” one
driven by service- and information-based businesses. But just decades
later, even Drucker’s term no longer seems quite on the mark. “Knowl-
edge” sounds too finite: Master a body of knowledge and you are on
your way. There are professions where that still works, at least as a point
of entry, but as any recent college graduate can attest, those professions
and those points of entry are becoming harder and harder to find. We
now live in what is not so much a “knowledge” economy but rather a
“figure it out on a daily basis” economy. Or, more formally, a learning
economy.

Many of us, even those who remain in the same jobs, see the nature
of our work change from year to year, and sometimes much faster. Tech-
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nology is one key driver of this continuous change; globalization is
another. Most of us are now all too familiar with the idea that a software
program or a lower-paid worker in another country may be able to do
our work as well or better than we can. This knowledge, in and of itself,
creates a perpetual uncertainty in the labor market. And most of us rec-
ognize that we are unlikely to remain in any one job for our entire
careers or even for long stretches of time, as was the norm for previous
generations.

Indeed, the Bureau of Labor Statistics of the U.S. Department of
Labor indicates that the “average person born in the later years of the
baby boom held 10.8 jobs from age 18 to age 42.”2 There is little, if any,
reason to believe that this number will decline—unless, of course, the
drop is driven by the grim fact that so many in the younger generations
will be starting work later given the current lack of entry-level job
openings. In addition to shifting jobs, many of us may also shift careers
at least once during our working years. Either situation creates signifi-
cant new learning demands.

Increasingly, for individuals, there are two options. One is to stick to
the path of traditional employment, but to be as fully prepared as possi-
ble for the less secure environment that this path now offers. This is a
particular challenge in professions in which the work lends itself to being
codified and systematized, as is the case in a growing number of mid-
level, white-collar positions. The process of off-shoring or computeriz-
ing any job that requires straightforward information processing—from
insurance claims to bookkeeping to routine legal tasks—is already well
under way. Assuming that robotics finally makes the leap that seems
inevitable, the situation will become only more challenging. As technol-
ogy futurist Kevin Kelly puts it, “Productivity is for machines. If you
can measure it, robots should do it.”3

While creativity, critical thinking, and leadership are often cited as
aptitudes needed for combating this trend and securing coveted “high-
talent” jobs, I’d argue that these are not enough. These aptitudes, valu-
able as they are, require continual replenishment through learning.
Individuals who hope to survive, much less thrive, in traditional employ-
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ment in the learning economy must actively pursue educational oppor-
tunities that maintain their value to their employers. In many cases, if not
most, this will mean seeking opportunities that fall outside of whatever
education and training the employer offers.

The other option is to throw off the reins of traditional employment
and set out on your own. This is no silver bullet, of course: Individuals
who choose this path need all of the same aptitudes and the drive to learn
that their more traditional peers need, but they must also have the
courage and the discipline to be self-reliant. Whether by choice or force
of circumstance, an increasing number of individuals are, in fact, choos-
ing this path. A 2011 series in the Atlantic points to a surge in freelance
workers and goes so far as to call it “the industrial revolution of our
time.” Sara Horowitz, the series’ author and founder of the nonprofit
Freelancers Union, describes what she calls the “freelance economy,” in
which “over 42 million Americans are working independently—as free-
lancers, part-timers, consultants, contractors, and the self-employed.”
Horowitz goes on to argue:

We haven’t seen a shift in the workforce this significant in almost
100 years when we transitioned from an agricultural to an indus-
trial economy. Now, employees are leaving the traditional work-
place and opting to piece together a professional life on their
own. As of 2005, one-third of our workforce participated in this
“freelance economy.” Data show that number has only increased
over the past six years. Entrepreneurial activity in 2009 was at its
highest level in 14 years, online freelance job postings skyrock-
eted in 2010, and companies are increasingly outsourcing work.
While the economy has unwillingly pushed some people into
independent work, many have chosen it because of greater flex-
ibility that lets them skip the dreary office environment and focus
on more personally fulfilling projects.

Because workers in this freelance sector of the economy are not
employed by typical companies, Horowitz argues, they fall outside of
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many of the protections that were put in place by the New Deal, a
 legislative agenda that was driven through by Franklin Roosevelt as an
implicit acknowledgment of the dramatic shift in work from the farm to
the factory. These workers, whether solo practitioners or operating
within small business, also do not have corporate human resources and
training departments.

Given economic realities at the time I am writing this book, there is
little indication that the situation will change for traditional employees,
and there is every indication that the ranks of freelancers will grow. In
their promotional efforts as well as in the types of content and learning
experiences they offer, smart educational providers have a tremendous
opportunity to find innovative ways to target and support one or both of
these audiences.

FROM REMEDIAL EDUCATION TO LEARNING
The data concerning how well prepared young adults in the United
States are as they exit our higher education systems and become
prospects for the continuing education and professional development
market are disturbing:

8 A 2010 study by the Georgetown University Center on Educa-
tion and the Workforce suggests that by 2018 the United States will need
22 million new college degrees—but will fall short of that number by at
least 3 million postsecondary degrees, associate’s or better. The shortage
amounts to a deficit of 300,000 college graduates every year between
2008 and 2018.4

8 In a recent survey of more than 400 employers, only 23.9 per-
cent—that is, less than a quarter—reported that new job entrants
with four-year college degrees have “excellent” basic knowledge and
applied skills.

8 In the same study, 43.4 percent of employers reported that the
preparation of high school graduates was “deficient.”
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8 Finally, another survey of 217 employers found that half the
companies provide readiness or remedial training, but most are not sat-
isfied with the results.

The message from these examples and a range of other research is
clear: There is and will continue to be a lack of sufficiently educated peo-
ple entering the U.S. economy in the foreseeable future. And this is hap-
pening at a time when the job market, as already noted in this chapter, is
shifting toward “high-talent” positions. If this fact alone does not sug-
gest a major need and corresponding market for continuing education
and professional development, I don’t know what does. Add to this the
data about the frequency with which people switch jobs—and poten-
tially careers—and it is clear that we face both a significant challenge and
a significant opportunity.

Perhaps more worrisome than the issues we face with postsecondary
education, however, are the gaping cracks visible in our foundational
K–12 systems. At least since the passage of No Child Left Behind, the
relentless focus on standardized testing in our schools has diminished the
opportunity for teachers to expose students to a diverse, rich array of
content and contexts representative of the type of world into which they
will eventually emerge. As numerous critics of the U.S school system
have noted (I among them), this obsession with a misguided version of
“accountability” is resulting in students who have neither a sufficient
command of basic content nor the skill set required to be effective life-
long learners.

Testing aside, the traditional nature of school as an institution is
unlikely to produce individuals well equipped to function in the learning
economy. While there are notable exceptions, school as it currently
exists is based almost entirely upon a dependency paradigm. The vast
majority of work is structured for the student and delivered to the
learner with a much smaller amount being self-directed or at least col-
laborative. The proportions need to be flipped, or at least balanced. Self-
directedness is a key aptitude that the successful lifelong learner must
possess, but we are not cultivating this aptitude at a sufficient level.
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Even to the extent that our traditional elementary and higher educa-
tion institutions can, through their own efforts, align themselves more to
the times, they will still only be a partial solution because such a large
percentage of our learning needs arise in the forty-plus years that follow
formal schooling. This is where self-directedness assumes a vital role, but
also where there needs to be a rich network of learning and knowledge
support that reflects the complex world in which we now live and work.
Trade and professional associations are one existing part of this net-
work; college and university continuing education departments are
another. Organizations in each of these groups are struggling, to vary-
ing degrees, to keep up with rapidly changing needs and expectations.
Associations, in particular, face the question of whether they remain rel-
evant in a world where communities of interest can connect readily
without them. Organizations need to rise to the new challenges of the
lifelong learning marketplace—and there is plenty in this book to help
them—but even assuming they do, demand is such that there still will be
gaps to fill.

FIVE TECH TRANSFORMATIONS
Technology is a theme that runs throughout this book. As important as
the other factors I discuss here may be, it is technology that has so far
had the most visible, obvious impact on how we perceive learning and
education. The fundamental shifts that have occurred in the global econ-
omy or that need to occur in our educational systems can be difficult to
grasp, but smartphones, iPads, webinars, TED Talks (discussed in the
next section), and degrees earned entirely online are relatively concrete,
even if still amazing to many of us. We can point to ample evidence all
around us, every day, that technology has made a difference in how we
go about learning. And there is no reason to think it will stop.

From the perspective of the market for lifelong learning, I see five
key areas in which technology has had, and will continue to have, a dra-
matic impact.
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Access
There is no doubt that technology has dramatically expanded the range
of tools and platforms available for delivering educational experiences,
and by extension has blown open access to learning opportunities for the
average person. The web, in particular, has all but eliminated time and
distance—and, in many cases, cost—as barriers to learning, and made it
possible for prospective learners to gain access to content and expertise
that in the past would have required enrolling at a college or university,
attending a conference, or spending a great deal of time in a library.
Smartphones and other mobile devices continue to make access easier on
a daily basis.

Education providers who continue to shrug off this phenomenon in
the belief that educational experiences available over digital distribution
channels are of inferior value do so at their own peril. The caliber and
range of content, for starters, is truly astounding. With MIT in the lead,
a global consortium of universities and colleges have long since (in
Internet time) released major—and in many cases, all—parts of their cur-
ricula online for free and open access. This includes not just syllabi, but
recorded lectures, readings, and all of the other supporting materials that
go with classes at some of the world’s top universities. The content is
available through the universities’ websites, but also through other pop-
ular, usually free distribution channels like YouTube and Apple’s iTunes
(which features an entire category called iTunes University).

Universities and other traditional education providers are not the
only ones with access to digital distribution channels, and they are also
not the only ones providing access to top experts. Less than a decade ago,
for example, the annual Technology, Entertainment, and Design (TED)
conference was an exclusive, high-priced membership event limited to an
elite few with money to spare. Since the first release of recorded videos
from the event in June 2006, it has become known to millions of users
across the web and spawned additional business models, including the
licensing of rights for local events under the brand TEDx. More recently,
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TED has launched TED-Ed, a site that enables users to add collaborative
tools, questions, and other resources to videos created by a select group
of educators and animators (http://education.ted.com).

Subject matter experts of all types and all levels are now able to jump
into the learning market, creating what I describe as the “Any Given Mon-
day” phenomenon. Just as in the world of sports a seemingly outclassed
team can rise to the occasion and beat a favored rival on any given Sunday,
individual subject matter experts willing to put in the time and effort are
taking their shot at nearly any area of learning you can name. On any given
Monday you may open your in-box or scan industry news to find that a
new thought leader—and learning leader—has emerged. For organizations
like trade and professional associations that have traditionally dominated
continuing education in their niches, this can be a particularly disturbing
phenomenon. The subject matter experts on which these groups have
relied for conference and seminar content can, and already do, compete
with them directly more easily than has ever been the case before.

So, while one major outcome of the access to learning that technol-
ogy provides is a larger and more vibrant education sector outside the
traditional sector, the other is a much more competitive environment
overall for anyone in the learning business. How to deal with this shift is
a key topic in later parts of this book, particularly Chapter 3.

Involvement
While TED provides the ability for learners to comment on videos and
potentially to become involved in events at the local level, its success has
drawn primarily on the Internet as a broadcast medium. A critical exten-
sion of expanded access, though, is the scope and scale of involvement
that technology has enabled. Learners do not have to be content with
simply viewing or listening to content delivered over digital distribution
channels. Using a variety of tools, ranging from simple chat to threaded
discussion boards, multiway video (e.g., in which participants in a  
web-based video conference can see each other), and the whole universe
of social media tools now available on the web, they can easily interact
with subject matter experts and with other learners. What’s more, they
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can easily become not only learners, but also teachers by actively con-
tributing to the content and dialogue that comprise education experi-
ences, or even by creating educational products to distribute to the
world. YouTube, blogging platforms like WordPress, self-publishing
platforms like Lulu and Amazon CreateSpace, and entrepreneurial learn-
ing marketplaces like MindBites—just to name a few out of thousands of
potential examples—make it easy for anyone with expertise in a partic-
ular area to share that expertise with the world.

The possibilities for learner involvement and engagement can now
scale to a degree that was previously unthinkable. In 2008, for example,
two Canadian academics, George Siemens and Stephen Downes,
launched the first ever “massively open online course,” or MOOC, an
experience that drew on tools ranging from blogs, wikis, e-mail, and an
open-source learning management system to create a learning experience
in which thousands of people from around the world participated. While
Siemens and Downes helped to structure and facilitate the environment,
the vast majority of the content was generated through participants blog-
ging, tweeting, and leveraging a range of other social tools. All of this
content was then connected by making use of the ability to tag—assign-
ing a descriptive word or phrase to facilitate searching—and aggregate
content on the web.

Large-scale learning is also happening in the context of massive, mul-
tiplayer games. The Institute for the Future, for example, has run a num-
ber of role-based “serious games” in which players tackle hefty issues
like what life without oil would be like or how to prevent humanity
from spiraling toward extinction. Thousands of people from around the
world have participated in these experiences by imagining themselves
within the scenarios engineered by the Institute and using a variety of
tools to communicate with each other and contribute content. The
group’s latest game, Catalysts for Change, is set to launch as I am writ-
ing this book and will explore how to eliminate poverty globally. Jane
McGonigal, the leader of the Institute’s efforts with serious games,
argues that game play on a large scale is one of the most effective mech-
anisms we have for broad societal learning and change.
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Aside from providing for interesting new business models, these
highly participatory approaches to learning will almost certainly create
new learner expectations over time. To simply sit passively and attempt
to absorb information will no longer be acceptable. At the same time,
there are also implications for preparing learners properly. As I will note
throughout the book, most of us are not well prepared by our experi-
ences in school to be the types of motivated, self-directed learners who
can take full advantage of these technology-fueled approaches to collab-
orative learning. This lack of preparation represents a challenge for
learning providers, but also an opportunity for those who act to support
learners well.

Chaos
The benefits of access and involvement do not come without a potential
downside. There are more than 100 million blogs on the web at this point.5

More than an hour of new video is uploaded to YouTube every minute,
adding to the more than four billion videos that are viewed daily.6 Smart-
phone usage in the United States passed the 100 million mark in early
20127, and the number of mobile “apps” is growing at a brisk rate daily.
There is no accurate count of the number of online courses, webinars, and
webcasts that flow through the Internet annually, but they no doubt
measure in the millions at this point. For the prospective lifelong learner,
the flow of information and choices becomes overwhelming quite rapidly.

A remarkable number of the “victors” in the Any Given Monday
phenomenon are people or organizations (though usually with a partic-
ular individual leading the charge) who consistently and persistently help
people make sense of the flow of information in a particular field, indus-
try, or topical niche. They are there, week in and week out, often day in
and day out, with a variety of content and perspectives. On the one hand,
they contribute to the overwhelming flow of information, but they also
play the important role of curating information—a topic I will return to
in Chapter 7. They find and highlight the best of what is available, they
repeat key themes and lessons, and in general, shape and lead thinking in
their areas of focus.
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As more and more people contribute to and share the vast quantities
of digital content available through the Internet, it seems likely that the
need for ways to filter and find focus will only grow. Better search tech-
nologies will certainly help to address this need, but actual human
beings will also continue to play an important role. There is a significant
opportunity in helping learners find their way through the chaos.

Diversity
An often-overlooked silver lining in the chaotic “cloud” of the Internet
is the potential for embracing the diversity that it offers. In no previous
time has it been possible for people to connect so rapidly, so easily, and
so intimately across the globe—or even, for that matter, across town. We
now have the opportunity to listen to, interact with, and learn from a
much more diverse range of people and ideas than we might ever have
encountered had we lived in other times. Since I started blogging in
2007 I have, as a direct result of my writing, connected to and commu-
nicated with people from Canada to Malaysia to Japan, and I have no
doubt that doing so has enhanced my knowledge and understanding in
a variety of areas.

Of course, the opposite can also be true. The web gives us the abil-
ity to easily find people and ideas with which we agree, and we often
tend to gravitate toward the familiar. Over time, we may find ourselves
living and learning in an echo chamber, in which only our own perspec-
tive is reflected. For providers of lifelong learning experiences, there is a
great opportunity to create value by leveraging the diversity that tech-
nology enables and helping people connect with new perspectives.

Intelligence
Finally, there is little that we do in a connected world that is not traceable,
whether on an individual level, in the aggregate, or both. While clearly this
phenomenon has implications for privacy, it also means that we are able to
much more easily track the path of learning and change. At the extremes,
this newfound ability to capture and analyze data has led to movements
like the “quantified self,” in which people strive for self-knowledge
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through meticulously recording and tracking data points about their diet,
sleep, exercise, and other activities day in and day out.

At a less ambitious level, it is possible for the average person to use
free or low-cost tools like an RSS (Really Simple Syndication) reader
(see Chapter 2) or HootSuite to aggregate streams of information from
a variety of places, tag and filter it in a variety of ways, and even gener-
ate analytical reports on it. The possibilities for personal learning dash-
boards—pages, not unlike iGoogle or My Yahoo!, where it is possible to
collect and organize a variety of resources—ranging from very simple to
highly complex and sophisticated, are practically limitless. This ability
supports the access already discussed, but also creates new opportunities
for learners to be able organize, personalize, and learn from the endless
flow of data on the web.

On the learning provider side of the equation, these same approaches
make it possible to assess, monitor, and participate in markets for knowl-
edge and learning in a way that has simply never been possible before,
especially for individuals or small organizations. This shift impacts
product strategy and planning. It impacts marketing. It impacts ongoing
support. In the chapters that follow, I address each of these areas in detail
and provide practical guidance on how to leverage them in your learning
business.

MIND MATTERS
Through advances in neuroscience and psychology we have come to
understand more about the human mind in the past three decades than
we did during the entirety of human existence to that point. This new
knowledge has powerful implications for how we learn and how we live
productive, fulfilling lives. So far, most of the traditional organizations in
the lifelong learning market have barely scratched the surface in bringing
this new knowledge to bear on how they deliver products and services.
The standard lecture model, for example, still prevails in nearly all of the
educational programming offered by trade and professional associations,
college continuing education programs, and training firms. For better or
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worse, the widespread availability of easy-to-use webinar and webcast-
ing tools has made the lecture model pervasive on the web as well.

Lectures do still have a key role to play in adult educations, but what
we have come to know about the human mind and, in particular, how
adults learn, suggests that most lectures could be improved upon greatly
and that lectures in general may be taking up more than their deserved
share of the lifelong learning landscape. We know, for example, that:

8 Adults have a “self-concept” of being responsible for their own
decisions and along with this a need to be seen as self-directed in
their learning efforts.8 Most lectures create more of a dependency
situation in which both the speaker and the learner expect the
learner to listen passively.

8 Our attention span for absorbing new ideas and concepts does
not stretch much beyond ten minutes, yet the standard lecture
runs fifty to seventy-five minutes.9

8 We tend to absorb and retain information much better through
active forms of learning that push us to draw on past experience,
make connections, and apply what we are aiming to learn.

8 People often learn fastest and most thoroughly when informa-
tion is conveyed in relatively small quantities and then repeated
at intervals over time.10 A lecture is by its nature a very limited
format for this approach.

8 In many cases, social forms of learning are most powerful. We
“construct” knowledge based on interaction with others in ways
that we may be unable to do on our own.

In many cases, lectures can be improved upon to address these and other
issues. In other cases, the lecture needs to be abandoned, or at least sup-
plemented with other approaches.

An emphasis on how people learn is not just a matter of educational
practice: I believe it will become fundamental to attracting and retaining
customers for learning products. The volume of information and “junk”

THE NEW LEARNING LANDSCAPE 23



learning experiences available in the aftermath of the web explosion is
simply overwhelming. While it may always be possible to hook people
with shiny objects and deceptive promises, it will become increasingly
hard to sustain and grow an educational business if you are not deliver-
ing clear returns on the learner’s investment. Based on years of inter-
viewing adult learners, it is clear to me that the average adult wants to
walk out (or log out) of a lifelong learning experience having achieved a
clear and actionable advance in her knowledge or skills. This often does
not happen, or to the extent that it does, any gains by the learner evapo-
rate in the coming days and weeks. Moreover, it is rare for organizations
that offer lifelong learning opportunities to actually measure whether
learning has happened and whether knowledge and skills have been
retained.

It is impossible, of course, for any learning provider to control
learning outcomes completely. Too much depends upon the learner and
any number of variables that can impact or interfere with the learning
experience. Nonetheless, we know enough now about how people learn,
how to deliver effective learning experiences, and how to prepare learn-
ers to learn as well as possible that not achieving clear, sustainable out-
comes is simply inexcusable. For serious producers, I believe the gap
between current educational practices in lifelong learning and the out-
comes that would be most valuable to learners and those who employ
them represents a significant opportunity.

GENERATIONAL BOOKENDS
The final force might be seen as the one that makes the impact of the oth-
ers inevitable. As generations grow older and new ones come of age in
the midst of economic, educational, and technological shifts, expectations
and needs are shifting as well.

While too many discussions of generational differences focus on
aptitude (“younger people are simply better at technology”) and attitude
(“young people like technology more than older people do”), the more
salient and accurate point is simply that younger generations do not
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think of technology as a distinct, special category of life.11 Generations
that have grown up with mobile and social technologies in a truly global
economy simply have different expectations for how they will engage
with the world and learn throughout their lives. With the range of
options now available to them, these people are accustomed to simply
checking out from whatever doesn’t provide value and going elsewhere
at the drop of a hat.

As I’ve written in Shift Ed, the ways that the upcoming generations
“go about knowing the world may, in fact, position them to be some of
the most effective learners that humanity has yet produced.” Marc Pren-
sky, originator of the term “digital native” and author of Teaching Dig-
ital Natives: Partnering for Real Learning, argues that:

Ironically, it is the generation raised on the expectation of inter-
activity that is finally ripe for the skill-based and “doing-based”
teaching methods that past experts have always suggested are
best for learning, but that were largely rejected by the education
establishment as being too hard to implement.12

While schools may be somewhat slow to address this shift, this does
not mean that today’s young people will not have different expectations
as they enter adulthood. It seems reasonable to assume that Facebook,
YouTube, Google, and the wide array of sophisticated games younger
generations have been reared on will result in different behaviors and dif-
ferent expectations. We already have generations of adults who are
bored with webinars and the typical seminar. That boredom will multi-
ply many times over in the decades to come.

And there is, of course, the other end of the spectrum to consider.
The retirement of the baby boomers marks a fundamental shift in what
it means to be an older adult, at least in the developed world. There are
now more people above the age of 60 than has ever been the case before,
and members of this group are much healthier and much more active
than were their peers in past generations. Many are interested in contin-
uing to learn, and a growing body of research in recent years shows that
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we are, in fact, capable of learning new things late into life. For some,
learning is focused on picking up skills for a second or third career. For
others, it is about personal enrichment and exploring topics that there
was no time for in earlier years. In either case, with more than seventy
million baby boomers in the United States alone, this is a huge market.

THE SUM OF THE PARTS
Any one of the five forces would have an impact on the demand for life-
long learning. Put them all together, and it is clear that this is a market
already experiencing massive growth and poised for much more. It will
not just be a bigger market; it will be a different market, one that is much
more competitive and entrepreneurial than is currently the case, and
much more driven by technology and by a better understanding of how
human beings learn. Certainly traditional providers of education and
training will play an important role, but the demand is larger than they
can fill, and even they will need to learn new tools and approaches if they
expect to thrive. In the remainder of this book, we’ll take a detailed look
at these tools and approaches.
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ENOUGH BACKGROUND. It should be clear by this point that there is a sig-
nificant opportunity for serving the market for lifelong learning in all its
forms. In this chapter, we’ll start discussing the practical, hands-on steps
you need to take to capitalize on that market. Specifically, we’ll look at
assessing your market for lifelong learning. Readers who are just getting
started with launching a lifelong learning business or taking an existing
business online should find all parts of this chapter helpful. Veterans may
want to skim some sections—particularly those dealing with finding
your market—but I would strongly urge you to adopt a “beginner’s
mind” (to borrow a phrase from Zen Buddhism) and consider reading all
sections with fresh eyes and no assumptions about your market. You
may discover opportunities you had not previously seen.

6 6 6 6 6 6

One of the most essential concepts for any business in the market of life-
long learning is that it is truly lifelong. In other words, there is the
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potential to enter into a sustained, long-term relationship with learners
who have perennial interest in a particular area of knowledge. As obvi-
ous as this point may sound, it is one that is routinely overlooked.
Instead of engaging with customers in a way that builds increasing value
over time, many learning providers focus on selling a particular seminar
or conference or online course without articulating a broader story into
which the learner fits. When the next seminar, or conference, or online
course rolls around, that same learner has to be sold again, or a different
customer has to be found. In a world in which it is harder and harder to
get people’s attention, much less inspire enough interest and desire to get
them to pay for something, this is madness. To fully capitalize on the
market for lifelong learning, you need to find a solid niche with needs
that you can serve over time and then focus on delivering value and cre-
ating long-term, loyal relationships within that niche.

That’s easy enough to say, but how do you do it?
As someone reading this book, you may already have many of the

fundamentals in place. You (or your organization) most likely already pos-
sess expertise in certain areas, and you probably already have some idea
about the general makeup of your market as well as the learning needs that
exist in it. If you happen to be the type of person who would be a
prospect for whatever you plan to offer, that’s even better. You can tap
your own needs and perspectives when thinking about how to really con-
nect with long-term market needs. Whether or not you have this insider
viewpoint, however, it is important not to make too many assumptions.
You need to commit a bit of time and effort to making sure you really
understand the market. Fortunately, this is one of the areas that have been
truly revolutionized by advances in technology. While even relatively basic
levels of market assessment used to require a significant investment of both
time and money, a very rich assortment of assessment tools is now avail-
able at little or no cost. In this chapter we’ll look at how these tools can be
applied to a basic four-part process for market assessment:

1. Searching

2. Listening
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3. Asking

4. Testing

Before we dive into the process, though, let’s consider for a moment
what sort of market you are trying to find.

WHO ARE YOUR POTENTIAL FANS?
Former Wired editor Kevin Kelly has suggested that anyone working as
an artist these days can build a solid business based on cultivating a rel-
atively small base of “true fans.” For Kelly, an artist is pretty much any-
one who is a producer or “maker,” whether of music, painting, books, or
any other form of intellectual property, and a true fan is “someone who
will purchase anything and everything you produce.”1 He muses that to
make a living, the average artist needs to acquire only 1,000 true fans.

This “true fan” concept serves as a useful rule of thumb for anyone
debating whether to jump into the market for lifelong learning, but also
for those who may be wrestling with how to take their current business
into the future. Again, “lifelong” is the key term. Think of yourself as a
new rock band aspiring to stardom. Selling a CD here or there is great,
but what you really want are groupies. You want people who will
download all the songs you post on the Internet. People who will show
up whenever you perform and bring their friends. People who will
spread the word. You aren’t selling to these people just once. In fact, you
often aren’t selling to them at all. The vast majority of your interactions
with them are not transactional in nature. They are about building a
long-term relationship. And when your fans do buy something from
you, you sell them more than just a product: You provide them an expe-
rience, a part in an ongoing story.

I know from my own experiences that the “true fan” concept is one
that is not embraced frequently enough in the market for lifelong learn-
ing. In my work with trade and professional associations, for example, I
find it is very common for members to participate in only one or two
educational experiences a year, and in spite of sending in a check for
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membership, to really not be engaged with the organization in any
meaningful way. These are not fans. These are simply customers who are
on autopilot. For the short term, they provide revenue, but there is not
a whole lot of reason to trust that they will be around for the long term.
Similarly, I am the graduate of two institutions of higher learning, and
most definitely have an interest in continuing to learn about the major
topics I studied at both institutions. And yet, neither institution has
made a noticeable attempt to engage me as a lifelong learner—only as a
prospective donor.

In both of these cases, the opportunity to cultivate true fans is
wasted. And, of course, the opportunities for others to step in are ripe.
Don’t make that mistake. As you consider your market, don’t think in
terms of transactions; think in terms of relationships. Do you see the
potential for building a strong tribe? Kelly’s “1,000” is only a proxy, of
course: depending on the specifics of your business model, you may ulti-
mately require a much larger or possibly a smaller customer base.
Nonetheless, as a starting point, it is useful to ask the very concrete ques-
tion “Does it seem reasonable that I can build strong relationships with
1,000 customers to whom I can provide consistent value over time?”

If you have an established customer or membership base, you may
already have a sense of whether all or a significant enough segment of
this base represents true fans, or at least potential true fans. In this case,
you will want to turn to the techniques discussed later in this chapter to
gauge demand. If you are starting from scratch, however, you need to
spend some time thinking about, and perhaps doing a bit of research on,
the size of your prospective market. For planning purposes, I’d recom-
mend assuming that you will be able to sell to no more than 1 or 2 per-
cent of your target audience. That means you should be looking for a
total audience of 50,000 to 100,000 if you want to end up with 1,000 fans.
In some cases, it may be obvious whether a market of this size exists. If
you are targeting small-business owners, or lawyers, or nurses, for
example, you can be certain, without doing any research, that the market
is large. Even within these large markets, however, the slice that will
value your products may be much smaller. Or you may have a more
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obscure market in mind in the first place; for example, people with a spe-
cific medical condition. While it may not be possible to find an exact
number for the audience you have in mind, there are a number of free or
low-cost resources that may help. These include the following:

8 The Occupational Employment Statistics from the Bureau of
Labor Statistics provides employment data on more than 800
different occupations.
www.bls.gov/oes

8 The Statistical Abstract from the U.S. Census Bureau provides
a variety of data about different demographic groups in the
United States.
www.census.gov/compendia/statab

8 The University of Texas Libraries site provides links to a long
list of places to find demographic, occupational, and variety of
other data globally.
www.lib.utexas.edu/refsites/statistics.html

If by some chance you are not able to find numbers for your market
through searching or using these resources, don’t fret; the techniques
described in the next section will help.

What Do You Know?
Before you engage in more formal research efforts, you should put sig-
nificant effort not only into considering the potential size of your audi-
ence, but also into understanding the characteristics of audience
members, and in particular, the kinds of high-value, positive results they
might be looking for that you could provide through training and educa-
tion. Use questions like the following to establish one or more profiles of
the people you are trying to reach with your offerings:

8 What are the key challenges and issues people in the target
group are facing, and what do I already know—or think I know—about
how they are dealing with these challenges and issues?
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8 What are some of the key characteristics or habits of these peo-
ple? Are they highly educated? Do they tend to travel a great deal? Do
they typically work very long hours?

8 What are their key motivations and desires? Motivation plays a
significant role in whether and how people are willing to invest their time
and money in education. Ideally, you want to understand as much as pos-
sible about the intrinsic motivations of your audience, the type of moti-
vation that comes from inside rather than from the promise of an external
reward or punishment. In other words, what really makes them tick?

8 What is the likely level of prior knowledge about the issues or
topics that will be addressed in my offerings? This will be one of the
biggest determinants of your learning strategy and may be a significant
factor in the business model you select. How accomplished a person
already is in a particular topic or skill impacts his or her ability to engage
with new material. You don’t want to deliver offerings that are too
advanced to novices, or that are too basic to experts.

Unless you can point to a wealth of strong evidence, treat your
answers to these types of questions as theories and assumptions, not as
known facts. I often deal with organizations that are quick to stereotype
their target audiences. For example, “Our customers are engineers, so
they are introverts and aren’t interested in collaborative learning experi-
ences.” Maybe this assessment has some validity, but it may also be the
case that it is patently false or that it is true in some circumstances, but
not in others. Acting on it without validating it can lead to a lot of wasted
time and effort.

Finally, based on the profile you have developed, try to put yourself
in your learners’ shoes and engage in the very sorts of activities in which
you expect them to engage. If, for example, you want to build a commu-
nity where learners will actively contribute to the content and the con-
versation, what experience do you have with similar communities and
what have you found to be valuable—or challenging—about them? Or,
if you have never purchased an expensive online course, why are you
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expecting your learners to do so? You need to go through the process of
experiencing what they might experience with your offerings.

BROAD STROKES WITH SEARCH
Once you have considered the potential size and nature of your audi-
ence, it’s time to begin testing your theories and finding out more about
the true behavior of the people you hope to serve. Throughout the sec-
tions that follow, I place a strong emphasis on behavior and observation
rather than relying on direct input from prospective customers about
needs and preferences. People are notoriously bad at predicting what
they may need in the future, but you can draw some very useful conclu-
sions from what they actually do in the present or have done in the
recent past. A key place to look for initial clues about behavior in your
market—and one that is often overlooked—is the search engines.

Search engines in general—and Google, in particular, given that it is
by far the most popular search engine—provide an amazing trail of evi-
dence generated by searchers’ needs and desires. They also provide a lot
of evidence about prospective competition. The key to capitalizing on
this information is to put yourself as much as possible in the mindset of
the profiles you developed in the last
section. What are some likely words or
phrases these people would type into a
search engine if they were looking for
something similar to what you have to
offer? Start your research efforts by
doing several broad Google searches
based on those keywords and phrases.

If, for example, your focus is on
helping small businesses with cash-flow
issues, you might type in “small business
cash flow.” (Don’t use any quotation
marks or brackets around your search
terms. These will narrow your results,

IMPORTANT TIP:
If you have a Google
account, make sure you 
are logged out of it when
you search. Google has
moved increasingly toward
providing personalized
search results. You want to
see what Google thinks is of
interest to your market, not
what is of interest to you.



and at this point, we want to see what the broad results are for your key-
words.) When results come back on your search, there are three main
points of information that will be of interest.2

1. What is the nature of the results? For general searching in Google,
I find this to be by far the most helpful piece of information. Take a look
at the types of results that come up in the first few pages, and particularly
page one. How do they align with what you propose to offer? How well
do they seem to align with the assumptions you have made about your
market and the profiles you have established for your learners? Do they
suggest needs that are similar to those you propose to serve? Do you see
anything that might be direct competition or a substitute for what you
want to offer? As you view the types of results that are coming up—
including the ads that appear—you may want to adjust your search by
removing words that don’t really relate to the topic you have in mind. In
the case of “small business cash flow,” for example, a lot of results that
have to do with getting loans or using specialized software come up.
Assuming that I don’t feel these are relevant to my product, I could
remove at least some of these results by telling Google to ignore certain
words. Just add any word to your search terms, but put a hyphen (“-”)
(which serves as a minus sign) in front of it. In this case, based on words
that appear in some of the results I don’t consider relevant, I might add
the following: -loan -software -factoring -financing. As I do this, my
results update in real time, and even the ads over at the right side of the
page change.

2. Are there ads? Google’s main source of revenue is the ads it sells to
appear alongside search results. Look for a shaded box with text and links
in it above your search results, and look over to the right side of the page
for more text and links. These are paid ads, and their presence indicates
that there may already be competitors. I say may because you also need
to check the quality of the ads. Do they really relate to the search you did,
or do they seem somewhat random? Google sells leftover space to larger
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advertisers, so it’s possible you will see ads that are marginally or not at all
related to the words you used for your search.

Believe it or not, the presence of relevant ads is a good sign: No one
would buy ads if they didn’t believe there was a market for whatever
they were selling. While no ads does not necessarily mean no market, it
is a warning sign that should be noted. On the other hand, a very large
number of ads may indicate a very competitive market. Assuming you
see some ads, scroll down to the bottom of the page and click “Next” as
many times as it takes to get to a page with no ads. If it takes you a long
time to get there (or you never get there), the market is likely very com-
petitive. This happens to be the case with “small business cash flow.”
Don’t fret, though; we are still at a broad level. There is likely to be sig-
nificantly less competition as you narrow toward terms more closely
descriptive of your proposed product.

3. Are there videos? While this may qualify simply as an extension of
#1 in this list, videos are an important enough piece of evidence in train-
ing and education markets to merit special attention. Most videos that get
uploaded to the web are either entertaining or instructional in nature.
Google includes different types of content in the general search results
it returns, so you may see video mixed in with standard web pages,
e-commerce sites, and other types of results. If there are highly popular
videos in the market, they will make it onto the top pages of the general
search results, but you should also click on “Videos” in the left column
of the search results to narrow your results to just videos. Ask the same
questions about the nature and quality of these as you did about the gen-
eral search results, and also take a look at what kind of comments the
videos are getting.

Shaking the Trees
Don’t confine yourself to just the initial broad search. Also narrow your
search by attaching various “format” words to your niche keywords. For
educational products, this would include terms such as:
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8 Seminar

8 Workshop

8 Conference

8 Continuing education

8 Training

8 Webinar

8 Video

8 Book

8 DVD

You may also want to include phrases that indicate a need or desire
to learn. These might include:

8 How to . . .

8 Learn to . . .

8 Be able to . . .

8 Teach me to . . .

You will notice, if you try this specific example, that the number of
search results that Google returns drops significantly with any of the for-
mat or learning needs words added to “small business cash flow,” but
there are still results, and these results are probably a lot closer to your
actual competition. Pay attention to points #1 and #2 in the preceding
section. Are there ads? What is the nature of the results that come up?

While you are engaged in the process of the search, also look in the
left-hand column of the search results page and click “Related Searches.”
This will show you phrases people are searching on that are similar to the
phrase you have been researching. It is often valuable to click on one or
more of these and ask the same questions about the nature of the results
and whether there are ads and videos related to the searches.

Note, too, that to run a series of searches takes no more than a few
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minutes. If your first couple of keyword phrases don’t produce the kind
of results you were hoping for, don’t take that as a defeat but rather as an
opportunity to brainstorm a bit about your topic. Always put yourself in
the place of your prospective customer. What kind of value or outcomes
would she potentially be seeking from your product? What new words
can you try that relate to that outcome? In the case of a topic like “small
business cash flow,” often the real outcome a small-business owner is
seeking is to reduce the stress of running a small business. So, searching
on a phrase like “small business stress” might produce some useful
results. (And, indeed, Google produces millions of results for that phrase
at the time I am writing this book!)

Leveraging the Google Keywords Tool
To learn even more about potential demand and competition, take
advantage of a tool that leverages the data that flows through Google’s
search engine and its AdWords platform: the Google AdWords Key-
word Tool. If you don’t already have a Google AdWords account, you
can find the keywords tool at:

https://adwords.google.com/select/KeywordToolExternal

If you do have an account (recommended), the Keyword Tool can be
accessed under Tools and Analysis.

While the Keyword Tool was designed primarily to help with devel-
oping a Google AdWords strategy, the data it generates are, by their
nature, directly applicable to assessing markets. It would take a small
book to dig deeply into effective use of the tool. To the extent you find
it useful, I highly recommend Google AdWords for Dummies, 3rd edi-
tion, by Howie Jacobson, Kristie McDonald, and Joel McDonald. (See
also the interview excerpt featuring Howie and Kristie later in this chap-
ter.) For our purposes here, it is useful simply to run some of the same
searches in the Keywords Tool that you ran in the Google search engine.
What you will get back is a list of keywords related to your search along
with some information about the search volume on those keywords and
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the level of competition for them—meaning the degree to which adver-
tisers are competing with each other to have their ads show up whenever
people search on those keywords. Don’t take the numbers you see as
gospel—it’s not really in Google’s interest to show you data that are com-
plete and accurate. Rather, view this as a very rough gauge of the overall
size and competitiveness of your market, and pay attention to the types
of words and phrases that people are searching on. This will give you
further insights about what’s valued in the market and how you may
want to position—or not position—your offerings.

Other Places to Search
While the various options Google offers will give you pretty solid high-
level insights into the general market for your idea, two other places
where you may want to do some quick searching are Amazon and
SlideShare. A search on Amazon will tell you if books or other types of
media have already been published in your general topic area—a good
sign that there is demand—and also gives you the opportunity to read
comments and review ratings, all of which can be helpful to you in gaug-
ing market needs. SlideShare (www.slideshare.net) is a site where people
upload presentations on a wide range of topics. A significant percentage
of these presentations come from people who speak or train on a partic-
ular topic. Again, the presence of items on SlideShare is an indicator of
demand, and the slides themselves give you the opportunity to see how
other providers are approaching your content area.

An additional search I would suggest at this point is for trade and
professional associations that relate to your topic. Why? The presence of
an association that is connected to your topic is a sure sign both that
there is general interest in the topic—otherwise no one would go
through the trouble to form and run a membership organization—and
that there is likely a need for education related to the topic, given that
one of the major focus areas of associations tends to be education. Even
if—or perhaps especially if—you happen to represent an association that
already serves a field related to your topic, this step is important to help
gauge the number of other options your members may have. In the case
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of “manage small business,” it is no surprise that there are many associ-
ations related to “small business.” Perhaps somewhat surprising, how-
ever, is the fact that a search on “cash flow association” reveals that there
is actually a cash-flow association as well as a range of other associations
that address the topic of cash flow either directly or indirectly.

Finally, be sure to search both on whatever name you do business
under, if you are already in the market, as well as on the names of any
key competitors. You will want to know how and if you are showing up
in the first few pages of search results and whether any unexpected
results—for example, customers’ complaints—show up. The same applies
for your competition. How strong are their search results? Do you turn
up any news or other information about them that might help you bet-
ter understand your market? A little later in the book I’ll cover making
these sorts of searches part of an automated process, but for now, simply
note any results that seem useful for assessing your overall opportunities
and challenges.

TUNE IN AND LISTEN
Assessing your market with search is powerful for getting a high-level
sense of potential market size, demand, and competition, but because
search results don’t provide contact with actual customers, the view
they give into customers’ real needs and desires is limited. By using
social media tools like Twitter, LinkedIn, and Facebook in combination
with search, you can find and “listen to” conversations that relate
directly to your market and products. Doing this can help with assess-
ing overall demand. It can also provide insight into specific market
issues and needs and help you determine whether your theories and
assumptions about the market are correct. Information gleaned from
social network listening helps drive further assessment and, ultimately,
product design. Additionally—and perhaps most important—by tuning
in to social networks early, learning providers begin to build the rela-
tionships that will ultimately support successful promotion and distri-
bution of their products.
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Assembling a Dashboard
Listening in to market conversations is an ongoing process that starts
during the assessment phase, but should remain active throughout the
life of your business. One of the key initial steps is to create a dashboard
to facilitate your efforts. While there are a number of good paid tools
that you may want to investigate, a very good free option is to use an
RSS reader like Google Reader as a platform for collecting multiple
streams of information from the web into one place.

REALLY SIMPLE SYNDICATION

“RSS” stands for “Really Simple Syndication,” a technology
protocol that enables information to be packaged up and distrib-
uted around the web in an efficient and usable manner. I tend to
think of it as being like the radio spectrum of the web, or
perhaps more accurately, the ham radio spectrum. Traditional
radio, because it is dependent upon large and expensive
transmitters, is a one-to-many broadcast medium. Most people
can receive a traditional radio broadcast, but they can’t send out
their own broadcast. Ham radio, on the other hand, relies on
much less expensive equipment that hobbyists can afford. Ham
radio operators receive broadcasts from other operators, but they
also send out their own broadcasts.

RSS enables a similar dynamic on the Internet. Pretty much
anyone can set up a blog, podcast, or other format that relies on
RSS to send out content across the web, and anyone can make use
of an RSS reader, podcast “catcher,” or a variety of other methods 
to receive and manage broadcasts from others. Unlike ham radio,
though, RSS is not relegated to less desirable parts of the Internet;
it is available wherever the Internet is available. As a result, it is 
one of the key technologies that have democratized publishing on
the web.



Google Reader was created as way to easily subscribe to and read
blogs, and indeed this is one of the first ways in which you will want to use
it. By going to Google’s blog-specific search engine at www.google.com/
blogsearch or simply by entering terms into the search box that appears
when you click “Subscribe” in Google Reader, you can locate and sub-
scribe to blogs that relate your market. By doing this, you can get a feel for
what people who are writing in and about the market find important, and
by reading comments on the blogs, you may get a much better feel for the
types of customers you will be targeting. By submitting comments your-
self, you can also begin to build up relationships with bloggers who even-
tually may be important allies in reaching your market.

Subscribing to blogs, however, is only one way to use Google Reader
or any other RSS reader. You can also use it to keep a tab on searches you
run through the Google Alert service, Twitter Search, and any other
search service that offers the ability to subscribe to a feed. By doing this,
you can get real-time or nearly real-time updates on conversations across
the web that relate to your marketplace.

Google Alerts (www.google.com/alerts) is a good starting point for
setting up some feeds related to your market. On the alerts search
engine, you can enter your terms and then run a search that spans
Google’s networks, including its news sites, YouTube, and blogs. When
you create an alert, you can set the “Deliver to:” option to “Feed,” which
will create an RSS feed that can then be added into Google Reader. As
new items appear across Google’s network, these will automatically
flow into your feed. The types of items to search on in Google Alerts
include some of the most important keyword phrases you used in your
earlier search efforts as well the names of key competitors. In most
cases, you will want to put these in quotation marks to ensure that
Google returns only items that contain these exact words. Otherwise,
you may end up with a lot of irrelevant junk in your feed stream. Note,
too, that you can use all of the advanced features of the Google search
results page (down the left side and also under the Options icon toward
the top right) and then save these searches by scrolling to the bottom of
the page and clicking “Create an email alert for [your search text].” By
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doing this, you can create some very targeted searches to track on a reg-
ular basis.

While standard Google searches are a key source for information, they
may not readily surface relevant conversations happening across forums
and social media sites. By tuning in to these, you may be able to discover
how prospective customers are talking about the issues your educational
options address. One option for doing this is to click “Discussions” in the
left-hand column of the results for any Google search. This will produce
results from forums and discussions indexed by Google (though seemingly
with a strong preference for Google’s own Google Groups). Another
option is BoardReader (www.boardreader.com), which tracks a wide
range of forums and discussion boards. In either case, you can save the
search results as a feed to your dashboard.

Aside from discussion boards and forums, it is also possible to set up
feeds from most (though not all) social networks. Doing so can become
overwhelming pretty quickly, though, and some of the major sites like
Twitter and Facebook don’t make it particularly easy to do. Fortunately,
there are a number of services out there that allow you to run a search
across multiple channels at once. One example is Social Mention (www
.socialmention.com), a site that allows you to run a single search across
multiple media types—e.g., social networks, blog comments, images, and
audio—and also select specific channels you want to include, such as
Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and so on. The results that are generated
can then be subscribed to as an RSS feed so that they can be incorporated
into your dashboard. Using a tool like this can save a great deal of time,
and because it is usually possible to specify sources for the information
you receive (for example, include Twitter, but not Facebook), you can
tweak these searches over time as you determine which channels are pro-
viding the best information.

Tweaking the Dial
When you set up a range of searches through Google Alerts and social
media sites, you will likely get some good initial information but then
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quickly feel overwhelmed by irrelevant or repetitive results. Don’t
despair: “Listening” can provide short-term insights, but it is primarily
a long-term strategy. Glean whatever insights you can from your initial
findings and then continue to adjust both your search terms and the
channels you search over time. You will find that some search terms and
channels simply need to be eliminated, while others can become much
stronger with the addition of words that narrow their scope or of “oper-
ators” like minus signs to eliminate irrelevant results. Also, take advan-
tage of the capabilities within Google Reader or whichever RSS reader
you use to organize items into folders, tag items, and “star” items.
These tools can help greatly when it comes to reviewing and using the
information you have gathered.

I spoke with Dorie Clark, a marketing expert and author of Reinventing
You: Define Your Brand, Imagine Your Future (Harvard Business
Review Press) about the power of listening. Here’s what she had 
to say:

In the past you would have had to pay thousands of dollars for
focus groups or customer surveys or other approaches. Now you
can get a lot of information simply by listening on online channels.
It doesn’t necessarily replace the other methods, but it supplements
them in an important way, and depending on your budget, it’s also
a much more economical way of finding out what is on the minds
of your customers.

As business owners or association leaders it’s important for us
to think about how peoples’ expectations have risen. They do
expect higher levels of responsiveness and customer service. But
also it’s a great way to reach out to people proactively and really
surprise them. You can go above and beyond if you’re following key
people on Twitter and you see that they are writing about things
related to your industry, related to your company, related to
keywords that you’re monitoring. Then you can reach out and “tap”



them and say, “Hey, have you thought about . . . ,” “Have you heard
about this?” And that level of responsiveness, of feeling like you’re
really being listened to and heard, is pretty remarkable. It can build
some serious brand loyalty.

Get the full interview with Dorie at www.learning-revolution.net/
podcast/.

Going to the Source
While tracking saved searches can produce some great information, a next
step for the conversations you locate is to click through to the original to
get more detail and more fully follow the thread of the conversation. You
should also spend some time going straight to the source to begin with,
particularly on major networks like Facebook and LinkedIn, where not
all conversations are accessible by outside search engines. Look for rele-
vant groups of users on these networks (on Facebook, groups show up
automatically in search results; on LinkedIn, you can set the search func-
tion to “Groups”). Also, search directly on major forum sites like Google
Groups and Yahoo Groups as well as on question-and-answer sites like
Quora.com and Ask.com. Within groups or discussion forums, you can
often turn up relevant conversations by searching on phrases that indicate
someone is looking for the solution to a problem. These might include:

8 Can anyone . . .

8 Has anyone . . .

8 Looking for . . .

8 Trying to find . . .

8 Question about . . .

8 Advice about . . .

Look for a frequently asked questions (FAQ) page on any group
you search. What kinds of questions are being asked? Look also for
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“power” users—people who seem to be particularly active in discussions
related to your area of expertise—and even competitors. You may want
to connect with or follow these people.

Be sure, also, to explore some of the trade and professional associa-
tions you discovered in your earlier searching. Many times these organi-
zations offer listservers and discussion forums as part of their membership
benefits. Depending on the costs involved, it may be worth joining sim-
ply to be able to tap into these conversations and listen to what people in
a particular field or industry are saying. If you happen to represent an
organization that offers listservers or forums, make it a regular habit to
review the conversations on them. You will often find clues that lead to
new offerings, and occasionally you may even find a “slam dunk.” The
Florida Institute of CPAs, for example, identified a slam dunk by tuning
in to a discussion about “comfort letters” on its federal tax listserver. (A
“comfort letter” is a letter from an accounting firm assuring that a com-
pany is financially sound.) Ned Campbell, the senior director of educa-
tion was paying attention, and when he noticed that an initial post
about comfort letters quickly led to forty additional comments, he knew
there was an opportunity. “Comfort letters are beyond the scope of what
a CPA can typically provide for their tax clients,” Campbell told me.
“However, there is a tremendous pressure in the marketplace to provide
these letters.” Campbell and his team reached out to a subject matter
expert (SME) to get input on the topic, and within five days of the first
post had put together a two-hour webinar titled “Just Send the
____________ a Letter! Webinar.” Even with the Thanksgiving holiday
looming, the webinar quickly generated ninety registrations from the
thousand-member federal tax list. “Our members loved the topic, “ said
Campbell. “We provided them a service that was timely and relevant to
their business needs, and it all came about from a single post on our mem-
ber community.”

While your listening activities may not often produce such immedi-
ate returns, this story illustrates how opportunities can be discovered—
or missed—based on your listening habits.



When All Is Said and Done
The goal of all of this listening activity is not to drain your time away.
Setting up a dashboard is one key way to ensure that you simply have to
glance rapidly across a range of conversations to determine what, if any-
thing, is of value. Conversations are valuable when they:

8 Confirm—or refute—your theories and assumptions about cus-
tomer needs

8 Highlight new needs of which you may not have been aware

8 Uncover competition you did not know existed, whether in the
form of competing providers or in the form of new offerings
from competitors you already knew about

8 Surface potential allies, distribution channels, or other valuable
relationships

By engaging in listening effectively and strategically, you should be able
to gather a wealth of valuable insights into your market. These can then
shape your additional efforts to assess your market.

TO LEARN MORE, ASK
Once you have clearly indentified your target market and focused in on
the needs and issues most relevant to your prospects, the next logical step
is to start asking some questions to get more detail about needs and to
start testing your product ideas. There are a number of approaches to
doing this, ranging from casual—like simply posting questions to one of
the networks where you have been listening—to much more structured,
like surveys or interviews. In all cases, the key to getting useful infor-
mation from your prospects and customers is to ask the right types of
questions.

A couple of important factors to keep in mind are that (1) people are
notoriously bad about predicting what they will want or how they will
behave in the future, and (2) it is very difficult to get people to accurately
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tell you why they do (or did) anything. Knowing these two limitations,
it is tempting to drop the whole idea of asking the customers anything
and simply plunge ahead. After all, Steve Jobs, who led Apple computer
though a continuous stream of innovative new product releases, was
famous for implying that customers simply do not know what they
want. That is, it is up to you to figure it out for them.

While it is difficult not to agree to a certain extent, even Jobs was
hardly operating in a vacuum. He watched and listened carefully to what
was going on in the world around him, and he knew how to ask ques-
tions when he needed to. The key is to approach this type of market
research not as if it is going to provide a crystal ball, but rather as a way
to continue to form and test theories.

Posting to Networks
One of the key reasons to spend time listening on social websites,
forums, listservers, and other network conversation areas on the web is
that you can begin to develop a feel for the people and conversations in
these places. You gain a sense of what to ask as well as where and how to
ask it. These are particularly good places to explore open-ended ques-
tions and to find out how people have historically dealt with the types of
issues your offerings are designed to address. If you have spent time lis-
tening on a network, as recommended, you will also have a sense of
which participants are most active and what topics are of most interest to
them. Whenever possible, it is valuable to enlist one or more of these
people when you decide to post a key question. You may even connect
with them directly first, to raise the question and see if it makes sense
from their perspective. Additionally, ask if they will respond to the ques-
tion once you post it to the broader community. The leadership of one or
more active participants can go a long way toward ensuring that other
group members will chime in. You may ask only one or two questions in
a discussion forum or other network-based environment, but often you
will want to go further and point people to a more comprehensive sur-
vey. In this case, it is also helpful to have a known and respected member
of the network encourage others to participate in the survey.
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Surveys
Based on existing market knowledge—including knowledge gathered
through search and social networks—learning providers now have much
more sophisticated abilities than they have ever had before to survey the
market and ask specific questions. Tools like SurveyMonkey make it easy
to develop and distribute web-based surveys, including not only author-
ing tools, but also preexisting question banks and options for offering
incentives in a way that conforms to the array of states’ laws.

Getting accurate, helpful input from your prospective customers
can be challenging, but it is hardly impossible if you keep three key
rules in mind:

1. The less sure you are about what people may want, the more you
should lean toward open-ended, qualitative questions. Don’t even
assume that people need a “course” or other type of educational solution.
Find out first what types of challenges they are encountering and what,
if anything, they have tried to do to address these challenges. While qual-
itative questions are generally more time-intensive to analyze than are
close-ended, quantitative questions, using them gives people the oppor-
tunity to tell you things you were not even looking for. Look for pat-
terns—these can be used for follow-on surveys or interviews.

2. The less connection you have with your audience, the shorter
your “ask” needs to be. The common wisdom is that surveys always
need to be short. In my experience, this is not true. I’ve seen very high
response rates on lengthy surveys, but these tend to be in situations
where there is already a relatively tight relationship with the audience
and participants see a clear connection between taking the survey and
benefits they will receive in the future; for example, that they will be
offered a better or wider range of education options. If you are ventur-
ing into new markets, though, be brief and to the point, and when pos-
sible, offer some form of incentive to encourage participation.

3. If you use multiple choice or other close-ended question types,
focus more on identifying actions and behaviors rather than preferences
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or predictions. While the past is not always an accurate predictor of the
future, you can generally put more faith in what people have actually
done than in what they say they will do. For example, to the extent I ask
people about price in surveys, I ask them about what they have actually
paid in the past for particular types of training experiences, rather than
what they think a fair price to pay might be.

Interviews
You can use phone and in-person interviews to inform surveys or vice
versa—there are arguments in either direction—but as a general rule,
don’t do them at the same time. The information from one is almost cer-
tain to help with the other. If you do not have good contact information
for potential customers, you can use a survey as a way of creating a con-
tact list. As one of your final questions, simply ask participants if they
would be willing to participate in a follow-up interview, and if so, to pro-
vide a phone number and e-mail address. Use any key demographic data
you collect as part of the survey—position, title, years of experience,
etc.—to filter these responses and help you select the candidates you feel
best represent your potential market.

In interviews, one of the areas I most like to explore is the challenges
a person is currently encountering in work or other areas that relate to
the potential educational offerings. What does he or she currently do to
address these gaps, and how are those efforts working or falling short?
Brief conversations along these lines with even as few as a dozen poten-
tial customers can tell you a tremendous amount about what your mar-
ket needs.

TEST TO SUCCEED
With a firm idea of your audience and a strong working theory of what
you will offer, it is now possible to test demand for your products more
cost-effectively than has ever been the case before. By tapping into tools
like paid search (e.g., Google AdWords), social networks, and e-mail lists
(which smart learning providers will focus intently on building), you can
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run trial offers and “split test” multiple variations of product promotions
with prospective customers. You can even go so far as to have them pre-
purchase before a product is fully built. On a less formal note, simply by
consistently offering targeted free content to your prospective audi-
ence—in the form of blog posts, newsletters, videos, and other formats—
you can gauge interest, see what kind of feedback you receive, and shape
your offerings accordingly.

Going through some version of a testing process, whether more or
less formal, is absolutely central to successful business in the new learn-
ing landscape. As I related at the beginning of the book, it used to be
quite common to invest large amounts of time and money into develop-
ing online courses and other offerings. Too often this level of investment
was made, only to find out that the customers really didn’t want the
product—the classic “we built it but they didn’t come” situation.
Arguably, it was possible even in the “old days” to validate a product
before launching into full-blown production and distribution, but these
days, given the concepts already covered in this book, not validating
your ideas just makes no sense.

A key concept that providers in the new learning landscape need to
embrace is that of a “minimum viable product,” or MVP. First intro-
duced by Steven Blank in The Four Steps to the Epiphany, MVP has
become a well-known term in the entrepreneurial community thanks to
the success of The Lean Start-Up, by Eric Ries, one of the many entre-
preneurs that Blank has mentored. The basic idea behind a minimum
viable product is that you don’t start by building a product with every
feature you think your customers will want. Rather, you start with the
most bare-bones offering that you think will meet customer needs,
launch that into the market, and then move forward based on the feed-
back you receive. In some cases, this may mean no more than introduc-
ing an idea and seeing if enough prospective customers are willing to take
action to express their interest. For learning providers, this may mean
that you do not build a course, or organize a conference, or launch a
membership learning site until a minimum number of people have com-
mitted to participating.
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Entrepreneur Brian Clark, the CEO of Copyblogger Media, extends
the idea of minimum viable product to encompass minimum viable
audience. In the lead-up to launching a range of successful products—
including the highly successful Teaching Sells membership learning
community—Clark relied heavily on the responses and reactions he got
to continually publishing content through his blog, Copyblogger. Addi-
tionally, when he launched the Teaching Sells learning community, it was
far from a complete product. Rather, along with partner Tony Clark, he
put together a basic platform and enough core content to make the com-
munity attractive to prospective members, and then continued to build it
out over time as membership grew. As Clark puts it, through the ongo-
ing interaction he and his team established with their audience, they were
able “to make our MVPs more ‘viable’ from the start than we would
have been able to otherwise. This led to better initial sales momentum,
higher customer satisfaction, and ultimately more profit.”2

The bottom line is that before you invest large amounts of time and
money in building out new learning products, you want to see clear signs
from your audience that the product will be a success. One key way to
do this is by combining the search and listening processes I have already
described with ongoing efforts to put content into the market, ask ques-
tions, observe, and then build to the needs that emerge. Even having
gone through this effort, however, you should still consider formally
testing the viability of new learning products by putting out an offer to
which prospective customers can respond.

Establishing an Offer
To gauge interest effectively, you have to provide some way for your
prospective customers to indicate by their actions that your offer has
value (or, of course, doesn’t). In the event that you already have some
sort of established community, whether through an e-mail list, a discus-
sion forum, a blog, or some other platform, that action may be as simple
as replying to an e-mail or discussion post. For example, you may indi-
cate that you will pull the trigger on offering a new seminar or webinar
on a particular topic as soon as a certain number of people commit to
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attending at whatever price you name. I have witnessed Alan Weiss, well
known as “The Million Dollar Consultant®,” do this a number of times
within his discussion community. He does not launch a new offering
until enough people have committed to make it worth the effort. Indeed,
Weiss even has a number of established items available in his online cat-
alog that become available only once enough people have committed to
a session.

Of course, it typically takes years of building up a community of fol-
lowers before testing new offers in this way is viable, but even without an
established tribe of followers, you can use a similar method as long as
you can provide a sufficiently enticing offer. One way to do this is to cre-
ate a “landing page” that provides key information and a way to take
action. A landing page is simply a web page that is dedicated to a specific
offer. Everything on the page—the words, the images, the flow of infor-
mation—is designed to lead the visitor to take a specific action. Some-
times this action will be an actual purchase. In the testing stage, it
usually makes sense for the action to be more along the lines of signing
up for an e-mail list in exchange for access to something of value like an
e-book or a video.

The following are the basic steps for successfully making use of a
landing page. If you are not particularly skilled with technology, you
may want to get some help with this, but keep in mind that a range of
free and low-cost website tools like WordPress.com or Squarespace
make most of this easy for even a novice to do reasonably well.

1. Create an incentive. These days, with time and attention being
arguably more valuable than ever before, you have to have something of
value to offer even to get someone to hand over an e-mail address. What
tips, advice, or insights can you carve out from your offering and provide
to those who might be interested? You can shape these into any number
of forms, from a nicely formatted e-book to a string of brief white papers
to one or more videos in which you cover some of your most valuable
content. As a rule, don’t hold back in the incentive. It’s often tempting to
feel like to best stuff needs to be protected and offered up only after a
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check or credit card number has been handed over. But you will never
get to that point if you can’t make it clear up front that you have some-
thing of high value to offer.

2. Create the landing page. Your landing page is where you offer
your incentive. You do this within the context of presenting your larger
offer; in other words, what you are ultimately hoping the prospect will
buy. While this page can be part of an existing website, it is better if it can
be something completely separate, with no navigation links or other
links on it other than those that relate to the prospect taking action.

3. Provide for action. Action can take a number of forms, from sim-
ply viewing a video to actually paying in advance for a forthcoming
offering (with the usual incentive for this being a significant discount on
the purchase price). In general, the action that I find most valuable at this
stage is signing up for an e-mail list. People are usually not eager to hand
over their e-mail addresses in our information-overloaded and spam-
afflicted world, so while an e-mail address may not equal a purchase, it
does usually represent a significant level of interest on the part of the
prospect. Moreover, in signing up for an e-mail list—as opposed to just
watching a video or downloading a document without having to sign up
first—the prospect gives you both the means and permission for future
contact. When your aim is to actually sell a specific product, as opposed
to gain broader exposure for your brand, it is critical to know you can
secure at least this level of commitment from a prospect. If you can’t, the
chances of the prospect actually paying for something from you in the
future are slim.

Setting up an e-mail list is quite easy these days. Services like
MailChimp offer free lists up to a certain number of subscribers (2,000 as
of this writing). Other services like AWeber and Constant Contact start
at around $20 per month. All of these services provide easy ways to gen-
erate a sign-up form and insert it into a web page. Just as important, they
provide automated ways for users to confirm their subscriptions and to
automatically send out a variety of follow-up e-mails to subscribers.
Whatever you do, be sure to go with an established e-mail provider and
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do require subscribers to confirm their subscriptions. These precautions
will help ensure that you do not get labeled as a spammer and that your
e-mails actually make it to the inboxes of your subscribers.

I discuss more advanced landing page concepts in Chapter 8, but with
even these basic concepts you have what you need to run a simple test.

A Down and Dirty AdWords Primer
Of course, it doesn’t much matter that you have a test offer set up if you
can’t actually find anybody to view the offer. If you have been doing
your foundational work of listening in on social networks and other
communities and have started engaging on those communities, you may
already be in a position to carefully post messages that point people to
your offer. I say “carefully” because you definitely do not want to start
selling before you have established yourself as a trustworthy member of
a community. Additionally, if you have a website or blog that already
attracts substantial traffic, you can use this as a tool for directing prospects
to your offer.

Even if you can leverage social networks or your website, though, you
may need to reach a bigger or different prospect base. And, of course, if
you are starting pretty much from scratch—no website, no significant net-
work connections—it may seem like there is little you can do to channel
people to a test offer. In these situations, Google’s AdWords platform can
be of tremendous value.

Google created its AdWords program—the major source of the
company’s revenue—as a way for advertisers to create ads that appear
only when someone is searching on words that are related to the ad. The
advertiser then pays, in most cases, only if the searcher then clicks on the
ad. The system has a few simple but brilliant advantages over traditional
advertising. First, viewers of search results are subjected only to ads that
may actually be of some relevance to them, so advertisers aren’t wasting
so much money on what have been called “spray and pray” approaches.
Second, because advertisers usually pay only if a viewer clicks on an ad,
they can be reasonably sure that they are paying for leads with a clear
interest in whatever they are selling. Finally, all of this is readily meas-
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urable through tools freely provided by Google: You can see how often
your ads appear, where they are positioned relative to other ads, and how
many clicks you get. With just a bit of additional work, you can even
determine whether these clicks ultimately convert into sales.

Naturally, all of this is extremely valuable from the standpoint of
selling advertising, but what tends to be overlooked is that it is at least as
valuable from the standpoint of assessing and testing markets. As we
have already covered, the data gathered from AdWords can be used to
gauge demand and competition in a market. But once you have a solid
idea of what you plan to sell and to which markets, you can also create
ads to test your idea. As Howie Jacobson, a leading AdWords expert and
coauthor of Google AdWords for Dummies, 3rd edition, puts it,

AdWords is actually a cheap and highly reliable wind tunnel you
can rent by the click to discover and validate your market, test
your messages and positioning, and increase your conversion
rates and profits.

Tests that took four months and half a million dollars in
1990 can be completed today in seven days for $350. The beauty
is, everything you discover in these micro-tests can be applied in
other media, including expensive and really-hard-to-test offline
media like TV, radio, newspapers, event sponsorships, and bill-
boards.3

Jacobson contends—and I wholeheartedly agree—that “to this day,
Google doesn’t fully understand what it’s created.”

To run an AdWords campaign, you need to first have a Google ac -
count. This can be set up free at www.google.com/adwords. Google pro-
vides good guidance on how to configure a campaign, but here are the
basic steps to get you started:

1. Before even setting up the campaign, determine the keyword
phrases that will be the basis for the campaign. Your aim is to test out
your best guesses on what prospective customers might type in that
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would lead them to your landing page. What problem are they trying to
solve? How do they tend to talk about that problem? The work you
have done so far should give you good insights into the language to use.
Ideally, use keyword phrases that are two or three words in length.
Doing this will help strike a balance between searches that are too gen-
eral, which may attract unwanted traffic to your landing page, and ones
that are too narrow, resulting in little, if any, traffic.

2. Name the campaign and define basic settings like the geographi-
cal area in which you want your ads to appear and the amount you are
willing to spend per day on your campaign. (Once you have tapped out
this budget, Google will stop running your ads for that day, but will start
them back up again on the following day.) Under “Networks,” select
“Let Me Choose” and uncheck “Display”—for now you want to con-
centrate only on people who are actively searching for your keywords.

3. Create an ad group, including the first ad, and put in keywords
for the ads in this ad group. Your keywords should relate directly to the
text on your landing page, and keywords within your ad group should
also be similar to each other. Don’t, for example, group “marketing strat-
egy” and “financial strategy” together. While these may be tied together
by a focus on “strategy,” the audience and the landing page content for
them may be quite different.

4. For the ad itself, think in terms similar to those already covered
for landing pages. Really, an AdWord ad is like a very concise, miniature
landing page. You need to grab attention with a compelling, relevant
headline (the first line of your ad), and then briefly convey key benefits
and provide a call to action. Be sure, also, to include at least one of the
keywords from the ad group in your ad text. The ad should relate very
tightly to what you will actually offer on your landing page. Your goal is
to attract clicks only from people who are highly likely to be interested
in your landing page offering.

5. Create additional ads. Aside from testing your landing page,
AdWords gives you the ability to see what works best for attracting
people to your landing page. Run at least two ads initially to see which
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performs better. Once you have determined the higher-performing ad,
pause the lower-performing one and try another variation. Repeat this
process until you have a feel for what language works best for driving
clicks to your landing page.

6. Once your first ad is saved, your campaign is automatically live
until you pause it. It will take up to a day for initial results to appear in
Google, but once they do, track them long enough to see if you are get-
ting click-throughs and if these are resulting in conversions on your
landing page. If, after a few days, you are not getting a significant num-
ber of clicks, you may want to try new ad variations, new keywords
(Google provides a keyword suggestion tool within AdWords), or
potentially raise the amount you are willing to pay per click for your
keywords. (Google also provides you with information on how high
your bid needs to be to get you onto page one of the search results.)

7. If you are getting clicks, but no conversions, make one or two sig-
nificant adjustments to your landing page to see how this impacts results.
This may mean adjusting your headline or adjusting your offer—includ-
ing, potentially, changing the price if a purchase is involved. Additionally,
you may need to “throttle back” your visibility in search engine results
by placing your keyword phrases in quotes (what Google calls a “phrase
match”) or brackets (what Google calls an [exact match]). In the case of
a phrase match, your ads will show up only for searches that contain
your keyword phrase plus any words included before or after it. In the
case of an exact match, your ads show up only when your exact keyword
phrase, with no other words included, is submitted by a searcher.

Unlike running a true advertising campaign, this kind of testing is done
within a fairly limited time frame. Per-click costs can rack up pretty
quickly. You don’t want to empty your wallet in the testing process, and
in any case, the strength of an idea should become evident pretty quickly.
If ultimately you are managing to get clicks but do not seem to be able to
get any conversions, you have a sign that you simply need to head back to
the drawing board to rethink things. While this may seem discouraging,
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remember that it beats the heck out of blowing a lot of money on a prod-
uct only to find out too late that there is little or no demand for it.

FINDING YOUR DOROTHY BOYD

What if you are a solo learning provider, or work at an organization
that is strapped for time and money? How can you best make use
of a pay-per-click (PPC) tool like AdWords to ensure you get worth-
while results? I posed this question to Kristie McDonald and Howie
Jacobson, two of the coauthors of Google AdWords for Dummies
and founders of Vitruvian Way, a marketing agency that specializes
in the use of AdWords. Here’s what they had to say.

Kristie:
When somebody doesn’t have a lot of budget to work with, and
they’re looking to run a PPC campaign that is small and tight, what
we tell them to do is analyze their market for their bull’s-eye. What
are the bull’s-eye terms in your market—the terms that, if
somebody types them in, their intent absolutely is to buy what you
have? They are looking for you. They are looking for what you have.

For example, if somebody is looking to be certified by the Proj-
ect Management Institute, and they type in “PMI Online Courses,”
they’re clearly looking for you if you sell PMI courses. And you need
to be there when they’re looking, because otherwise your competi-
tors will get them instead. If you have a small budget, you just need
to look at your core terms. Don’t try to experiment with other ones.
Just use the core ones. What would somebody ask for if they were
looking exactly for me? Then run that campaign.

Howie:
One of the functions of AdWords, or any sort of pay-per-click, is to
test the rest of your sales funnel. It may be that AdWords is not the
place where you’re going to “kill it.” There may not be a lot of traffic,
or people may not be searching for it. It may be an impulse buy or



your competition has a business model that just makes it too
expensive for you to advertise successfully for long.

But if you have an online business these days, the website is
the nexus for whether people end up interested in you or not. And
that’s how I would initially use PPC—to do what Kristie says. To fig-
ure out, “Who’s my bull’s-eye?” Who are the people that I call the
“Dorothy Boyd prospects”? Remember? That was Renée Zellweger’s
character in Jerry Maguire—the one he “had at hello.” With your
Dorothy Boyd prospects, you say “This is what I do,” and they say,
“That’s exactly what I want.” If you can’t sell to those people, why
bother with anybody else?

Get the full interview with Howie and Kristie at www.learning
-revolution.net/podcast/.

A WORD OF CAUTION
It’s always tempting to think that if we do enough research, talk to
enough people, and are as thoughtful as possible in laying out our plans,
there’s no way we can miss. My view is that good assessment and testing
can increase your chances for success, and at a minimum, it will teach
you a great deal about your market that is likely to be useful over time.
Don’t be blinded by data, though, or get fooled into thinking you have
it all figured out. People are complex, and markets full of people are even
more complex. As science writer Jonah Lehrer says, in explaining about
how scientific research often does not lead to the expected results,

We live in a world in which everything is knotted together, an
impregnable tangle of causes and effects. Even when a system is
dissected into its basic parts, those parts are still influenced by a
whirligig of forces we can’t understand or haven’t considered or
don’t think matter. Hamlet was right: There really are more things
in heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in our philosophy.4

FINDING AND UNDERSTANDING YOUR LIFELONG MARKET 61

www.learning-revolution.net/podcast/
www.learning-revolution.net/podcast/


Like any other business venture, jumping into the world of lifelong
learning involves risk. Do your research, make reasonable plans, but in
the end, be prepared simply to make the leap and then respond rapidly to
what you learn along the way.
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AS SHOULD ALREADY BE CLEAR from earlier parts of this book, content is
crucial in the new learning landscape. Content is not just—or even
mostly—about courses. You need it for formal learning experiences—for
example, traditional seminars, online courses, or webinars—but just as
important, you need it for the wide range of informal learning interactions
you will help create for your customers as well as for marketing.

The range of tools now available for creating, delivering, and man-
aging educational products is truly astounding. Indeed, there are now so
many affordable options that it is easy to become overwhelmed. To keep
both your sanity and your bottom line intact, your instructional strate-
gies and your business model should be a constant point of reference as
you make decisions about the types of products you create. In other
words, don’t do it—whatever “it” is—just because it can be done and
seems to be the latest thing.

In almost everything you do, it will pay to create with an eye toward
versioning and repurposing. If, for example, you deliver a classroom-
based seminar or a webinar, remember that:
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8 Either can be captured as video for reuse as a web or CD/DVD-
based product.

8 It may be possible to “chunk” the captured content into multi-
ple segments, each of which might be a separate product.

8 It may be possible to use clips from it as a marketing tool.

8 The audio can be extracted from it and used as a separate product.

8 The audio can be transcribed and mined for articles or shaped
into an e-book or, for that matter, a print publication.

8 All of these pieces can be combined, recombined, and repackaged
with each other or with pieces from other educational experiences
to create different versions of a product—typically aimed at some-
what different audiences—or new products entirely. (Note: As a
rule it is always wise to make it clear that you have repurposed
content from one medium to another.)

The bottom line is that it pays to view any situation in which you are
delivering knowledge or learning as a production event that may be a
source for numerous spin-offs.

While it is possible to outsource many if not all of the tasks in the
preceding list, I’d argue that it pays to build a reasonable level of hands-
on capabilities in content production. Doing so will help ensure you are
as agile and flexible as possible when it comes to creating content, and it
keeps you tuned in to new possibilities and opportunities. If and when
you do outsource, having direct knowledge of key tools and skills also
helps greatly with articulating your needs and finding the right help.
 Ideally, you or someone on your staff should have a least a serviceable
level of skill in each of the areas that follow.

MANAGE A HOME BASE
Whatever the nature of your educational offerings, they have to “live”
somewhere, and ideally you should have complete control over that
somewhere. This doesn’t mean you have to own the software and the
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servers. In fact, in most cases it makes more sense not to have responsi-
bility for maintaining and supporting these parts of the equation. But
you do need to have complete editorial control, meaning that you can
easily post content, change content, modify the look and feel of the site,
and, in general, determine what the user experience will be. If you rely
purely on third parties that limit your control over these things, or if you
always have to rely on assistance from a service provider or a staff mem-
ber from another department, you are seriously limiting your ability to
conduct business effectively in the new learning landscape.

At a minimum, the people in charge of a learning business—whether
that means a solo entrepreneur, a training firm, or an education depart-
ment—need to have access to all relevant parts of their web content and
know how to make basic changes to text and graphics. They should also
know how to post or link to standard content like video and audio files
or documents. They should be capable of doing these things, to the
extent they are supported, on any social networking sites or other third-
party sites that you use, but keep in mind that users of these sites do not
ultimately own or control them. There is no guarantee, for example, that
Facebook or Twitter or LinkedIn will be around in their same form in
five years, that they will offer the same sort of user experience, or that
their policies will remain in line with the goals of your business. As I
have already indicated throughout the book, these types of sites can be
powerful tools, but ultimately you generate the most value for your busi-
ness by bringing people back to a home base that you own and control.

In many organizations, this is no small issue. Often the technology
and marketing departments are in charge of key resources required for
successful implementation of a business model. If this is the case, you
may have to work hard to break down silos and gain the rapid, flexible
level of collaboration you need, or figure out ways to gain control over
your own platform and marketing resources.

A final note about managing a home base: Blogging platforms, and in
particular the free WordPress blogging software, have become very
powerful as hubs for an overall web presence for learning providers.
Blogs started out as a way to publish content frequently and easily, both
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of which are desirable capabilities for learning providers. Over time,
some of them have evolved into sophisticated and yet still relatively easy-
to-use content management systems. WordPress, for example, can be
used to deploy and manage a multipage website with multiple levels of
navigation. A blog is only one component of WordPress sites, and, indeed,
the site does not have to contain a blog at all (although I can think of very
few circumstances in which it is not desirable for a learning provider to
have a blog). Additionally, there are now excellent options for turning
WordPress into a membership site as well as adding e-commerce capa-
bilities and various types of collaboration tools and integrating it with
popular e-mail marketing platforms and other systems—including the
open-source Moodle platform, the most popular learning management
system in the world. (There is more about learning management systems
later in this chapter.) All of this can be done without any knowledge of
programming, but should you want to delve deeper into the possibilities,
you will find there are vast armies of freelance programmers who know
how to customize WordPress in just about any way imaginable. For
learning providers starting from scratch or looking to make a technology
switch, I’d argue WordPress is one of the first options that should be
considered for core website capabilities.

SHOOT AND EDIT DIGITAL VIDEO
Video is one of the most valuable media available to you, so it makes
sense that you should have at least some level of capability for produc-
ing it. In many situations, a web camera or the video camera on a smart-
phone is sufficient for capturing presentations, conducting interviews, or
shooting brief promotional pieces, but I think it is also well worth
investing in a decent-quality digital video camera. Look for a camera that
shoots high-definition video and also supports attaching an external
microphone. In order to capture high-quality audio you need to have the
flexibility to run a microphone to whomever is speaking, rather than cap-
turing audio from wherever the camera is positioned. Finally, invest in a
decent tripod to go with the camera. This one small accessory can dra-
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matically increase the overall quality of your video and also makes it pos-
sible for a single presenter, working alone, to capture video.

For editing, the iMovie software that comes standard on Macs is
hard to beat for affordability and flexibility. This software alone almost
makes it worth ditching your PC. There are, however, some good low-
cost options available for PC. Sony, Adobe, and Pinnacle all sell packages
under $100, and Corel has recently released a package under $100 that
will produce video in HTML5—the standard supported on iPads, which
will not play Flash-based video.

Video can be hosted in a number of ways. For free hosting of short
clips (up to 15 minutes in length), YouTube is an obvious choice both
because of its ease of use and because it is the second-largest search
engine in the world. For brief videos that are part of your marketing
efforts, there is usually little reason to use anything other than YouTube.
For larger video files or files for which you want more than the very
basic privacy options supported by YouTube, services like Vimeo and
Viddler provide a range of options. At the time I am writing this book,
Vimeo offers a free option for uploading up to 500MB of content
weekly, but you will need to opt for one of the company’s paid plans to
upload more and to take advantage of a fuller range of features. Finally,
Amazon Web Services offer low-cost, pay-only-for-usage hosting,
though taking full advantage of these for hosting and streaming video
requires a certain amount of technical skill.

RECORD A SCREENCAST
The ability to record whatever appears on your computer screen and
narrate as you do so is known as “screencasting.” It is another form of
video, but one that deserves to be discussed separately from video cap-
tured with a camera. Using this approach, you can quickly demonstrate
how to perform basic tasks in a software program or on a website, or you
can record yourself presenting a PowerPoint deck, just to name some of
the obvious possibilities. Whenever you launch a new offering, screen-
casting is a great way to do a quick walk-through of highlights. Most
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screencasting tools also enable you to combine what you capture on the
screen with video captured from a camera, so you can easily shift back
and forth from a narrator to whatever the narrator is talking about. It’s
worth pausing for a moment and considering that less than a decade ago
you needed a professional studio—or, at the very least, a whole lot of
time on your hands—to achieve this level of production.

There are a range of good tools available for screencasting these days.
For very short clips, there are even free options like Jing from TechSmith.
For longer videos, TechSmith’s full-featured product, Camtasia, is one of
the more popular choices, along with Adobe’s Captivate. Both of these
products are available for PC and Mac, though Mac users may also want
to consider ScreenFlow (my personal choice). Links to these and other
resources related to video and screencasting can be found on the resources
site for Leading the Learning Revolution at www.learningrevolution
.net/tools.

CAPTURE AND EDIT AUDIO
As popular as video is, audio will always remain a powerful medium for
learning products if only because learners are often not in a position to
actually watch content, but may be still be able to listen to it. Think of
the daily commute as just one key example—this is prime time for
learning that audio can serve well.

As with video, it is possible to capture audio on a smartphone, tablet,
or other digital devices that you may already have. I am an advocate,
though, of investing in a small, dedicated digital recorder. Good ones can
now be found for well under $100, and a freestanding recorder gives you
the option of handing it off to staff member, volunteer, or anyone else who
may be helping you without having to give up your device. Regardless,
you want to have some easy way to capture audio interviews at confer-
ences and other events where you may encounter people with interesting
insights and perspectives.

Additionally, having an easy method for capturing digital audio from
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phone interviews can be highly valuable. One of the easiest approaches is
to subscribe to a phone conferencing service, like FreeConference.com,
that enables you to record your conversations and provides an audio file.
Using this approach, all of the parties involved in an interview can dial
into a conference bridge. The downside to this approach is that each par-
ticipant’s voice is captured in a single audio file, making it more difficult
to adjust volume levels or address other variations in voice quality from
speaker to speaker. My preference is to use the Internet phone service
Skype in combination with call recording software like Call Recorder (for
Mac) or Call Burner (for PC). Both of these provide capabilities for
 capturing separate audio tracks that can then be adjusted and edited inde-
pendently. This option can work well even if the person you are inter-
viewing does not use Skype. Skype offers an inexpensive “Skype to
Phone” service than enables you to call landlines and cell phones around
the world. Additionally, if you happen to need to interview someone who
insists on calling you, you can set up a phone number that is attached to
your Skype account. When the person calls, you answer on your com-
puter and use either of the call recording packages mentioned here to
record the call. (Note: For legal and ethical reasons, always make sure the
person you are recording knows that you are recording the call.)

For recording interviews through a computer or other digital device,
you will need a good USB microphone. For phone interviews, a headset
microphone is best, and I have found medium-priced models from com-
panies like Logitech to be adequate. For recording panel interviews or
other live situations, I recommend the Snowball line of microphones
from Blue Microphone.

For editing, Macs are again hard to beat—they come with the
Apple’s audio production software, GarageBand, already installed.
Another great option, though, that works on either Mac or PC, is
Audacity, a free open-source audio editing application. With either
option, you may also want to consider using The Levelator, a free appli-
cation (though donations are encouraged) that adjusts the voice levels in
an audio file so that they are roughly equal. If you do an interview in
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which your voice is much louder than that of the person you interview,
or vice versa, simply dragging and dropping the file into The Levelator
will fix the issue.

In many cases, it makes sense to spruce up audio files a bit and make
them feel more professional by adding intro and exit music. GarageBand
offers a range of royalty-free music clips you can choose from for this
purpose. Other sources include Mevio’s Music Alley, where you can find
a variety of artists that make their recordings available for free use in a
podcast with proper attribution, and Royalty Free Music, where you can
purchase large libraries of royalty-free music.

Finally, once you have produced audio, you are going to need a good
way to host it. You can, of course, simply upload it to your website and
have visitors download it from there, but this can slow down your site,
and it may not create the best experience for your users. Sites like Libsyn
and Podbean specialize in podcast hosting at relatively low cost. Alter-
natively, as with video, you can make use of Amazon Web Services.

DO BASIC IMAGE EDITING
If you want to experience the power of simple edits to images, visit the
wildly popular website ICanHasCheezburger. Based almost entirely on
people applying captions and other minor edits to pictures of kittens
and cats, the site has become one of the most popular destinations on
the web and has spawned a series of other popular sites. You may not
achieve the same impact with your educational content, but clearly a
little bit of editing can go a long way! Among the paid options for
image editing, Adobe Fireworks is hard to beat as an all-around solu-
tion not only for modifying images, but also creating graphics for the
web. However, both the learning curve and the price may be more than
some learning providers want to swallow. Some good alternatives that
are both significantly cheaper and less complex are Paint.Net for PCs
(www.getpaint.net; free) and Acorn for Macs (http://flyingmeat.com/
acorn; $49.95). Either of these programs provides adequate capabilities
for manipulating images and creating original graphics.
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HOST A WEBINAR OR WEBCAST
The web is flooded with webcasts and webinars—many of them free—
but even so, an ability to use this medium well is among the most essen-
tial skills a learning provider can possess. Aside from its usefulness in
delivering lecture-type learning experiences, a good presentation/com-
munication platform can be used for:

8 Brief product overviews. A webinar or webcast can be particu-
larly helpful when introducing a new offering. By holding a live event to
demonstrate the value of a new course, membership site, conference, or
whatever it is you are launching, you have the chance to engage with your
existing customers and connect with new ones. It is particularly powerful
in these situations to have a satisfied learner from a previous offering talk
briefly about the value you or your organization can provide.

8 Q & A sessions. A webinar or webcast can be an excellent
medium for delivering question-and-answer sessions related to specific
topics covered in your learning offerings. This can be particularly use-
ful when the majority of your content is offered on a self-paced, on-
demand basis: A Q & A session gives learners the opportunity to get
any pent-up questions answered. Sessions can be offered based on par-
ticipants submitting their questions live, in real time, or—often a bet-
ter approach—based on receiving questions ahead of time and
addressing them during a live session, accompanied by appropriate
visuals to support the answers. Naturally, it can be very valuable to
record a session like this and make it available in both audio/video and
audio-only versions.

8 Discussion groups. Webinar platforms can also be used for
facilitating real-time discussion and interaction among participants in a
learning experience, whether through text-based chat, audio chat, or a
combination of the two. For a relatively small group, video chat may also
be a viable option. The Hangouts feature on Google+ is one of the more
recent options for supporting video discussion groups. Skype also offers
a similar capability.
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8 Group coaching. A variation on discussion and Q &A, webi-
nars can also be great tools for engaging relatively small groups in more
intensive learning related to a particular topic or issue. Coaching of this
sort can be a particularly useful aspect of the Flipped Model discussed
earlier in the book.

WEBINAR VS. WEBCAST VS. PODCAST: 
WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE?

web•i•nar \web-uh-nahr \ noun: a live or recorded session that
combines audio with presentation text or graphics (e.g., Microsoft
PowerPoint)
web•cast \web-kast \ noun: a live or recorded session that
combines video with presentation text or graphics (e.g., PowerPoint)
pod•cast \pod-kast \ noun: recorded audio or video without
presentation text or graphics; packaged for distribution (e.g., via RSS)

You can no doubt think of other uses for webinars and webcasts
based on the specific goals of your business. All of these can be delivered
in real time and, when it makes sense, recorded for later replay. There are
numerous options available for delivering webinars and webcasts, and
you may want to take advantage of different platforms for different pur-
poses. (I discuss these in more detail on the resources site for this book
at www.learningrevolution.net/tools.) As a general rule, though, I rec-
ommend identifying a single platform that you will use most of the time.
To ensure maximum flexibility for both you and your learners, the plat-
form should:

8 Allow for easily presenting standard document types like
 PowerPoint and Microsoft Word.

8 Support both dial-in and voice over Internet (VoIP) as an audio
option. (Although it is increasingly common for learners to be familiar
with and make use of VoIP, using it alone can still cut into attendance sig-



nificantly among many audiences. Having dial-in as a backup can be use-
ful when unforeseen technical issues arise.)

8 Allow for text-based Q & A with participants, and ideally, text-
based chat among the participants.

8 Include the ability for the presenter to broadcast video.

8 Support recording of the session in a way that gives you full
access to the recording file.

Webinars and Webcasts: Rising Above the Fray
To stand out in the crowded webinar space, you have to deliver experi-
ences that won’t put learners to sleep (or on multitasking autopilot) and
that are also designed to generate maximum value from you as a content
producer. Many people these days are quite jaded when it comes to webi-
nars. The standard “show up and throw up” approach does not jibe with
more sophisticated learner expectations.

From your standpoint as a learning provider, you want to be able not
only to attract people to the live event and deliver a high-value experi-
ence, but also to capture the event and reuse it in a variety of ways.
Doing this means adhering to many of the same principles discussed in
Chapter 5 that will make the event instructionally effective and com-
pelling but also paying attention to seemingly minor details. The fol-
lowing are a few key points to keep in mind.

Distinguish “Inform” and “Perform.” Ruth Colvin Clark and Richard E.
Mayer define “inform” programs as those that communicate informa-
tion, while “perform” programs build specific skills.1 Using this distinc-
tion, “inform” webinars—like the typical “subject matter expert shares
basic information or news” model so common across the webinar land-
scape—might be offered at little or no charge to members. These can be
positioned as a member benefit and as fulfilling the organization’s mis-
sion, and in most cases we recommend they carry no credit. “Perform”
webinars, on the other hand, should offer a richer experience that might
include, for example:
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8 Clearly stated learning objectives

8 Increased interactivity through the use of self-checks, Q & A,
real-time chat, and other activities

8 Pre- and/or post-session interactions

8 Meaningful supporting materials (e.g., job aids, templates)

8 Scored assessments

8 A trained, expert presenter

8 Availability of continuing education credit

Chunk It in 10s. Use the “chunking” approach advocated in Chapter 5.
In addition to maintaining learner attention and supporting learning, this
approach makes it much easier to pull out segments of the webcast later
as freestanding video or audio files.

Segment Question Times. Pause at specific times to engage in question-
and-answer rather than answering questions randomly. Like the chunking
approach, this will make it much easier to carve out slices of content later.

Provide Pre, Post, and During Materials. Giving attendees the option to
download the slides is standard for webinars and webcasts, but the
practice is of limited value. Often slides don’t hold up well on their own,
and having to sift through them to find links or other items referenced
during a presentation can be an annoyance for attendees. Provide the
slides if you want to, but also provide at least one other user-friendly,
high-value piece of content to accompany the webinar. This might con-
sist of an article, or a link to an article, to read ahead of time; some ques-
tions for the attendee to consider before, during, or after the event; a list
of valuable links related to the event content; or worksheets or other aids
to help the attendee actually implement concepts covered in the webinar.

Establish a Consistent Look and Feel. Create (or have a designer create)
a standard, professional template for your webinars. This will provide
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consistency of experience across your events and also make it possible to
piece together segments from multiple events while maintaining a pol-
ished appearance.

Record the Webinar in Multiple Ways. While you can typically use
editing tools to separate out video and audio, I find that it is often easier—
and the quality is often better—if you capture a separate voice file of your
webinar or webcast. This can then be easily converted into an audio-only
podcast or used for transcription. Also, consider using a simple digital
video camera to capture yourself delivering the event. This can be used for
“action” footage in promoting the event or may even provide for some
great nuggets of content to present independently of the full event.

Keep It Timeless. Make sure you (or any presenters you use) avoid time-
based expressions like “Good morning!” or references to the date or day
of the week when you are presenting. If the content has lasting value,
there is no reason to date it in the learner’s mind by providing unneces-
sary information about when it was recorded.

CREATE NICELY FORMATTED DOCUMENTS
Finally, don’t underestimate the power of making the various documents
you present or provide to learners look as professional as possible. This
rule applies even to handouts, worksheets, and other “utility” docu-
ments. Indeed, because these documents are often shared, and because so
few providers take the time to make them look as good as they could, a
little extra effort can go a long way.

You don’t have to be a graphic artist to make things look professional.
Just spend a bit of time learning how to use basic features like styles and
headers and footers in Microsoft Word or Apple Pages, for example. This
is also one area where most providers can benefit from some outsourcing:
Use Elance or another freelance service to find someone to set up some
nicely formatted, branded templates for you in Word, PowerPoint, or
other types of documents that you use consistently, and then use these

TOOLS AND COMPETENCIES 141



templates consistently when creating new documents. Again, this helps to
create a polished appearance in all of the materials you present.

Additionally, convert your documents to PDF whenever providing
them to customers or prospects, unless part of the value you are provid-
ing is the ability for the documents to be modified. The PDF format can
provide some protection for your intellectual property—though I think
worrying too much about this kind of protection is a losing game—but,
more important, it preserves your formatting and branding as documents
are viewed on different computers and different platforms.

MORE SOPHISTICATED TOOLS
Discussing the available tools is a bit like pulling a thread on a sweater,
but there are two other categories of tools that deserve careful attention,
particularly from providers who plan to offer credit for and/or track per-
formance in learning experiences.

Rapid Course Creation Tools
Mastery of highly sophisticated online course authoring may not make
sense for individual subject matter experts or smaller organizations. If
there is a reason for investing in this type of production, it probably
makes sense to outsource it to a firm that specializes in online course
development. Over the past decade, however, tools that can produce
nicely structured, trackable learning experiences based on Microsoft
PowerPoint have really taken off. The power of these tools lies in the fact
that most computer users, and business users in particular, have at least
some level of comfort with PowerPoint. Articulate’s Rapid E-Learning
Studio, Adobe’s Presenter, and TechSmith’s Camtasia are among the
leading software packages in this category. Additionally, Articulate has
released a new rapid authoring tool set, Storyline, which publishes to
HTML5. Each of these takes a slightly different approach to enabling
conversion of PowerPoint-based content into a form that can be installed
into a learning management system that will then track a learner’s
progress through completion of the material. To varying degrees, these
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tools also allow for insertion of different types of interactivity into a
course, from basic knowledge checks, to assessments, to learning exer-
cises and games.

Learning to use one of these tools at a basic to intermediate level is
well within the reach of most subject matter experts. Rapid course cre-
ation tools often make a great deal of sense for creating on-demand expe-
riences based on existing lecture and seminar content, particularly
because PowerPoint slides often already exist for these formats. Even if
you don’t plan to use a learning management system, the ease with which
these types of tools enable you to organize content, provide a navigation
structure, and attach accompanying files such as job aids and tip sheets
make them well worth considering.

Let’s say that you’re a subject matter expert and you’re thinking,
“I’ve got all this great knowledge. I can take it online. I can build a
business around this. I’m going to make some e-learning courses.”
What are the key skills or knowledge you need to make a good
course? I asked this question of Tom Kuhlmann, author of the wildly
successful Rapid E-Learning Blog.

The first step, Tom suggested, is to understand whether or not
it really needs to be a “course.” “If you’re just having them read
screens of information,” he noted, “then maybe a PDF is a better
solution than authoring a course.” While arguably there is not really
much difference between reading text on a PDF and reading text in
a course, people bring different expectations to a course.

Once you have determined that a course is really the right
approach, Tom sees visual design as perhaps the most necessary
skill for developing courses that stand out. He emphasized that,
while instruction is an important part of visual design—the visuals
need to support the other content in an appropriate way—emotion
is equally important. “E-learning is mostly a visual medium,” he said,
“and people are drawn to those things that look good and make
them feel good. There’s an emotional connection to what they’re
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doing. They like to click things. They like to roll their mouse over
buttons and move things around. That’s an important part.”

Finally, Tom noted that simply making the effort to be consistent
visually, to “make your buttons look like buttons” and make every -
thing “look like it all belongs to the same course” can go a long way
toward creating a polished, effective learning experience.

Get the full interview with Tom Kuhlmann at www.learning
-revolution.net/podcast/.

Learning Management Systems
In many areas of adult learning, students participate based on their own
motivations and have their own view of what the outcomes should be. In
these cases, there may not be a need for tracking participation and per-
formance. There are, however, many other cases in which knowledge of
student participation and/or performance is essential for managing the
issuance of continuing education credit, tracking advancement toward a
certification, or ensuring compliance with regulations and policies. Or
you may want to maintain a closer connection between learning content
and related activities like discussions, assignments, or assessments, which
can easily be achieved with less specialized software. In these cases, using
a learning management system (LMS)—software that is specifically
designed for capturing learning data—may be necessary.

A basic LMS will typically enable you to:

8 Present a catalog of courses

8 Enroll learners

8 Launch courses

8 Track learner participation and completion

8 Test learners in a basic way

8 Generate reports



More advanced systems may also support:

8 Basic content authoring

8 Webinar/webcast capabilities

8 Classroom management

8 Collaboration/social tools

8 Sophisticated assessment

8 Credit and certification management

8 Competency management

8 E-commerce

8 Integration (e.g., with a customer relationship management sys-
tem [CRM] or an association management system [AMS])

In the past, the world of learning management systems has been con-
fusing and expensive. While it is still quite easy to get confused and spend
a lot of money, the good news is that there is an increasing number of rel-
atively low-cost, straightforward learning management solutions that
offer a full range of features. Most of these are hosted by the software
provider, which means you do not need to worry about supporting
servers but still have a significant level of control over the learner expe-
rience. Additionally, there are a number of open-source options that do
not require any licensing fees. Indeed, it is the growth of the most pop-
ular of these, Moodle, that has helped drive down prices and spark inno-
vation across the LMS industry.

If you decide you need the capabilities offered by an LMS, there are
a number of key questions to keep in mind when selecting one. Some of
these key questions include those that follow.

What are the e-commerce options? Some of the systems offer shop-
ping cart capabilities that allow learners to select items from a catalog and
then go through an e-commerce transaction to pay for them. If the LMS
does not offer this option, it has to integrate with other shopping cart
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systems. What are those systems, and what kind of track record does the
LMS have with them? In either case, do the e-commerce capabilities sup-
port the kinds of transaction you will require? For example, can it pro-
vide for member discounts or bundling of courses for a discount?

How sophisticated are the credit options? One of the key reasons to
opt for using an LMS is to be able to track and issue credit. You will want
to be sure the LMS can handle the credit scenarios that are important to
you and your learners. For example, can multiple types of credit be
awarded for a course? A nurse may want one type of credit for a course,
while a social worker may want another. Is it possible to require comple-
tion of an evaluation before credit is issued? Will the system automatically
generate a certificate reflecting the right type of credit? How customizable
is the certificate? You get the idea. Think through your credit scenarios
carefully, and get the vendor to show you each one in action.

What are the integration options? It’s rare that an LMS will not need
to communicate with other systems. At a minimum, you will likely want
it to integrate with your customer or membership management system.
How easily can “single sign-on” between these systems be achieved?
Once a user has signed into one of these systems, it should not be nec-
essary to sign into the other; the two systems should handle this invisi-
bly in the background. Can key data from the LMS—like the fact that a
learner has earned certain credit—be easily transferred back to the LMS?
As already mentioned, is e-commerce integration available?

Keep in mind that the kind of data an LMS tracks may have not only
educational, but also strategic value. Knowing, for example, that learners
rarely complete a certain course is a clue that maybe you should spend
some time talking with learners from the course about the reason. Does
the course itself need to be improved? Are learners coming to the course
with insufficient prior knowledge—a data point that may suggest oppor-
tunities for other offerings? In general, with an LMS in place, you open
up opportunities for business intelligence that goes beyond what you
may be able to get from less specialized software. So, even if you are not

146 LEADING THE LEARNING REVOLUTION



offering content that needs to be tracked for compliance or credit rea-
sons, an LMS may be worth considering.

How portable is the content? You must get a clear answer to this ques-
tion. Once you get content into an LMS you want to be able to get as
much of it back out as you can, in case you decide you need a different
platform. For any content developed outside of the LMS, this should not
really be an issue—and this in itself is a strong argument for relying as lit-
tle as possible on tools within the LMS for developing content. To the
extent that you do rely on tools within the LMS for content develop-
ment, be sure that the LMS conforms to the Sharable Content Object
Reference Model, or SCORM, a collection of standards that help to
ensure that content can be moved from one system to another and still
work properly. Remember, however, that SCORM portability really
applies only to structured learning “objects” like lessons. It does not
account for other types of content like page text and images that might
be part of your learning environment or discussion board threads. Make
sure you have an understanding of how this type of content can be got-
ten out of the system in a form that would make it possible to at least
access it later, if not import it into a new system. Similarly, make sure you
know how learner data like course enrollments, course completions,
credit earned, and other important historical information can be exported
from the system.

For additional resources related to LMS selection, see www.learning
-revolution.net/lms.

SOURCING AND OUTSOURCING
While I began this chapter with the idea that you need to possess—
whether yourself or within your organization—a basic set of skills
related to content creation and management, I’d like to close by stressing
that this is by no means an argument that you should do all of the work
related to producing content. Having a working knowledge of what is
involved is highly valuable because of the speed and flexibility it affords.
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It is also valuable because it helps you identify and manage other
resources for getting the work done.

One key source of content that has evolved over the past several
years is a range of sites that are available for licensing photos, images,
video, audio clips, and other types of content for you to use in a variety
of ways. Some of these require fees; others make content available under
the Creative Commons models, which allows free use of content under
specified conditions. Some key sources for licensed content include the
following:

8 iStockPhoto: www.istockphoto.com

Photos, images, and video clips with licenses starting at two dol-
lars per image.

8 Flickr Creative Commons: www.flickr.com/creativecommons

Photos and images made available by users of the popular Flickr
photo sharing service.

8 Music Alley from Mevio www.musicalley.com

Royalty-free music from a variety of artists to use in podcasts
and videos.

In addition to to the ability to license content, it is now easier than
ever to find qualified contractors to perform content-related tasks, from
basic transcription services to more sophisticated programming and
course production. Online services like Elance (www.elance.com) and
oDesk (www.odesk.com) enable you to search for qualified contractors,
post projects for which you need help, and manage the relationship with
whatever contractor you hire, including tracking time on the job and
handling payment safely. To help ensure the quality of your selection,
these services also feature ratings for prospective contractors, informa-
tion about work history, and scores on various types of skills assess-
ments. As with any hiring situation, there is no guarantee you will find
the perfect individual or company, but the odds are certainly higher and
the process a whole lot easier than it is with the traditional approach of
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simply posting an ad. I have had very good success with finding help for
research, editing, transcription, and a variety of other services using these
platforms.

For outsourcing needs related specifically to development of educa-
tional content and online courses, I also recommend searching the Buy-
ers Guide on the eLearning Guild website (www.elearningguild
.com/buyers_guide) and potentially posting to the job board there
(www.elearningguild.com/job_board/jobs).

NOTES
1. Ruth Colvin Clark and Richard E. Mayer, e-Learning and the sci-

ence of instruction (San Francisco: Pfeiffer, 2008), p. 17.
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