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Virtual and augmented reality, two new

Sentiment Survey, and the results are unlike

technologies with plenty to offer L&D,

any other.

ended further down the table than might
have been predicted. Learning analytics, a

This is unsurprising, given the impact of

recent high-performer, also suffered as

Covid-19 last year, and the shadow it casts

people turned away from technologies and

over 2021. The pandemic hit most of the

methods which show promise, but as yet,

countries surveyed in early 2020, so when

no wide-spread adoption.

the survey opened on 30 November 2020,
people had lived with its impact for several

In contrast, Coaching/mentoring and

months, and it dominated their thinking

Collaborative/social learning did well and

about the coming year.

the success of Collaborative/social learning
stands out in particular. It is the only option

The effect on the thinking of Learning and

that increased its share of the vote over

Development (L&D) professionals can be

2020. This is particularly remarkable, as it

seen throughout this report. Most promi-

had been on a steady decline since the

nently, an option newly introduced to the

survey started in 2014.

survey this year – Reskilling/upskilling –
proved the most popular in every working

Looking at the impact of the pandemic on

environment polled and in almost every

L&D across the globe this year, one thing is

region.

clear. Under great pressure to both change
delivery methods and reach more people
with more offerings, the L&D profession

No new entry has ever done this before.

has reacted against novelty. It has not
Given the workload faced by L&D as a

looked to new technologies or unfamiliar

result of the pandemic, this seems under-

methodologies to solve these problems,

standable, but it is also open to question –

but has turned instead to what it sees as

after all, aren’t reskilling and upskilling the

proven approaches. And it will use these to

daily work of L&D? We discuss this more

respond to what it sees as the great

on page 10.

challenge of the year: reskilling and upskilling a workforce still largely in crisis.

While one option was propelled to the top
of the survey table, others suffered badly.
In particular Artificial intelligence and

Donald H Taylor

Donald H Taylor, Global Sentiment Survey 2021

01

Contents
pg. 03 THE CHOICES
The 15 options survey
respondents were given
to choose from

pg. 04 METHODOLOGY
How was the survey
conducted?

pg. 05 WHO VOTED?
Where did our voters
come from, and where
did they work?

pg. 06 THE RESULTS
This year’s table of
results

pg. 07 KEY TAKEAWAYS
Making sense of all the
data: the key messages

pg. 08 THE SPREAD OF IDEAS
How do ideas catch fire
in L&D?

pg. 10 RESKILLING &
UPSKILLING
This year’s number one
choice has a long history

pg. 11 THE VIEW ACROSS
WORKSPACES
Respondents’ views
varied according to
their work

pg. 12 FIVE YEARS OF GSS
Your view across five years
of splendid GSS data

pg. 13 THE DEATH OF DATA?
For two years, data has
dominated the results.
What now?

pg. 14 RAPID REVIEW
What other quirks and
themes are hidden in
the data detail?

pg. 16 THE IMPACT OF
COVID-19
How do over 1,300 L&D
practitioners believe their
work will change?

pg. 18 CONCLUSION
Based on the survey, we
are, perhaps strangely,
optimistic for the future

pg. 20 CAVEATS
Reasons to treat the
survey with caution

Donald H Taylor, Global Sentiment Survey 2021

02

The choices
The L&D Global Sentiment Survey has run each year since 2014, with voters invited to
participate via a combination of email and direct messaging.The 2021 survey ran for
62 days, from 30 November 2020 to 31 January 2021, with one obligatory question:

“What will be hot in workplace L&D in 2021?”
In addition, respondents could answer two optional questions, one free text: ‘How will
your L&D work change in 2021 as a result of Covid-19?’, and one multiple choice:
‘Which of these best describes where you do most of your work?’

The details

The options

• Votes were cast for what would be hot, rather
than what should be hot

Artificial intelligence

Mobile delivery

Coaching/mentoring

Neuroscience/
cognitive science

Collaborative learning

Performance support

Consulting more deeply
with the business

Personalization/
adaptive delivery

Curation

Reskilling/upskilling*

• To understand more about each option, see
page 21 for a definitions list

Learning analytics

Showing value

• For caveats around the methodology, see
page 20
.

Learning experience
platforms

Virtual and augmented
reality

For more on how voters were invited to participate,
see page 04.

Micro learning

Other

• Respondents chose three options from a
randomized list
• There were 16 options, including ‘Other’
• Options were not defined, neither was the
question

* New in 2021
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Methodology
Aims
Since it was launched in 2014, the aim of the
Learning & Development (L&D) Global Sentiment
Survey has been to take an annual pulse check of
the L&D field. It is less about what people think
and more about what they feel.
That is why the survey only ever has one obligatory
question, the same every year, designed to be
understood and answered in a minute or less by a
native English speaker. (In 2021, 47% of respondents
answered in under 1 minute, 76% in less than 2.)
Why focus on something as intangible as sentiment, rather than something more concrete, such

as plans for the following year? Partly because
other surveys do that, but mostly because the aim
of the survey is to understand the likely direction of
L&D in three or four years’ time.
Whatever new technologies and methodologies
are adopted by L&D, each of them at some point
was popular with the innovators and early adopters at the beginning of the Everett Rogers Diffusion of Innovation Curve. Not every new idea
which achieves initial popularity will succeed, but
every methodology and technology that is eventually adopted widely was once considered ‘hot’
by a small group of innovators.

Collecting data
Votes are solicited first by a social
media campaign on Twitter and
LinkedIn, in December 2020, and
then by email and continued social
media campaigns in January 2021.
Voters self-select to vote.
Because of this, we assume they
are towards the left side of the
Everett Rogers Diffusion of Innovation Curve, and over time, some
ideas which were hot on the survey
have gone on to become mainstream. For example, Video
collected 7.9% of the vote in 2014,
when it was still relatively new to
L&D. This fell to 3.4% in 2020,
when it was removed from the list.

Additional data
dimensions
Although there is only ever one
obligatory question, it is possible to
add further dimensions to the data
in a number of ways. First, we know
the respondents’ country from
their IP address. Second, we have

2.5%
Innovators
Early
Majority
34%

Early
Adopters
13.5%

Late
Majority
34%

Laggards
16%

Diffusion of innovation curve, Everett Rogers

longitudinal data by comparison
with previous years. Lastly, we
know when someone voted. This
appears to correlate to how
innovative a voter is. Earlier voters
tend to select options which
become popular in later years
(see The spread of ideas, page 8).

The importance of
context
As bald numbers, a survey is only a
data set. It starts to make sense,
and provide value, when put in
context. We try to do that in this
survey. Knowing that Collabora-

tive/social learning has rallied this
year is interesting, but it is much
more interesting to think about
why that might be.

Limitations and
implications
There are already enough untenable claims made based on surveys.
We try to be explicit about the
issues around data and its
interpretation (see Caveats, page
20), and to trust the reader to
decide how much weight to give
this report’s findings.

Donald H Taylor, Global Sentiment Survey 2021
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Who voted?
A connected world
Respondents are invited to respond via email and social media (largely Twitter and
LinkedIn) and by direct messaging (LinkedIn and WhatsApp). For more on the limits
this places on the survey, see Caveats, page 20.
3,114 people from 95 countries voted in this year’s survey, 37% more than last year.
91% of votes came from six regions.

North America

South America

UK

Europe

India

Australia & New Zealand

16%

5%

21%

36%

9%

9%

89% of voters chose to answer the optional question ‘Which of
these best describes where you do most of your work?’

Other
7.7%

Education
16.1%

Vendor
9.9%
Freelance
20.4%

Workplace L&D
45.9%

Ten top countries
In ten countries, more than 100 people voted, one more than last
year. Each year we aim to broaden the reach of the survey.

United Kingdom

690

Germany

134

United States

345

Brazil

128

Australia

213

Ireland

128

India

194

Spain

112

Netherlands

192

Poland

104
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The results

∆%

GSS 2021

The Covid effect
This year’s survey is unlike any in the
previous seven years. The four key
takeaways are:
1) Reskilling/upskilling are number one
2) Collaboration rebounds
3) People rally to the familiar
4) The aspirational is ignored
Not all of these shifts were uniform across
all countries, or across all areas of work.
Overall, however, the reaction of the
global L&D community has been to
retrench, embrace the familiar, and back
the one thing that has shown its value
widely in 2020 – collaboration. This can
also be seen as a reaction against the
focus in recent years on data, towards a
more human world of learning involving
collaboration, coaching and support.
Whether this reaction will last longer than
one year, only time will tell.

1. Reskilling/upskilling (new)

13.0%

2. Collaborative/social learning (3)

9.4%

3. Learning analytics (1)

8.8%

4. Personalization/adaptive delivery (2)

8.7%

5. Learning experience platforms (4)

7.4%

6. Coaching/mentoring (8)

7.0%

7. Micro learning (6)

6.9%

8. Showing value (9)

6.1%

9. Consulting more deeply with the business (7)

6.0%

10. Performance support (11)

5.5%

11. Mobile delivery (12)

4.7%

12. Artificial intelligence (5)

4.3%

13. Virtual and augmented reality (10)

4.3%

14. Curation (14)

3.2%

15. Neuroscience/cognitive science (13)

2.6%

16. Other (16)

2.0%

new

n = 3,114
Figures in brackets show previous year's ranking

“The global L&D community has
embraced the familiar”
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Key takeaways
Reskilling/upskilling tops
everyone’s agenda
For the first time, an option newly introduced to the survey went straight to #1.
Not only that, Reskilling/upskilling was #1
for each of 5 areas of employment: Workplace L&D, Consultant/freelancer, Education, Vendor and Other.
The size of the vote – 13% – bucked a
historical trend. As the size of population
surveyed each year has grown, so the
share of vote going to the #1 option has
decreased. The #1 spot hasn’t taken 13%
of the vote or more since 2016. Last year it
took just 10.4%.
The option was uniformly popular across
the world, making the #1 spot in all but
two of the survey’s 10 ‘major’ countries
(those polling at least 100 votes). The
exceptions: it ranked #2 in Australia and
#3 in Brazil. There is clearly a world-wide
perception that L&D must respond to
the impact of the pandemic on employment. This vote reflects that, but there is
more behind this vote, as we see in
Reskilling/upskilling, on page 10.

Collaboration rebounds
The impact of a single option at the top of
the table taking up 13% of the vote was
inevitable. All other options, bar one, were
pushed down the table. The one exception
was Collaboration/social learning. Since
topping the table in 2015 and 2016, this
option had been on its way down, garnering just 8.3% of the vote last year. Why did
this rebound and nothing else?
Consider the question: “What will be hot in
L&D in 2021?” Until recently, collaboration
and social learning had seemed ideals,
things L&D probably should be doing, but
only fully embraced by few organisations.
The 2020 pandemic changed all that.
When the workforce has to shift online,
suddenly there are new ways of working.
The explosion in use of collaboration tools

How each region voted for the global top 3 options
15%

12%

9%

6%

3%

0%

AUS/NZ

EUR

Reskilling/upskilling

IND

NA

Learning analytics

such as Slack and Microsoft Teams, and of
online conference tools including Zoom
showed that people could work remotely,
and learn from each other.

People rally to the familiar
Three options have the same share of the
vote as last year: Coaching/mentoring,
Performance support and Mobile delivery.
These have been familiar parts of the L&D
landscape for years. Why did their share of
the vote hold up? In 2020, L&D went
through a crisis year, having to shift rapidly
from a blended mode of delivery to almost
entirely online.
This was often with inadequate technical
infrastructure and delivering to employees
who were uncertain about digital delivery.
In reaction, it looks as if, going into 2021,
L&D professionals have decided that
known quantities trump the experimental,
at the cost of newer options.

The aspirational is ignored
Some of the brightest stars of the survey’s
recent years did very badly this year. Learning analytics topped the table last year. This
year its vote was down 1.6%. Learning
experience platforms, on the rise last year,
fell 0.5%. Virtual and augmented reality fell
1.4% and Artificial intelligence plummeted

UK

SA

Collaborative/social learning

a whopping 3.3%, a meteoric fall from
2019, when 9.7% of the vote secured it the
#2 spot overall.
While these options may be well deployed
to advantage in a few, advanced organisations, for the majority of survey respondents, they are an aspiration rather than
something that can be deployed with ease
to tackle the demands of a Covid or
post-Covid world.

GSS 2021: Furthest falls from 2020
Option

Fall

Artificial intelligence

3.3%

Neuroscience/cognitive science

1.8%

Learning analytics

1.6%

Virtual and augmented reality

1.4%

Personalization/adaptive delivery

1.1%

Consulting more deeply with the business

1.0%

Fall in share of votes 2020-2021

Despite the difficulties we face coping with
Covid-19, and its tragic impact on people’s
lives, 2021 represents a huge opportunity
for L&D. Major institutions, governments
and employers globally are – perhaps
uniquely – aligned on the importance of
skills. The questions is this: will L&D seize
this chance to gain the strategic influence
it deserves?

Donald H Taylor, Global Sentiment Survey 2021
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The spread of ideas
Two groups
One key aim of the L&D Global Sentiment Survey is to track
which ideas are likely to gain wide adoption in the L&D
community. The way the survey is run, respondents are likely
to be Innovators or Early adopters on the Everett Rogers
Diffusion of Innovation curve (see Methodology page 04
and Caveats page 20).
It is possible to split this voting population further. In 2019,
we discovered that there are two groups with distinct voting
patterns, Group A and Group B, and we can differentiate
between them based on how they were canvased to vote.
Group A responds to social media, and is typically more
excited about newer options on the list, and new technologies and methods. Group B responds to emails, and, in
contrast, appears more pragmatic.

∆%

GSS 2021, Group A
1. Reskilling/upskilling

15.5%

2. Learning analytics

10.5%

new

It is more likely to vote for options that help them meet their
needs in the workplace. We believe that Group A roughly
corresponds to the Rogers’ Innovators, and Group B to the
Early adopters.
In order to differentiate between Group A and B in the
voting population, we use only social media in the initial
campaign. This started on 30 November 2020, and ran for
38 days, allowing those likely to see the social media
messaging a good chance of being exposed to it.
The first major email campaign took place on 11 January, and
mailings continued to 31 January, when all campaigning
ceased. By using unique URLs for social media messaging
and for each mailshot, it is possible to differentiate clearly
between Groups A and B in the survey results:

∆%

GSS 2021, Group B
1. Reskilling/upskilling

12.3%

2. Collaborative/social learning

10.3%

3. Collaborative/social learning

8.3%

3. Personalization/adaptive delivery

8.6%

4. Personalization/adaptive delivery

8.2%

4. Learning analytics

8.0%

5. Showing value

7.8%

5. Micro learning

7.8%

6. Performance support

7.0%

6. Learning experience platforms

7.6%

7. Consulting more deeply with the business

6.8%

7. Coaching/mentoring

7.6%

8. Learning experience platforms

6.2%

8. Showing value

6.0%
5.5%

9. Micro learning

6.2%

9. Mobile delivery

10. Artificial intelligence

5.0%

10. Performance support

5.0%

11. Coaching/mentoring

4.6%

11. Consulting more deeply with the business

4.8%

12. Curation

4.0%

12. Artificial intelligence

4.6%

13. Virtual and augmented reality

3.6%

13. Virtual and augmented reality

4.5%

14. Mobile delivery

3.0%

14. Neuroscience/cognitive science

2.8%

15. Neuroscience/cognitive science

2.3%

15. Curation

2.7%

16. Other

1.0%

16. Other

2.1%

new

n = 1,513

n = 340

Group A: responded to social media

Group B: responded to emails

The pattern stays the same
In the table we have highlighted options that have differentiated the two groups in the past. Group A has always
supported Showing value and Consulting more deeply with
the business more than Group B, and this year the pattern
repeats, with Group A backing these methodologies.
In contrast, Group B has always supported technologies that
enable L&D to create and distribute content better, in
particular Micro learning and Mobile delivery. This year,
again, these rank higher in Group B than in Group A.

Reskilling/upskilling tops both tables. At 12.3%, Group B’s
vote for this is slightly below the overall result of 13%, but
Group A’s support, at 15.5%, far exceeds it. Why the strong
support from Group A? Group A tends to show enthusiasm
for newly formed terms (even if the idea itself may not be
new). For example, last year it ranked Learning analytics #1
with 12.4%, while it scored 10.0% on the general results table,
and there was a similar pattern of behaviour in 2019. This
year’s enthusiasm for Reskilling/upskilling is a reflection of
Group A’s general love of new terminology.

Donald H Taylor, Global Sentiment Survey 2021
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The spread of ideas
Group B in the workplace
This year, the survey included a voluntary extra
question, asking respondents to identify where they
worked. 89% of respondents chose to answer this,
and of these, 1,271 identified as working in L&D in
the workplace. Of these, 614 belong in Group B.

result of Covid-19?’ (see The impact of Covid-19,
page [xx]): there is a sense that the pandemic has
propelled some L&D practitioners into working
more closely with the business in an attempt to really
show value.

This section of respondents – workplace L&D practitioners in Group B – voted differently to Group B
overall in some key areas. Notably, they rated Showing value higher (6.8% vs 6%) and Consulting more
deeply with the business far higher (6.3% vs 4.8%)
The workplace group is also far less enthusiastic
about Artificial intelligence than Group B as a whole,
giving it just 3.1% of the vote, vs 4.6%. This suggests
something echoed in answers to the free-text question ‘How will your L&D work change in 2021 as a

In the pursuit of this goal today, they are quite willing
to spend less time dwelling on what Artificial intelligence may offer tomorrow. If our hypothesis is
correct – that general of adoption of ideas in L&D
begins when Group B embraces them – then these
results suggest something positive for the future.
It may be that the key activity of working with the
business to show value will gain wider acceptance in
L&D.

GSS 2021 Group B, Workplace
Reskilling/upskilling

12.3%

Collaborative/social learning

10.6%

Learning analytics

7.9%

Micro learning

7.9%

Coaching/mentoring

7.8%

Personalization/adaptive delivery

7.5%

Learning experience platforms

7.4%

Showing value

6.8%

Consulting more deeply with the business

6.3%

Mobile delivery

5.7%

Performance support

5.2%

Virtual and augmented reality

4.1%

Curation

3.4%

Artificial intelligence

3.1%

Neuroscience/cognitive science

2.2%

Other

1.6%

n = 614
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Reskilling/upskilling
In the 8 years we have run this survey, no option has had the impact of Reskilling/upskilling.
New this year, it topped the results list, something that has never happened before. And with 13% of the
vote, this #1 position was dominant. In last year’s survey, 10.4% was enough to secure the top spot.
And the result was not skewed by the voting of a few groups of respondents. Reskilling/upskilling ranked
first across each of our five different areas of work, and topped the results in five out of our six regions,
world-wide.
How did a term that has not been on the survey before, and which previously had belonged largely in the
province of macroeconomic policy, take such a commanding lead over every other option?

Who’s getting skilled?

First, we should consider definitions.
When people voted for this, whose
reskilling/upskilling were they voting
for? The employees of the organisation,
or the L&D department itself? A clue is in
the answers to the optional question:
‘How will your L&D work change in
2021 as a result of Covid-19?’ Of the
1,385 people who answered, 41 referred
to reskilling and/or upskilling, of which
just 7 referenced the L&D team. The rest
focused on the skills of employees.
So, reskilling employees (learning skills
for a new job) and upskilling them (learning more skills for an existing job) are on
respondents’ minds right now. But isn’t
this just another term for training, the job
of L&D? Why is it suddenly hot?

Overnight success?
The rise of this term has been a long time
coming. References to reskilling and
upskilling began to gather pace in early
2019 (see Google trends graph), as
consultants like IDC and magazines such
as Forbes called for employers to reskill
and upskill to prepare employees for the
impact of artificial intelligence.
For the June 2019 EU Adult upskilling and
reskilling conference, this was a macro
economic issue that governments
needed to tackle. In January 2020, the
World Economic Forum launched its
Reskilling Revolution, which generated a
lot of publicity and a long tail of articles.

100
75
50
25

14 Feb 2016

26 Nov 2017

8 Sept 2019

Google trends search for Reskilling and Upskilling 2016 - 2021

Within a few weeks of the launch, most
countries in Europe were in lockdown as
the Covid-19 pandemic hit. By November
2020, McKinsey’s Tera Alas was able to
write:
“ ...trends such as digitisation have
widened the skills gap - the distance
between actual andequired skills - in UK
organisations. The COVID-19 crisis is
extending this gap, making more urgent
the question of how to bridge it.”

Most L&D practitioners in the workplace
had a tough 2020. As lockdowns made
face-to-face training impossible, they
worked hard to find different ways to
handle the existing work load, and adjust
to new ways of training. But in addition,
as the pandemic wore on, employers
found they had to adjust their working
practices, often radically.

Skills and the pandemic

With employees furloughed in roles that
would be redundant until lockdowns
lifted, some employers engaged in
reskilling and upskilling programmes.
Banks, for example, are retaining staff

that would have dealt with staff face-toface, for new roles dealing with customers in a virtual world. As well as these
formal programmes, there are plenty of
L&D departments where people need to
be trained, due to the pandemic, to work
in a newly digital environment. This is
often not part of a larger corporate
change programme, but simply the L&D
department training people to do their
jobs. Even if not explicitly labelled as such,
it is also, of course, reskilling or upskilling
(depending on whether they change jobs
or not).

What’s in a name?

Two factors, then, have led reskilling and
upskilling to dominate thinking in L&D.
First, this was overwhelmingly what L&D
practitioners were doing in 2020, whether formally or informally, often to the
exclusion of everything else. Second,
after at least 18 months of extensive use
by the media, the words to describe all
this activity came readily to mind. The
question now is whether Reskilling/upskilling will retain the same prominence
next year.

Donald H Taylor, Global Sentiment Survey 2020
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The view across workspaces
GSS 2021 Workplace
1. Reskilling/upskilling

GSS 2021 Consultant/freelancer
12.4%

GSS 2021 Education

GSS 2021 Vendors

1. Reskilling/upskilling

13.4%

1. Reskilling/upskilling

11.3%

1. Reskilling/upskilling

14.9%

2. Collaborative/social learning

9.5%

2. Collaborative/social learning

10.0%

2. Personalization/adaptive delivery

11.0%

2. Learning analytics

10.2%

3. Learning analytics

8.7%

3. Personalization/adaptive delivery

9.1%

3. Collaborative/social learning

10.8%

3. Personalization/adaptive delivery

9.4%

4. Personalization/adaptive delivery

8.1%

4. Coaching/mentoring

8.7%

4. Learning analytics

9.8%

4. Showing value

9.2%

5. Learning experience platforms

7.3%

5. Learning analytics

7.4%

5. Micro learning

8.5%

5. Learning experience platforms

8.0%

6. Micro learning

7.3%

6. Consulting more deeply with the business

6.7%

6. Learning experience platforms

7.9%

6. Consulting more deeply with the business

7.5%

7. Consulting more deeply with the business

7.2%

7. Learning experience platforms

6.4%

7. Artificial intelligence

6.8%

7. Coaching/mentoring

6.4%

8. Coaching/mentoring

6.8%

8. Performance support

5.8%

8. Virtual and augmented reality

5.7%

8. Collaborative/social learning

6.2%

9. Showing value

6.3%

9. Showing value

5.6%

9. Mobile delivery

5.7%

9. Micro learning

10. Performance support

6.0%

10. Micro learning

5.3%

10. Coaching/mentoring

5.2%

10. Performance support

5.0%

11. Mobile delivery

4.7%

11. Artificial intelligence

4.3%

11. Showing value

4.1%

11. Artificial intelligence

4.3%

12. Virtual and augmented reality

4.6%

12. Mobile delivery

4.0%

12. Performance support

3.6%

12. Mobile delivery

3.5%

13. Curation

3.7%

13. Virtual and augmented reality

3.7%

13. Consulting more deeply with the business

2.7%

13. Curation

3.3%

14. Artificial intelligence

3.6%

14. Neuroscience/cognitive science

3.6%

14. Neuroscience/cognitive science

2.6%

14. Other

2.1%

15. Neuroscience/cognitive science

2.2%

15. Other

3.0%

15. Curation

2.3%

15. Neuroscience/cognitive science

2.1%

16. Other

1.6%

16. Curation

3.0%

16. Other

1.8%

16. Virtual and augmented reality

2.1%

n = 1,271, 46% of total

n = 566, 20% of total

n = 445, 16% of total

5.9%

n = 275, 10% of total

Response
This year, respondents could
answer an optional question:
‘Which of these best
describes where you do
most of your work?’
A workplace L&D team
Consultant/freelancer
In the education sector
Employed by a vendor
Other

The vote for Reskilling/upskilling may vary across
each of the four tables, but it heads each one of
them. Variations elsewhere in the tables, however,
reflect the priorities of each group.
Vendors favoured Showing value far more than
any other group. It attracted 9.2% of their vote
against 6.3% for workplace L&D. A great deal of
the narrative around L&D currently focuses on its
need to show it is delivering value, especially
during a time of rapid change.
Perhaps the commercial reality for vendors is that –
unlike Workplace L&D – the survival of their
business depends on showing value. In contrast,
vendors were unimpressed by Collaborative/social

learning. It attracted just 6.2% of their vote, against
the share in the other groups of 9.5% or more.
Consultant/freelancers ranked it #2, and also
ranked Coaching/mentoring higher than the other
groups at 8.7%.
Do Consultant/freelancers place more value on
the human touch?
Workplace L&D was most sceptical about Artificial
intelligence, an option which in 2020 polled 7.7%
across the entire survey population, giving it just
3.6% of their votes. If any single figure in this
report demonstrates the dramatic fall from grace
of the new, and retrenching into trusted methods
and technologies, this is it.
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Five years of the L&D Global Sentiment Survey

GSS 2017

GSS 2018

GSS 2019

GSS 2020
10.6%

GSS 2021

1. Personalization/adaptive delivery

12.4%

1. Personalization/adaptive delivery

11.9%

1. Personalization/adaptive delivery

2. Collaborative/social learning

11.6%

2. Collaborative/social learning

10.1%

2. Artificial intelligence

9.7%

1. Learning analytics
2. Personalization/adaptive delivery

10.4%
9.8%

1. Reskilling/upskilling
2. Collaborative/social learning

13.0%
9.4%

3. Micro learning

10.4%

3. Artificial intelligence

9.0%

3. Learning analytics

9.6%

3. Collaborative/social learning

8.3%

3. Learning analytics

8.8%

4. Virtual and augmented reality

8.2%

4. Consulting more deeply with the business

8.5%

4. Collaborative/social learning

8.7%

4. Learning experience platforms

7.8%

4. Personalization/adaptive delivery

8.7%

5. Consulting more deeply with the business

7.1%

5. Micro learning

7.8%

5. Micro learning

8.2%

5. Artificial intelligence

7.7%

5. Learning experience platforms

7.4%

6. Showing value

6.7%

6. Showing value

7.1%

6. Learning experience platforms

7.7%

6. Micro learning

7.3%

6. Coaching/mentoring

7.0%

7. Mobile delivery

6.5%

7. Virtual and augmented reality

6.9%

7. Virtual and augmented reality

7.3%

7. Consulting more deeply with the business

7.0%

7. Micro learning

6.9%

8. Artificial intelligence

6.0%

8. Next generation learning platforms

6.6%

8. Mobile delivery

6.1%

8. Coaching/mentoring

7.0%

8. Showing value

6.1%
6.0%

9. Curation

5.7%

9. Curation

6.2%

9. Consulting more deeply with the business

5.9%

9. Showing value

6.2%

9. Consulting more deeply with the business

10. Games/gamification

5.5%

10. Mobile delivery

5.7%

10. Showing value

5.3%

10. Virtual and augmented reality

5.7%

10. Performance support

5.5%

11. Neuroscience/cognitive science

4.3%

11. Neuroscience/cognitive science

4.5%

11. Performance support

4.4%

11. Performance support

5.5%

11. Mobile delivery

4.7%

12. Video

4.1%

12. Developing the L&D function

4.5%

12. Neuroscience/cognitive science

4.2%

12. Mobile delivery

4.7%

12. Artificial intelligence

4.3%

13. Developing the L&D function

3.8%

13. Video

4.4%

13. Video

3.8%

13. Neuroscience/cognitive science

4.4%

13. Virtual and augmented reality

4.3%

14. Personal knowledge mastery (PKM)

3.2%

14. Games/gamification

3.4%

14. Curation

3.7%

14. Curation

3.4%

14. Curation

3.2%

15. Other:

2.5%

15. Other:

2.2%

15. Developing the L&D function

3.4%

15. Video

3.4%

15. Neuroscience/cognitive science

2.6%

16. MOOCs

2.0%

16. MOOCs

1.2%

16. Other:

1.6%

16. Other:

1.6%

16. Other

2.0%

n = 909

n = 1,015

n = 1,955

n = 2,278

n = 3,114

Analysis
When the L&D Global Sentiment
Survey began in 2014, it had just 12
options. This was expanded to the
full 15 options, plus ‘Other’ in 2016.
Over the years, as the numbers
responding to the survey have
increased, so the distribution of
votes has ‘flattened’, with the
highest ranked results attracting a

lower percentage of the vote each
year. Consistently, the 8 options in
the top half of the table will usually
attract two-thirds of the overall
vote. For this reason, relative
positions year-to-year in the lower
half of the table should not be
regarded as too telling. They can
shift several places on just a few
tenths of a percent.
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The death of data?
Out of favour
For the previous two years, data was a dominant theme on
the survey, typified by the performance of options such as
Learning analytics (#1 last year, with 10.4% of the vote) and
Personalisation (#2, with 9.8%).

This year, support for Artificial intelligence fell 3.4%, as it
tumbled down the table from #5 to #12. No other option
has fallen as far, as fast, in the 8 year history of the survey.
With Learning analytics and Personalisation also heading
downwards, is the era of L&D data already over?

Plateau of productivity

Expectations

No option better typifies the grip of data on respondents’
imaginations than Artificial intelligence. In 2017, this
attracted 6.0% of the vote, rising to 9.7% in 2019, which
earned it the #2 spot on the table. Last year it slipped to
7.7%, but with learning analytics in the #1 position on the
table, the picture remained one of data as the new, dominant force in Learning and Development.

Peak of inflated
expectations

Slope of enlightenment

Innovation
trigger

Trough of
disillusionment
Time

The Gartner Hype Cycle

Innovators, but has never lit the imagination of the Early
adopters. So what does the decline of Artificial intelligence
and Learning analytics tell us? There are already organizations using these with great success (notably Network Rail in
the UK), so these are far from being abstract ideas.

It is not.

Bad timing
These individual options, and the theme of data itself, are
the victims of bad timing. With a few exceptions, almost
every option on the table is always on a downward
trajectory (see Five years of the GSS, page 12). The manner
of their descent tells us a great deal, and is fascinating to
watch. The elegant, slow decline of Mobile delivery (#1 in
2014 to #12 last year, back to #11) is a sign of an option that
is moving from Innovation to Early adoption to general
acceptance. In contrast, the slow demise of Neuroscience/cognitive science, from #11 in 2017 to #15 this year is
the tale of an idea that has always been popular with

They are almost certainly simply going through a natural
period of reassessment in people’s minds. On the Gartner
Hype Cycle, this is characterized by the descent from the
Peak of Inflated Expectations down to the Trough of Disillusionment, as people realise these are methodologies that
take time, patience and often considerable investment to
make work.
Almost certainly, these options would have headed down
the table this year anyway. It is their bad luck to begin their
descent in the year of a pandemic, when L&D turned from
considering what they might be able to do tomorrow to
focusing on what they have to do today. It is far too early to
write off Learning analytics and Artificial intelligence.
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Rapid review
Collaborative/social learning and
Personalisation/adaptive delivery
Over the course of the survey, two options have dominated the upper reaches of the results: Collaborative/social learning and Personalisation/adaptive
delivery.
Collaborative/social learning was #1 in 2015 and 2016,
Personalisation #1 in 2017, 2018 and 2019, despite
both suffering a decline in their share of the vote over
this period. (This decline may be an inevitable results
of the increased size of the surveyed population. In
the last 5 years, it has grown from 909 to 3,114.)
Personalisation/adaptive delivery declined again this
year, from 9.8% to 8.7%. This may be because it is
seen as a nice-to-have, rather than as an essential part
of the L&D armoury.
So why did Collaborative/social learning increase its
vote (8.3% to 9.4%), the only option to do so? Until
recently, collaboration and social learning probably
seemed like ideals, things we should be doing, but
only fully embraced by few organisations.

Personalisation and Collaborative learning over time
15%

12%

9%

6%

2016

2017

2018

Personalisation/ adaptive delivery

2019

2020

2021

Collaborative/social learning

In the pandemic, when workforces shifted online,
suddenly there were new ways of working. The explosion in use of collaboration tools such as Slack and
Microsoft Teams and of online conference tools,
including Zoom, showed that people could work
remotely, and already were learning from each other.
In the general results table, Collaborative/social learning scored 9.4%, but among Group B workplace L&D
practitioners, it scored 10.6% (see The spread of ideas,
page 08).
Almost certainly, 2020 was the year that collaboration
and social learning moved from theoretical ideals to
practical methods.

The sorry tale of Curation
Every year readers of this report are surprised, and
often a little disappointed, that Curation is not ranked
higher. In fact (see 5 years of the GSS, page 12) its
presence on the table has been marked by a slow
decline in votes to its current lowly share of just 3.2%
Why is this?

Curation is what we call a ‘Wallflower’, an option which
the Innovators in Group A find attractive, but which is
never taken up by the pragmatists in Group B. The
result is that it never makes the full leap in to general
use. (For more on the two groups, see The spread of
ideas, page 08 and for more on Wallflowers and the
other Five fates, see the 2020 report.)

Donald H Taylor, Global Sentiment Survey 2020
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Rapid review
Will we ever demonstrate the value
of L&D?

The dog that didn’t bark in the data

If Curation is a ‘Wallflower’, then Showing value is a
Perennial, recurring on the table each year, trapped
in a narrow band of results. Since 2016 its share of the
vote has stuck between 6% and 7.1%, except for 2019,
when it fell to 5.3%.

In Silver Blaze, Sherlock Holmes deduces the identity
of the murderer from a curious incident: a dog did not
bark in the night. In this year’s survey, we also have a
dog that did not bark, a lack of data that we might
expect.

This year it is marginally (0.1%) down on last year on
the overall table, and this lack of prominence will
infuriate those who believe that working with the
business and showing value are essential if L&D is to
truly have an impact.

In previous years, new ideas in L&D have tended to
spring up in North America – particular in the USA –
and spread across the rest of the world. Notably this
happened with Micro learning in 2017. This year,
however, no one region or country dominates the
data or leads the trends. Across the three largest
regions there is remarkable unanimity about the
importance of Reskilling/upskilling: in Europe
(n=1,076) it collected 13% of the vote, in the UK
(n=690) 13.1%,and in North America (n=449) 13.6%.
0.5% separates the votes for the top option across the
top three major regions.

The good news is that there appears to be more
support for both Showing value and Consulting more
deeply with the business. The very minor drop for
Showing value this year could count as a win, given
the downward pressure on all votes from Reskilling/upskilling at the top of the table. Also, in The
spread of ideas page 8 and The impact of Covid-19
page 16, we explore the idea that both these options
may have more support than it seems on the surface.

That represents both unanimity and a lack of any
single dominant region.

Coaching and mentoring:
one to watch
Coaching/mentoring, a new addition to the list last
year, has done well this year. It held its position on the
overall table with 7% of the vote, and in Group B it
increased its share of the vote marginally (0.2%) to
7.6%. Coaching and mentoring are two effective,
proven ways of increasing people’s performance.
Why aren’t they used more widely?

They are time-intensive to set up and labour intensive
to run. They require expertise and are difficult to scale.
On the horizon, however, is a slew of applications to
support both.
Not all will be good. Some will be downright awful, but
a handful will support human coaches and mentors in
doing a great job. This is one option to keep watching.
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Impact of Covid-19

Note: text for the word cloud was changed to lower case, and spelling corrected and made consistent. Otherwise it was left
untouched. No effort was made to manipulate the word cloud apart from removing the words ‘learning’ and ‘will’, which would
otherwise have dominated it

Moving online
How did survey respondents think Covid-19 would affect their
work in 2021? This word cloud gives two messages – one
clear and unequivocal, the other subtler and perhaps with
longer-term impact.
1,385 respondents chose to answer the voluntary question
‘How will your L&D work change in 2021 as a result of
Covid-19?’ In total, their free text answers ran to 24,573
words, summarized in this word cloud, with ‘will’ and ‘learning’ excluded.
One message is immediately clear: practitioners are going
digital for delivery. ‘Online’ was used 331 times, ‘virtual’ 312
times. Only a handful of comments used these terms negatively, and just 8 responses included the phrase ‘It won’t’.
One word, however, might be unexpected in this cloud.
‘Focus’ appeared in 181 answers. Of these, 68 referred to a
shift in focus on new delivery methods using technology. A

typical comment was: “… a stronger focus on digital learning
and face-to-face will not return to where it was pre-covid!”
If L&D is shifting its focus towards new methods of delivery,
what is it moving away from? Clearly, it is moving away
from physical events (‘classroom’ appeared in 69 comments,
almost always to say that face-to-face training would
reduce). But the comments go beyond this. There is a real
sense in the answers to this question that Covid-19 has jolted
L&D into considering new ways of working. Other words
used in association with focus included: ‘performance’,
‘analytics’ or ‘data’ and ‘value’.
It appears that the radical changes brought about by the
pandemic have caused some to rethink their offering, and
perhaps given others the opportunity to shift the habits of a
previously unwilling organisation. The question, however,
remains: have we just transferred the practice of physical
training online, or are we truly doing things differently now?
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Impact of Covid-19
Permanent change
1,385 respondents chose to answer the voluntary question:

‘How will your L&D work change in 2021 as a result of Covid-19?’
Many of the longer answers spelled out the real issues faced by L&D practitioners in
2020, and underlined our conclusion from the overall table of results: that people have
been working very hard in difficult circumstances, and want reliable, understood tools
and methods to help them.

“

L&D will finally be evaluated on the
output it produces

as a result of covid-19 I am seeing a bigger
emphasis on cost savings which results in
fewer innovation projects that are expensive
(e.g. VR/AI)

I do not see an end to Covid’s reach

what we knew as normal before
will change dramatically

more focus on adding value as work forces streamline
and departments shrink. Any time 'away from day job'
needs to be for high-value return

nothing beats face-to-face.
it is looking like classroom and
extended sessions might be a
thing of the past
technology enabled learning is no
longer optional for organisations but
essential

I’m increasingly an enabler of others
rather than a producer of assets
we will no longer design for f2f as the
primary delivery approach. Even if
Covid-19 were to be eliminated
tomorrow, we will maintain this design
approach from here on out.

”
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Conclusions
A shift to online and value
Since 2014, this survey has followed the fortunes of new
technologies and methods for learning. Some have been
enthusiastically adopted, others have been quietly pulled
from the survey after one disappointing year.

“

Despite its background, however,
this year’s survey provides grounds for
optimism.

There is abundant evidence of a shift from face-to-face

In this year’s survey, however, novelty was no guarantee of
success. Respondents were enthused by proven technologies and techniques to help them cope with the pandemic. If

to online delivery, but there is so much more, too. It is
almost as if, given the necessity of the circumstances,
L&D has felt liberated to experiment with things other

2018 was the year of data, and 2019 was the year of making

than writing and delivering courses. In the general

data work, then 2020 was, simply, the year of training in

results table, this is seen in how Coaching/mentoring

tough times.

and Performance support held their ground. In the free
text answers, it is evidenced by an enthusiasm for learn-

This was reflected in the #1 choice on the survey – Reskill-

ing in the flow of work, working with the business and

ing/upskilling. When the initial table of results was posted on

engagement.

1 February, 2021, there was some surprise. This was the job
of L&D. How could it possibly top the results? The answer is

There is even optimism to be found in the apparent

that doing its job was all L&D had time for in 2020.

collapse of interest in Artificial intelligence and Learning
analytics. The ability to collect, query and comprehend

Despite its background, however, this year’s survey provides

data remains vital for L&D long-term. Almost certainly,

grounds for optimism. The resurgence of Collaborative/so-

in 2020 these options were on the natural downward

cial learning, after a declining share of the vote for the previ-

slide of the Gartner hype cycle. They will be back.

ous 7 years, demonstrates that L&D is happy to adapt as a
result of experience. It also provides hope that L&D may

The ultimate test for workplace L&D is not whether it can

have begun to shift its focus from creating content to sharing

successfully move delivery of courses online. It spent last

connections and expertise.

year proving it could. This year will be when we discover
whether L&D can take advantage of a unique opportu-

Reading through the more than 1,300 responses to the

nity. Can it take advantage of the prominence of skills on

question on new approaches to L&D in 2021, it is impossible

the organisational and policy agenda to reposition itself

not to be struck by the willingness for change and even the

from a tactical deliverer of training to a strategic

excitement about the possibilities the year will offer.

business partner?
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Caveats
The L&D Global Sentiment Survey is a check on the sentiment of people in Learning and Development (L&D).
For this reason, it is designed around a single question, the same each year, “What will be hot in workplace
L&D in [year]?” with the aim that people can respond quickly to the survey. This design – of an anonymous,
online poll – and the methods used to canvas votes, mean some caveats must be applied to the results:

Respondents are more likely to be
tech-savvy

Respondents may not share the same
understanding of the options

Most respondents are invited to participate via social
media and email. They are, therefore, a self-selecting
group. Because they are contacted – and answer –
electronically, respondents are certainly users of
technology, and probably more likely to feel
positively about technology than the general population. This method of canvassing votes means
anyone working offline is excluded.

To make the survey quick to complete, no definitions
are provided. If they were provided, this would give
an illusion of certainty – we would have no guarantee
respondents would actually use the given definitions.
However, not all fluent English speakers will necessarily agree on the definition of all the terms, and
non-fluent English speakers may vary more widely in
their understanding. Furthermore, there are some
terms – notably Curation – that are not part of regularly-used English, so that some non-native speakers
may disregard them in voting. (As far as we can tell
this has not happened for Curation.)

Respondents are largely unqualified
We do not know for certain that the respondents
work in L&D. Some are approached via direct
messaging on LinkedIn because of their job title, but
could have moved jobs. People approached via
email (59% of respondents) will have shown some
interest in L&D in the past, but may no longer. We
cannot guarantee that any respondents worked in
L&D when voting, or that they have not passed the
voting link on to others unconnected to the field. We
cannot control who responds to links shared on
social media. However, completing the survey would
be a dull pastime for anyone not in our field, and we
think it unlikely the results are badly affected by
non-qualified respondents.

Year-on-year comparisons may be
unsound
Because the survey is anonymous, it is impossible to
guarantee that the same people vote each year. In
fact, as the numbers on the survey increase each
year, it is certain they are not. This could lead to
variations between surveys arising from changes in
the surveyed population, not in changes to sentiment of the originally surveyed population.

Key individuals/organisations may
skew results from some countries
In some countries, respondents are largely attracted
to the survey by individuals or organisations prominent in that country. In Poland, for example, over half
of the responses were generated through HCM
Deck, a software provider. It does not look as if this
has skewed the results for Poland, but it remains a
possibility.
The 3,114 people who responded to the
survey, therefore, are almost certainly not representative of L&D as a whole. We work on the
assumption that they are an early indicator of
interest across the wider L&D population. Over
the years this has been borne out. What is popular
on the survey one year often becomes a matter of
more general conversation in later years. Popularity does not necessarily lead to wide adoption,
however, and a large part of this survey is always
focused on trying to establish whether what is
likely to be hit the main stream.
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Definitions
These definitions are here for reference.
They were not provided to survey respondents.

Artificial intelligence

Learning analytics

Performance support

Software that uses algorithms to
interpret data and make apparently
intelligent choices about, for example,
choices of learning content, methods
and timing of delivery.

Used since at least 2012 in the educational
field, in workplace learning, it covers the
uman (as opposed to machine-based)
process of data-supported decision-making to improve learning.

In contrast to helping people learn
information, this is the process of helping
them do their jobs better, often by
providing helping at the moment of
need, rather than in advance.

Coaching/mentoring

Learning experience platforms

Working with individuals to help them
develop themselves, usually in a work
setting, and usually one-to-one. Less
structured and content-focused than
training, and often taking place over an
extended period.

A loose term for a new generation of
cloud-based,
enterprise
learning
platforms. Unlike the LMSs they aim to
replace, they are user-centred, often with
elements of social learning.

Personalization/adaptive
delivery

Collaborative/social learning
Learning that happens through working
together, often but not always using
social technology, both within and
outside an organisation.

Consulting more deeply with
the business
A move from focusing on designing and
delivering learning events/experiences in
isolation towards providing a broader
service to really understanding organisational needs, and enabling learning,
development and improved performance.

Curation
The process of gathering information
relevant to a particular topic, subject or
audience and presenting it in a way that
allows individuals to quickly and easily
ind what they need.

The ability for an individual to make use
of a variety of experiences, approaches,
strategies and tools to address their own
distinct needs, interests or aspirations.

Micro learning

Reskilling/upskilling

Learning designed according to our
understanding of neuroscience, memory
and recall, typically incorporating small
learning ‘units’ or ‘objects’ making use of
a variety of media and technology
.

Helping individuals develop their
ablities within their existing role (reskilling) and helping them prepare for new
roles (upskilling)

Mobile delivery

Demonstrating performance improvements and business benefits that arise
from L&D activities.

Resources that people can access from
mobile devices, whenever and wherever
suits them.

Showing value

Virtual and augmented reality
Neuroscience/cognitive science
Understanding how the brain works and
applying it to learning design; often, but
not always, related to memory, recall,
bias and so on.

Providing users with an alternative
environment (typically through a
headset) or information superimposed
on the real environment (typically via a
hand-held device).
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Sponsors

With the most comprehensive catalogue of elearning
courses from the world’s top publishers, OpenSesame is
here to help you every step of the way, from finding
courses, mapping them to your core competencies,
syncing them with your LMS, to increasing utilization and
improving your L&D programs.

Our expert team creates the content and technology
solutions that engage and empower modern learners
around the world - all wrapped up with our
award-winning support.

Speexx is the first intelligent language learning platform for
the digital workplace. For international corporations with a
global workforce, Speexx is the only language platform
that combines assessment, learning and continuous
performance support. Unlike traditional training providers,
Speexx helps to assess, build, grow and maintain the
language skills that matter.

Corporate learning is stifled by too much choice, too little
evidence and too many barriers. magpie recommends
high-quality content and integrates with your learning
systems to engender a revolutionary learning culture.

getAbstract finds, rates and summarizes relevant knowledge to help people make better decisions in business and
in their private lives. Our corporate solution enables
companies to foster learning cultures by providing tools
that allow users to learn as they work, rather than carving
out time in their over-packed schedules.

Overlap is an international consultancy firm specialised in
the implementation of business strategies through the
improvement of Performance and Talent of the human
teams. Our three practices are: Sales Force Efficiency,
Customer Experience and Transformation.
We operate in the Automotive, Energy, Consumer, Banking
and Insurance, Telecommunications and Healthcare sectors.
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