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Why Microlearning is Worth the Effort
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In a world where content is rapidly changing, one of the 
biggest challenges to professional learning in every industry 
and job role is a lack of time. 

A solution that is increasingly addressing the needs of 
today’s time-strapped employees and the modern-day 
learner is microlearning. Microlearning is a well-established 
and holistic approach that leverages evolving technology 
to enable professionals to learn new skills and timely 
information in shorter snippets. 

Businesses are choosing to adopt this approach to teach and 
reskill employees from all functions as it offers flexibility 
and can integrate seamlessly into learning and development 
programming.

Who is the modern-day learner?

The modern-day learner is overwhelmed daily. Think about 
yourself. One hundred and ten emails a day, right? You start 
your workday with one to-do list, but as the day progresses 
you are addressing a completely different to-do list. 

Let us not forget the onslaught of instant messages, 
smartphones buzzing and the endless pings emanating 
from various software sharing tools. They are supposed to 
be helping us, but they are distracting us. We are ultimately 
training ourselves to focus on superficial information, rather 
than valuable and productive activities.
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During a typical workweek, twenty-four-minutes of the week (about 1% of the day) 
is dedicated to training and development.1 That is not a lot of time for learners and 
employees to pursue job skills training, compliance training, soft skills training and so on. 

According to a LinkedIn study2, talent developers are focusing on a continuum of 
skills gap challenges and tackling the task of finding new ways of boosting learner 
engagement.

As a Learning and Development (L&D) professional and an instructional designer, it 
makes me step back and think about how we should design training for the modern 
world. All things considered, microlearning makes sense.

Defining microlearning 

Let us explore the concept of microlearning a little more.

In an article shared by the Association for Talent Development3, microlearning is defined 
with three characteristics:

• Short segments of content focused on one or two learning objectives.
• The module is typically between two and seven minutes.
• Action-oriented where there is specific achievable purpose or goal.

At UL, we categorize microlearning as targeted, refresher and enhancement.   

Targeted microlearning
Targeted microlearning focuses on brief points of content and is best suited for 
disseminating new or revised/updated knowledge-nugget chunks of content.

Refresher microlearning
Courses often require frequent revisions and updates. These courses are very brief, filled 
more with imagery and very little text. Bear in mind, microlearning does not have to be 
an e-learning program, it can be delivered via PowerPoint or even a Word document.  

Enhancement microlearning
Enhancement training focuses on content that may need remediation. It is similar to 
refresher microlearning, but with enhancement training, you are targeting a single 
objective, where the learners maybe fell short and would benefit from a contact repeat/
reboot. 
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During a typical workweek, twenty-four-minutes of the 
week (about 1% of the day) is dedicated to training and 
development.

https://www.ulehssustainability.com/en/capabilities/regulatory-compliance/
https://www.td.org/magazines/td-magazine/elephant-sized-impact
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Microlearning heavily utilizes technology to create and 
deliver short bursts of highly-focused content through a 
variety of tools that are readily accessible to users when it 
suits them.  

Digitized training content and formats seem to be popular 
according to the statistics below:

• Towards Maturity reported 47% of organizations 
currently use mobile devices in their training programs.4 

• According to a Wyzowl survey, 66% of people said they’d 
prefer to watch a short video to learn about a product 
or service as compared to 18% who’d rather read a text-
based article, website or post.5 

• Cisco reported video traffic will make up 82% of all 
consumer internet traffic by 2021.6  

So what makes the microlearning 
approach so effective? 

Microlearning programs are designed to help the learner 
encode and retrieve critical information. Microlearning 
leverages cognitive science research and learnings and 
incorporates teaching techniques that align with how people 
interact with stimuli and receive data from the outside world 
through our senses and process that information.  

Encoding and retrieval
Encoding and retrieval are vital to microlearning as they lead 
to effective knowledge transfer.  

We are continually hearing, seeing, touching, and smelling. 
But all that information is rolling in and moving into our 
sensory memory. If we pay attention to it, we can move it 
into our short-term memory. If not, it’s forgotten. And that is 
okay because you do not need to remember everything ever 
presented to you.

Due to a limitation on space, we need to prioritize moving 
critical information into the short-term (working) memory, 
focusing on it and then encoding it into the long-term 
memory.

Retrieving critical information relies on building links in your 
brain. Remember the Alphabet song from when you were a 
child?  Sing that song to yourself. 
 

ABCD   EFG   HIJK   LMNOP   QRS   TUV   WXYZ

As you work through that, there are seven chunks of 
information that help you to organize and encode 
information, but the chunks also help you develop proper 
links to it for retrieval at a later time.  
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During a typical workweek, twenty-four-
minutes of the week (about 1% of the day) is 
dedicated to training and development. 
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The spacing effect 
The spacing effect also plays a part in the effectiveness of microlearning.

Hermann Ebbinghaus (1850-1909) was a German psychologist who founded 
the experimental psychology of memory. In 1885 Ebbinghaus determined if you 
present learners with some content and then wait a period before presenting it 
again and then repeat the process, the learner will eventually achieve effective 
retention and recall. This concept is known as the spacing effect.

By establishing an encoding and retrieval loop from short-term memory to long-
term memory and then back out again, you increase retention and ultimately the 
overall effectiveness of the learning. 

Utilizing the spacing effect and retrieval practice by presenting content and 
asking questions, learning recall performance can improve by as much as 10% to 
20% and the technique is common in many microlearning programs.  

The benefits of booster training
Microlearning is a popular approach for delivering learning boosters as it can be a 
powerful tool to help sustain learning on a specific topic.  

Traditional learning theory says if you do a booster at two days, two weeks and 
two months, you can bring that knowledge top-of-mind and begin to help the 
learners recall information. You are retrieving it and encoding content, bolstering 
the links and adding additional links for more effective knowledge transfer.

Dr. Art Kohn, professor at Portland State University School of Business who 
earned his Ph.D. in cognitive science at Duke University, researched and reported 
on booster training and timing. He coined the term ‘effortful recall’ meaning 
pulling information out of long-term memory, moving it into working memory 
and using that content.
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Microlearning is a popular approach for delivering 
learning boosters as it can be a powerful tool to help 
sustain learning on a specific topic.
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When is microlearning the wrong 
employee training tool?

Microlearning is not appropriate across the board and 
there are several instances when macro learning is more 
applicable. Macro learning is appropriate when you are a 
novice or new on the job and your performance relies on a 
depth of knowledge and skills. As your career progresses, 
macro learning is also appropriate when you transition into 
new roles that differ significantly. 

With that said, professional development is a balance and 
a sequence of macro and micro training that will ultimately 
achieve effective knowledge transfer.

Macro and microlearning combinations 

Take a careful look at your content and curriculums. You will 
discover opportunities blend macro and microlearning.

At UL, our brain-based learning asset program primarily 
focuses on healthcare and is a good example of  an approach 
that works well for customers. The training course layout and 
curriculum is designed to teach new skills and information 
and incorporates both micro and macro courses to cover in-
depth learning as well as booster sessions.    

• Year one — Learners take our traditional forty-five-
minute macro e-learning courses. 

• Year two — Learners take a five to ten-minute micro 
e-learning course focusing on key learning points 
from each traditional e-learning course. Each micro-
course is then followed by three boosters occurring 
approximately two days, two weeks and two months 
after the initial training.

• Year three — The cycle repeats with learners taking 
the traditional macro course again as there could be 
significant changes that require a review of the entire 
body of content.

Conclusion

Microlearning certainly has its benefits for both modern 
learners and for businesses who are investing in the 
development of their workforce and can be extremely 
effective in combination with macro learning when deeper 
learning is required too. Advancements in technology are also 
enabling us to deliver microlearning with better alignment 
with learner preferences. 
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If you need help with training your team, we can help. 
To learn more about our learning development services 
and programs, visit https://www.ul.com/services/online-
employee-health-and-safety-ehs-training
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https://www.ulehssustainability.com/en/solutions/pure-learning/



