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Introduction
A new and disruptive era has changed how businesses engage with customers. The
combination of new technologies with readily accessible data has resulted in markets
where customers are thoroughly informed about a company’s products or services.
Reaching out to the newly empowered customer requires an unprecedented, outside-in
business strategy.
The age of the customer has forced cable companies to re-assess and improve their
products and services. Product strategies in the cable industry are built around three
principle areas:
• Channel lineups, packages, and selection
• Content / programming
•	Infrastructure / customer facing services
Successfully packaging and delivering products and services to consumers is an essential
part of a cable company’s mission, but if the accompanying customer experience is poor,
the company will experience a major strategic setback.
In the age of the customer, delivering a great experience requires more than simply
measuring consumer satisfaction. Instant access to sophisticated technology and
unlimited information has changed the customer experience from a simple
transaction into a complex and multi-faceted one.i

“Customer experience is how your customers
perceive their interactions with your company.”
– FORRESTER RESEARCH
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When it comes to customer experience the cable services industry does not fare well. A
2014 survey of company CXi results across 14 industries showed cable service providers
ranking third from the bottom, with ratings averaging between poor and okay.ii This begs
the question: what is it that customers are encountering today that limits the quality of
their experience?
In our technology and information-driven society, consumers are being asked to navigate
through a seemingly endless series of protocols, updates, upgrades, and fixes. Market
research shows that customers who award high marks for their engagement with any
given brand means they have satisfied three main criteria:
1) Their needs were met, their goals accomplished.
2) The experience was easy and didn’t require lots of effort.
3) They enjoyed the engagement and feel good.
For the cable industry great customer service means finding the best way to meet these
three criteria; this is why call centers exist today. The question remains, however: in the
customer service model of the future, what is the role of Learning?

ENJOYABLE

EASY

MEETS NEEDS

Learning Experience in the Age of the Customer
3/ © 2021 OXYGEN LEARNING, ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

I feel good about that.

I didn’t have to work hard.

I accomplished my goal.

Call Centers, Agents, and the Importance of Learning
Call center agents represent the frontline of help for customers looking for answers to
their questions and solutions to their problems. The better the agent, the more positive
the customer experience. So are today’s call agents well trained? Can they fulfill that key
strategic frontline role? What are they learning? How are they empowered?
If customer experience is how your customers
perceive their interactions with your company,
Learning Experience is how your people are enabled
to interact with customers, to get them the answers
that they need at a service level they expect.
Today’s enterprise learning environment in the call
center consists of disconnected events and initiatives
that attempt to address everything that’s wrong with
customer service – ranging from perceived weaknesses
among individual call agents to myriad theories as to
why a desired business outcome isn’t being realized.
The call agent is swamped with information, slowed by organizational drag, and distracted
by system noise, making their job incredibly difficult to accomplish which, in turn, prevents
them from delivering a positive customer experience.iv Moreover, business cultures today
tend to dwell in the mindset that there must be a silver bullet which will surely solve their
“training problem.”
The reality is more complex. We know this because despite investing heavily in short
term, silver bullet-style solutions (from sales methodologies to Learning Management
Systems, to off-the-shelf sales training), organizations frequently end up with more
confusion and chaos, not less.v
When it comes to better service, the path to great customer experience is blocked by a
complex supply chain of learning challenges.
In order for businesses to better focus their energies on improving the customer
experience, they must transform their internal chaos and confusion into an organized,
strategic view that enables agents to interact with customers in a much more streamlined
and effective manner.
This is the domain of Learning Experience.
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Scope of Learning Experience
Learning Experience is not only about classroom environment,
discrete modalities, or better outputs. While these aspects are
important, the core of Learning Experience is centered on a
strategic, ongoing, and long term view of the role; the agent,
rep, or supervisor.
There are three pillars of Learning Experience.
• T he Journey of a Role, including a forward-thinking definition of
an agent’s role, productivity specifications with benchmarks, and
sustained advancement for the agent – mapped over time and
intended to meet the success criteria of that role.
• The Design of Interactions, including a set of learning protocols
and their design principles, implemented at a reasonable and
humanistic pace that are at once engaging, manageable, and
easy to retain.
• T he L&D Function, whose own roles are centered on an
operating model that provides a collaborative method of
engaging with business stakeholders and subject matter expertise.

Journey of a Role
In today’s workplace, when desired business outcomes aren’t
achieved, blame is often assigned to inadequate and insufficient
learning or training. Business leaders subsequently make the
erroneous assumption that to reach their desired objectives, “more
training” is needed. More training, however, is simply not feasible
or economical. When one well known sales organization attempted
to quantify how much sales training was deemed to be extremely
important for sellers, the resulting time commitment required
taking their people out of the field for an entire quarter.
Recall the three criteria for a great customer experience:
1) Their needs were met, their goals accomplished.
2) The experience was easy and didn’t require lots of effort.
3) They enjoyed the engagement and feel good.
Inherent in this concept is an empathetic focus on the customer; an
easing of the burden of learning. What if learning in the workplace
had a similarly empathetic focus on the role of the employee?

The Learning Journey of a Role is the organizing construct required to
transform “random acts of training” into productivity measures that are
linked to business outcomes.
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Today, many consumer-facing businesses are recognizing the strategic importance of
customer experience, and are creating customer journey maps that connect experience
to better business results. But rarely is the connection made between the customer
experience and the supply chain of learning that must occur in order to drive that
experience. Customers may be offered a variety of ways to engage with a brand, using
a variety of mediums and degrees of self-service; but the fact remains that customers,
and the agents who continue to serve them, don’t just magically interact with a brand’s
products and service. Their experience must be highly architected based on scenarios
that originate in one common foundation: the Role of the Agent (and by extension, the
Persona of the Customer).
When it comes to agent roles, aside from casting a cursory glance at a given job
description, today’s learning and development organizations rarely factor in or consider
the implications of their learner’s role and their journey.vi

Learning Is a Journey
To better understand the learner and their journey, it’s important to first understand the
basics of how people learn. In the workplace, learning tends to be limited to activities
within a department, a technology, or a single domain (such as leadership training or soft
skills). The reality is that learning takes place just about everywhere, all the time. In other
words, learning at work is inextricable from learning in life.
Imagine a student fresh out of college hired into an entry level sales role. The desired
business outcome – explicitly stated or not – is to enable them to reach increasingly
higher levels of productivity and, by extension, value. Over time our college
graduate-turned-salesperson acquires experience and knowledge, and if they
succeed at their entry level position they can take on new roles and responsibilities.
But a trajectory like the one described above does not take place immediately after a
single training event. While training can deliver knowledge and insight, providing a slight
boost in proficiency levels, the journey is far from over. In effect, gaining experience and
knowledge is something which happens continuously, marked by periods of great
confidence and accomplishment, but also moments of insecurity and self-doubt when
the agent is fully out of their comfort zone and seeks support. Additionally, the agent may
have their own personal development issues which, in turn, influences how they learn.
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We all go back and continue to learn. There’s never a STOP to learning.

If a learner continues to meet and overcome new challenges, they enter into a higher
stage of learning, and as they become more proficient at what they do, applying the
lessons learned throughout their training and development, they reach a state of
unconscious competence where they appear to have a natural ability at what they do; a
knack for the job.vii This kind of learning doesn’t only happen in our professional lives; it
happens in our personal lives as well.
Given what we know about how people learn, it is perplexing that so many of the
expenditures for learning programs today are focused on disparate, random, transient,
stand-alone training events and vestibular learning.viiii The lack of an organizing construct
to corral these random acts is the reason for the information overload, noise, and
ultimately, wasted investments in the attempt to make agents productive, and
customers delighted.
The role-based learning journey is this organizing construct.

Defining the Role-Based Learning Journey
To assemble the numerous and random acts of training into a comprehensive
enablement program for a given role, learning and development professionals must work
with their business stakeholders to create learning journeys based on a forward-leaning
definition of a given role. The role based learning journey is comprised of three
components: the Profile for the Agent of the future; a Learning Standards Framework
for that Role, and a program of Sustained Advancement toward those standards.
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Role of the Future
Roles today are typically defined by using existing job descriptions or current,
conventionally accepted profiles. But businesses need to ask what the sales person or
agent of the future will be like. In the new customer centered era, how should agents
engage with customers, and under what circumstances? In their hiring practices and in
managing performance of their existing employees, many business leaders regress to
an outdated and outmoded definition of a role – then expect their employees to somehow
morph into highly competent consultative agents with a rich repertoire of soft skills.
Lacking a clear definition of a role, the employee is left to flounder on their own, or ends
up making their own contribution to attrition.
While difficult to codify, the up-front work that is needed to create a forward-leaning role
profile pays dividends later. A well-constructed role profile creates leverage for hiring,
onboarding, ongoing development and career path management. Most importantly,
when it comes to Learning Experience, a role profile provides structure to enable another
difficult discussion: how should productivity be measured for that role?

Learning Standards Framework
Learning standards used to be known as “competencies,” though many organizations
have recognized that traditional approaches to performance management and competency
mapping are not generating expected results. In today’s fast-paced business environment,
the concept of productivity has become a new, yet aspirational metric – if only because
many businesses are unclear about exactly what metrics to apply. This is understandable.
The concept of productivity and the discussions required to define it are difficult and
demand that old and antiquated metrics are disentangled from new ones. For example,
some organizations use Time-to-Quota Attainment as a way of measuring productivity.
But Time-to-Quota measurement requires separating it from less meaningful metrics like
activity or call volume which may very likely have no discernible correlation to the metrics
arrived at by the Time-to-Quota method.
Having a role profile in place helps establish learning standards in the form of measurable
productivity metrics that are realistic and achievable for that role.
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Sustained Advancement
For organizations with explicitly defined role descriptions and the capacity to define
productivity metrics, if design points are not mapped to a journey for a role, it becomes
impossible to effectively orchestrate sustained advancement for employees.
The Role of the Future, Learning Standards, and Sustained Advancement can be viewed
as a construct or business architecture used to reduce or eliminate the confusion and
chaos in today’s learning and development environment. Business architecture enables
stakeholders to reduce the noise and information overload to agents by identifying
redundancies, prioritizing content, and anticipating problems. Additionally, an architected
construct allows for repeatability and scalability, and at the same time is highly flexible.

The Benefits of an Architected Role Journeyix
Benefits

Outcomes

Identification and elimination of redundancies

Reduce cost & risk

Better traceability to business impact

Enhance technology effectiveness

Repeatability through codification

Reduce time to productivity

Greater clarity in vision and direction for all
stakeholders

Increase efficiency and scalability

Greater flexibility and adaptability

Provide answers to difficult, complex questions
Longer life of the solution over time
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The Design of Learning Interactions
The second pillar of Learning Experience is the design of the learning interactions
themselves. A learning interaction can be defined as an asset that an agent (or customer)
engages with to further their training. Learning interactions can be as large as facilitated
2-day workshops, or as micro as an alert delivered to a mobile device. Organizations
frequently over-rotate to focus on learning interactions because they are the most tangible
object associated with learning. While learning interactions may be highly polished or
downright dreadful, they are usually what organizations focus on when something needs
to be “fixed.”
Recall that in the previous section on the journey of a role we stated that unless it forms
part of a larger architectural map, even the best learning interaction will have limited
impact. In most organizations, however, there is room for improvement, especially in the
area of how adult learning principles may be applied in designing interactions:
Engaging the audience. For an employee or a sales person, learning must feel authentic,
seamless, and simple. Learning interactions that resonate and engage in this manner
will yield far better results than training that feels excessively fabricated, scattered, or
overly complex.x
Role relevancy and scenario based learning. Too often organizations create one-sizefits-all training programs with learning interactions that are not tailored to a specific role.
While cookie cutter training programs occasionally work, they rarely – if at all - address
the specific realities, problems, or challenges an employee will inevitably have to confront
in their role.
Rollout of Learning Interactions and Micro-Learning. Businesses frequently roll out
learning programs that are far too content-heavy for their employees to take in. Call
centers simply cannot afford to take their people off the phones and plug them into time
consuming L&D campaigns. Micro-learning, self-paced, anywhere/anytime bite-sized
training is a design approach that provides a way to manage information all the while
delivering knowledge in formats and quantities that promote retention, and are easy to
update and keep relevant.

The L&D Function
The final pillar of Learning Experience is the L&D Function itself. To succeed in today’s
competitive business landscape, learning and development leaders must implement
new approaches, methods, and practices in the workplace. One way to achieve this is
by adopting an operating model designed to deliver modern learning interactions to
their constituents. Without this service-oriented model, leaders will not be able to
apply, repeat, or measure the successes or failures of learning experiences within
their organizations.

Learning Experience in the Age of the Customer
10/ © 2021 OXYGEN LEARNING, ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

The essential building blocks to the learning function and its operating model can be
summarized as follows:xi
• Follow a standardized procedure for intake, project scoping, development
and delivery
• Create specialized learning and development roles and responsibilities
• Merge learning expertise with business expertise and subject matter

The Strategic Implications of Learning Experience
To perform effectively and reach a desired business outcome, each of the three stand-alone
pillars of Learning Experience (Role Journey, Design, and L&D Function) needs the other
two. Taken together they constitute a vital, inter-dependent set of building blocks.
Implementing only one will compromise the overall effectiveness of Learning Experience.
Learning Experience has at its foundation the architected journey of a role, and this
differentiator is what has allowed some organizations to drive unprecedented productivity
gains.xii In the age of the customer, change and disruption has left businesses scrambling
to adapt. This struggle has engendered the proliferation of countless random acts of
training that are both wasteful and expensive, leaving CEO’s wondering what they got for
the money they poured into training. By adopting the role journey model, and mapping it
to specific productivity metrics, businesses create an architected learning experience that
diminishes the adverse effects of change and disruption.
For organizations whose customer experience is to be overhauled, the benefits of a
well-architected approach cannot be overstated. Learning Experience’s ability to assess
and enlighten, its capacity to reduce system noise, and its power to solve the problem
of information overload all point to the very real fact that streamlining protocols and
dramatically improving the customer experience is within reach. When combined with
a robust enterprise data strategy, the organizing constructs behind Learning Experience
can be applied directly to customers who, after all, are learners too! Outside-in service
models where customers interact with a brand to solve their own problems, or quickly
learn how to adapt to changes and shifts in the tools of engagement, are all possible by
adopting the architectural components of Learning Experience. While there will be
challenges to realizing these scenarios, improving the customer experience through
Learning Experience will surely contribute to laying the groundwork for new ways of
empowering customers.

Learning Experience in the Age of the Customer
11/ © 2021 OXYGEN LEARNING, ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

i
Since 2008, Forrester Research has used a customer experience index (CXi) to factor
in the concept of overall perception of a brand, versus satisfaction with a single point
of contact.
ii

Source: Forrester Research CXi across multiple industries 2014.

“Do you know who the people are that are actually buying your product? …A lot of
learning professionals don’t get in early enough to understand the why. They just go
straight into kind of what to build.” – Tracy Tibedo, Director of Global Sales Training,
Chromatography and Mass Spectrometry Division, Thermo Fisher Scientific
iii

A recent study of L&D providers showed major disconnects in their ability to provide
learning solutions that connected adult learning with the roles they support. Source:
Human Capital Institute and Oxygen Learning. (2017). “Modernizing Learning and
Development to Build the Workforce of the Future.”
iv

v
The rise and fall of the Challenger Sale is an example of a “silver bullet” adopted by
many sales organizations when the book was released in 2012. In countless engagements
with customers who began implementation of the method, we found that impact of the
method was hindered by its inability to provide specific context or simulation of customer
conversations. While not a fault of the method itself, this critical success component was
overlooked by many organizations who had no cross-functional mechanism to fill the gap.
As one sales leader put it, “In theory, the idea of challenging a customer’s thinking is
great. In practice – what exactly is that salesperson going to talk about? We didn’t have a
way to address that gap.”

There are exceptions to this view. High performing organizations tend to have a more
sophisticated or standardized view of roles and role definitions than low performing
organizations. Source: Human Capital Institute and Oxygen Learning. (2017).
“Modernizing Learning and Development to Build the Workforce of the Future.”
vi

vii

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_stages_of_competence

Source: Source: Human Capital Institute and Oxygen Learning. (2017). “Modernizing
Learning and Development to Build the Workforce of the Future.”
viii

ix
Adapted from http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.businessarchitectureguild.org/resource/
collection/7A90F5EA-39DB-49CB-BBBD-408100540A67/AustinValue.pdf

High performing organizations are varying the modalities of learning much more so than
low performing organizations. Source: Human Capital Institute and Oxygen Learning.
(2017). “Modernizing Learning and Development to Build the Workforce of the Future.”
x

The detailed components of the L&D Operating Model of the future are the subject of
another paper. Those components are Learning Services, Organization, People, Process,
Technology, Infrastructure, and Performance Measurement. Most L&D functions must
make a fundamental shift to this model to be able to operate as a service.
xi

A large technology company based in the US Pacific Northwest used the Learning
Experience role-based approach for a Sales Onboarding initiative, and was able to show
that sellers who went through that architected experience attained 175% of quota
compared to sellers who did not participate. Average QA of the non participating sellers
was 90%.
xii
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