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Understand how they learn and 
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Investments in new technology are leaving companies with less to 
invest in training and development while their dependence on in-
dividual employees is growing sharply. Workers are being asked to 
achieve more productivity with less resources while their jobs are 
becoming more complex, eroding the competitive marketplace ad-
vantage of their employers.  To facilitate productivity, engagement 
and retention, we need to reconsider how we train and equip our 
team members. Organizations who master teaching in a way that 
matches their employees’ learning process will prosper.

https://www.acadia-software.com/?utm_source=OPEX&utm_medium=Evt&utm_campaign=whitepaper&utm_content=marketing&utm_start=&utm_end=&utm_metric=CTs


Why employee learning is so important

Work in the last several decades has become increasingly complex. Digital 
transformation in the workplace — mass-digitization of information, decreas-
ing costs of computation, and ease of communication across the organization  
— has contributed to major changes in the way we work.1 With each techno-
logical breakthrough, companies have been able to become more productive 
with less human capital.   
These advances come with their own costs. While less employees are doing 
more work, the tools they use and the work they do has become much more 
complicated. According to Deloitte, more than 80% of organizations recognize 
the need to simplify work as an important problem.2 

Ignoring this problem leads to even bigger issues with employee productivity, 
engagement3 and ultimately retention.4 These are extremely costly outcomes 
for firms as well as the overall economy. Deloitte puts the number of total jobs 
going unfilled over the next decade at 2.4 million with an overall cost to the 
economy of more than $2.5 trillion.5 

Why the most prominent solutions aren’t paying off

To address the issue of complexity, a multi-billion-dollar industry has emerged 
to facilitate the way we train our employees and share knowledge across our 
organizations. Unfortunately, many of these solutions have only exacerbated 
the problem further by introducing more complexity.  

Learning management systems provide tools for developing and organizing 
training materials, but not a framework for driving employee engagement in 
their day-to-day work. They require large upfront investments in budget, IT 
and infrastructure. They don’t integrate easily with existing HR or Business 
Management systems. And while they do help to produce and organize con-
tent, they don’t help to identify the best content, or determine who should be 
viewing it, or provide it to you when you need it.   
So, what’s missing from these systems? Many of them focus on the act of 
training, organizing files and tracking their use. They don’t reinforce best 
practices, help to identify better ones, or become a part of the workflow itself. 
Most importantly they don’t focus on the way people learn, or how to change 
behavior.

If standardizing and training on the performance of complex procedures is im-
portant to your business, first you need to understand the basics of how your 
employees process information into knowledge. 

How the brain sorts inbound data

New information is introduced to us through our senses. Data enters our brain 
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at a dizzying pace. Take a moment to try to notice all the external forces im-
pacting your current environment. 

What sounds can you hear?  What do you see as you look around? What’s the 
temperature? What can you smell? 

The number of competing inputs will vary greatly depending on your location. 

Is the phone ringing? Is your co-worker talking on the other side of the wall? 
Is your calendar alert popping up? Are your kids playing with the dog? Is your 
spouse making dinner? 

Your brain takes in every single one of the hundreds and thousands of signals 
around you. Thankfully, you don’t have to think about each of these signals 
individually and decide how to react to them.
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As information comes into your brain through your senses, it enters your 
immediate memory.  Here, your brain makes quick (millisecond) judgements – 
based on previous experiences – about whether to further review the infor-
mation or discard it.
For example, if you see an ambulance coming with lights and sirens, you im-
mediately take notice. You assess the situation and decide what to do based 
on previous experience. But if a colleague’s phone rings, you probably don’t 
even hear it.

Once the brain discards something, it’s gone for good.6 However, if based 
upon previous experiences, your brain decides that certain information re-
quires additional attention, it is passed along to your working memory.
In your working memory, your brain must make a lot of decisions, so it can 
only process a few things at a time. Your working memory determines wheth-
er a piece of information is:

• something to simply discard – a passing smell that remind-
ed you of your grandmother 

• something that you should maintain for a short period – 
where did you park at the grocery store  

• something that is compelling enough to make a permanent 
part of you – August 23 is your son’s birthday

Which memories become part of you

Every new input that your brain processes is filtered through your past experi-
ences. The information the brain readily passes into long-term memory relates 
to survival, or your most vivid emotions. So typically, the best and worst things 
that happen to you become long-term memories fastest and easiest. 

For most of us, the best and worst moments of our lives don’t happen, on a 
regular basis, during our work life. Fortunately, the brain has another standard 
for entering information into long-term memory. The other process performed 
on information in working memory is an assessment of whether the informa-
tion makes sense and whether it has meaning.6 If information makes sense, 
that means it fits into the way you understand the world. If information has 
meaning that means it is relevant to you.

Learning in the workplace

When information is presented to you during the work day, you review it 
in context of what you understand about your job, your company and your 
industry. If the information fits into that context, it will likely have meaning for 
you. If you can envision it applying to your personal work, then it is relevant 
for you. With both boxes checked, the information is a candidate for long-term 
memory storage.
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However, experience always shades how new information is perceived too. If 
an employee has had a previous experience with something and it didn’t work, 
they will likely expect new, similar information to perform the same way.6

For example, imagine an employee was attempting to locate an SOP document 
on Sharepoint and couldn’t find it after several attempts. That negative expe-
rience could taint their view of any document on that platform. Now when 
you reference a new document, you not only have to rely on the quality of the 
document itself, you must also overcome the prior negative experience. 
Another important aspect of learning is repetition or practice. Activities per-
formed at work are really no different than riding a bike or playing a musical 
instrument. As you practice an activity, you become more efficient at it. When 

Acadia Client - 1,400 Branch, Super Regional Bank

All employees — bank tellers, customer service 
and back office — have access to the most current 
documentation available for their role.  

Documents and job aids can be found quickly 
and easily,  ensuring all employees have the right 
information at the right time to answer customer 
question accurately.

Today, 95% of the bank’s workforce is using Acadia 
while they perform their daily work.

the same information is presented to your brain with repetition, it begins to 
develop physical and chemical changes that relate to the activity. Eventually, 
the activity can be performed reflexively as the brain builds a pattern that is 
automatically recalled when you perform the task. 

That’s why it’s critical that materials used in training are also incorporated into 
daily activity. While in-person training sessions are valuable at introducing 
the information into the working memory, the brain will only retain certain 
portions of that information, and only for a short period of time. If the pattern 
of information is repeated while it is still in working memory, then it is much 
more likely that it will pass into long-term memory.

The trick is making sure that the same materials are used throughout the 
learning process and well into the performance of the task. 



Tools built on these principles

The way we learn is deeply ingrained in our biology. It is counter-productive to 
attempt to train in any way that conflicts with these basic facts. 

From the beginning, the fundamental nature of how the brain learns has 
served as the compass for developing the Acadia Performance Platform. Each 
phase of the memory process has been accounted  for, and improvements 
have been made over time based on client feedback. 

All knowledge entered into the Acadia platform can be retrieved by employees 
using simple and intuitive online tools. Tools they are accustomed to using in 
their daily lives. This triggers emotions from past successful experiences and 
puts the employee in the proper mindset for learning.
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Keys to helping employees learn:

• Make the information meaningful and relevant.

• Present it in a clear and actionable manner, leaving the 
employee with the expectation that this will help them 
succeed.

• Engage as many senses as possible with the material.

• Give them the information in context, ideally while they 
are performing the task.

• Make the information part of the task so that it is repeated 
each time and the employee knows s/he is responsible for it.

•  Check for comprehension to ensure the most important 
information has been retained.

Acadia Client - Large Global Brewing Company

Training is infused into daily operations. The 
same content that was used during onboarding 
is easily available as job aids,  reinforcing the 
preferred behavior.

Employees follow tasks lists that correspond 
directly to their SOPs. 

They  also have an ability to provide feedback 
to their managers if they identif ways to make 
tasks more efficient.



All materials used in training (step-by-step instructions, images, video, etc.) 
can be added to policies, procedures and manuals in Acadia, making sure they 
are easily accessible while performing activities. By seeing these materials 
multiple times, it reinforces the correct behavior and helps to generate long-
term memories. 

Similarly, policies and procedures can be automatically converted to auditable 
task lists that employees can use on mobile devices while performing activi-
ties. With a consistent and structured approach to each important procedure, 
the one best way to perform it becomes adopted quickly and easily.

Assessing comprehension, through quizzing and evaluations, after receiving 
training, performing a task, or acknowledging a policy can further help to en-
gage long-term memory. It reinforces the most important material and helps 
make the employee accountable. 
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Every employee can be your best employee
Learn more at www.acadia-software.com
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Finally, and perhaps most importantly, employees can provide feedback on 
every document to suggest better, more efficient ways of performing tasks. 
Making an employee part of the process not only encourages a culture of 
continual improvement, it also helps them to think more critically about their 
work and makes each learning experience a positive one.

All of this adds up to a more identifiable intersection between training and 
work that helps you to more clearly see the ROI of training investments. When 
employees use training materials during actual work, you can make direct 
correlations between that material and improved outcomes.
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Acadia Client - Medicinal Cannibis Cultivator

In a highly regulated environment audits can be 
performed for each procedure, performed by 
each employee, across cultivation, wholesale 
and dispensory operations.

This ensures not only that legal requirements 
are met but that standards in cultivation pro-
duce a consistent product. 
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