
 Performance Support Systems, A Journey    1 
 

Performance Support Systems, a Journey 

 

Need/Problem 

My interest in Performance Support Systems started back in 2014 when, as an elearning 

specialist for a public organization, I attended the Performance Support Symposium put on by 

the ELearning Guild.  It was fantastic, I thought!  A GPS for your job?  We need this!  I learned 

and saw so many cool electronic performance support systems at that conference – many fully 

integrated with desktop applications, others that laid over all applications and walked you 

through step-by-step processes - like the old Microsoft paperclip, only actually helpful.  I was 

convinced this would be revolutionary in my organization for increasing productivity by 

reducing the time employees were wasting searching for information.  I was excited when I got 

back to work to try to implement performance support in my organization.   

Naively, I began talking about the panacea of performance support and arranged demos of 

electronic performance support systems such as Walk Me, and Ontuitive to the learning leaders 

in the organization.   The resistance was immediate.  Learning leaders felt that, first of all this 

was expensive, secondly, that this was outside of the scope of our work.  “We do training classes 

here”, was generally the message.  Information management really belongs with our IT 

department.   

I built a partnership with IT leaders, held meetings, talked about performance support.  In the 

end, my big ideas about performance support meagerly yielded a kind of corporate YouTube 

channel on our SharePoint site.  I worried that we had simply created a platform that gave 

employees more ways to waste time searching for information.  Deflated, I had to get back to the 

work of building my courses.  

I shelved the idea of performance support and eventually left that organization. 

Four years later, I am now the manager of a small learning and development department, and the 

senior learning leader in my organization.   I have been busy creating and facilitating all kinds of 

courses, online and live, macro to micro, and teaching others to do the same since I arrived here.  

As part of my department, I inherited two sales trainers and a curriculum for onboarding new 

sales representatives.  The curriculum was designed by a consortium of sales directors in 2012 as 

the first structured onboarding program in the organizations history. New sales reps currently 

attend a week long, instructor-led course facilitated by our sales trainers, followed by a week of 

job shadow with an experienced mentor.   

I see several problems with this program.  It has always seemed to me to be a very expensive and 

inefficient way to onboard new sales people.  My sales trainers have been fairly highly 

compensated former sales managers who facilitate the program by traveling across their 

respective states to various locations to spend a week each with 1 to 4 new hires at a time, 

incurring mileage, lodging, meals, etc.  The ideal of the program, as it was originally 

constructed, is to get new hires through this program in their first week before they enter the 
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field, so they sit for most of the week in a classroom with the trainer while he explains how 

things are going to work once they get out in the field.  The reality is often that the sales manager 

is understaffed and while they know they are required to put their new hires through the training 

program, they are often not willing to let them go sit in training until they absolutely have to or 

can arrange for someone to cover their route, so often these new hires have already been working 

in the field for 5 or 6 weeks before they go through the program.  In addition, given this intensive 

format, mostly outside of the context of their work, I question how much the new sales people 

retain.   

I have thought over the past two years about how to restructure this program.  I’ve considered 

how I could add in virtual led portions or lessen the instructor-led training portion by creating 

online courses.    

This year I am able to finally make this project a priority and dig into this content and the reality 

of these learners, and have the blessing from directors to restructure their program.   

It occurred to me that by layering targeted and structured, true performance support for all of the 

processes and systems a new sales rep needs to learn on top of their mentoring week, I may be 

able to eliminate several of the face-to-face training days and not only create cost-efficiencies, 

but also substantially improve the experience of the new sales representatives and their 

managers, and significantly reduce their time to competency.   

It occurred to me that my past failure to implement performance support resulted largely from 

my excitement about the technology and platforms and lack of a full understanding of the 

discipline and attitude of performance support.   

 

Questions I Wanted to Investigate … 

 What are the theories behind the instructional design of performance support? 

 What is the difference between job aids and Performance Support? 

 What is the best way to start to design a performance support system?  How do you 

identify what is needed? 

 Are there examples of cost-efficient Performance Support Systems that are accessible for 
employees … and sustainable for the L & D dept.?   

 

Inquiry Methods 

I began my inquiry by attending the Elearning Guild’s Learning Solutions conference in March 

and focusing on performance support sessions.  This time I not only saw a lot of great solutions, 

but I asked questions, clarified definitions, and spoke with several learning professionals about 

their journey to implementing performance support solutions in their own organizations.  I also 

reengaged with the Performer Support community, an online group I have been a member of for 

several years, but have not regularly participated in. 

I dug out a couple of books that had been gathering dust on my bookshelf by performance 
support experts, and searched the Auraria Library, Google. and learning industry websites for 

additional articles on theory and case studies in performance support.   
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Questions for Investigation 

 

What are some of the Theories Behind the Instructional Design of Performance Support? 

5 Moments of Learning Need 

In Mosher & Gottfredson’s book Innovative Performance Support Strategies and Practices for 

Learning in the Workflow (2010), they begin by explaining how changing organizations will not 

continue to thrive using only traditional, formal workplace learning methods.  Rather, learning 

professionals must be able to identify and provide support for all five moments of learning need: 

1. New – When people are learning how to do something for the first time 

2. More – When people are expanding the breadth and depth of what they have learned 

3. Apply -  When people need to act on what they have learned, which includes planning 

what they will do, remembering what they may have forgotten, or adapting their 

performance to a unique situation 

4. Solve – When problems arise, or things break or don’t work the way they were intended 

5. Change – When people need to learn a new way of doing something that requires them 

to change skills that are deeply ingrained in their performance practices 

They assert that traditional methods of implementing formal instructor-led and online courses 

largely address only the moments of “new” and “more” learning, and do little to help workers 

apply learning and solve problems in the workflow.  Formal learning addressing learning 

“change” often come too early or late to be effective.   

 

 



 Performance Support Systems, A Journey    4 
 

 

 

Train, Transfer & Sustain & 70:20:10 

Another hallmark of the case for performance support is Ontuitive companies’ train, transfer, 

sustain model which illustrates how performance support tools can help employees retain formal 

learning by layering on applicable on- the-job experiences and tools to transfer and sustain 

learning. (2012).  This model is often combined with the 70:20:10 model for learning as 

evidence of its efficacy.  The idea is that performance support tool could support employees more 

effectively during the 20 and 70 percent in a more consistent, accessible format, reducing their time 

to competency. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Microwebinar | Train Transfer and Sustain the 70:20:10 Advantage (April, 2018) 

70:20:10  

The 70:20:10 methodology of learning is a commonly cited, accepted model for developing 

learning programs.  When looking for its origin, I found that it is a matter of debate among 

learning circles.  The origin is one item of debate, but it is often credited to a study by three 

researchers working with the Center for Creative Leadership in the 1980s named McCall, 

Lombardo, and Eichinger  in which survey data was collected from 200 executives asking them 

how they learned.  The findings showed that roughly 70 percent of learning was from tough 

assignments on-the-job, 20 percent is from interactions with others, and 10 percent is from 

formal learning.  Critics question how the researchers came up with exact, round, numbers, 

others suggest that asking learners how they learned is not a scientific way to evaluate learning 

(Training Industry, 2014).  However, it does seem to be a fairly good rule of thumb that seems to be 

common sense, and as I said, a commonly accepted model in the industry.  New studies should be 

done on this topic.  Perhaps this is a matter for future investigation.    

 

Cognitive Load theory as discussed by John Sweller in his article: Cognitive Load During Problem 

Solving: Effects on Learning (1988), also supports the need for performance support. Research shows 

that heavy cognitive load can have negative effects on task completion and that the experience of 

cognitive load is not the same in everyone. Performance support should serve to reduce cognitive 

load by guiding users through tasks they may not really need to remember.  It should also allow users 
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to personalize the support they are requesting during problem solving and only use what they need. 

(Sweller, 1988). 

 

What’s the difference between job aids and performance support? 

Every organization I’ve ever worked for has hundreds, if not thousands, of job aids, handouts, 

infographics, how-to documents, short videos, podcasts, and all sorts of other kinds of help 

documentation designed to support employee performance.  There are generally multiple copies 

of these documents strewn throughout various company web sites and systems.   

When an employee needs assistance in the course of work to perform a task for the first time, or 

one they don’t do very often, what do they do?  They may first try to remember what they 

learned in a training class they had on this 3 weeks ago – usually, very little.  They are then often 

faced with a harrowing search for a help document, followed by emails or phone calls to 

coworkers.  They may do fruitless Google searches during time waiting for return 

communication.  They eventually locate the internal document, a 20 page non-searchable PDF.  

They take 30 minutes scanning it to finally find the 5 steps they need to follow to complete the 

required task, only to find that the process has changed or the system has been updated, and the 

document is out of date.  In our rapidly changing work environments, employees spend more 

time searching for the help they need than ever.   

According to a McKinsey report (as cited in Baron, 2014) employees spent roughly 1.8 hours 

every day—9.3 hours per week, on average—searching and gathering information. Put another 

way, businesses hire 5 employees but only 4 show up to work; the fifth is off searching for 

answers, but not contributing any value.” 

Performance support is the discipline of developing systems and process to organize those job 

aids and resources in a platform which embeds them into the workflow to guide employees with 

the right information accessible at the moment they need it.  Performance support can be as 

simple as a strategically placed job aid which is available to an employee at the exact moment 

they need to use it, like signage walking employees through a process they are performing at that 

moment.  Technology used as a vehicle can take the support job aids can give to a whole new 

level. 

Gloria Gery first coined the term “electronic performance support” in her revolutionary book 

from 1991 entitled Electronic Performance Support Systems, How and Why to Remake the 

Workplace through the Strategic Application of Technology.  She 

explains how workplace learning used to be a lot simpler.  It was a 

matter of informal mentoring by a master with a novice, teaching 

them how to do a job by practicing simple tasks in the context of the 

work flow.  The master was always there serving as a constant job 

aid.  As workplaces industrialized, workplace learning became 

institutionalized to leverage expertise to a larger audience of learners.  

We hired experts and trainers to teach groups of workers, and 

eventually, we “evolved” into a model of training employees to do 

complex tasks through lecture and teaching outside of the work flow 
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with post training support being reduced to “manuals, the occasional job aid, and intermittent 

supervisory support” She makes the case that new technology can help reintroduce the learning 

back into the workflow and make it cost efficient, consistent, and accessible, if we can rethink 

the way we use it. We need to develop “new learning, information access, problem-structuring, 

and decision-making models based on new technical alternatives.” (Geary, 1991).   

 

How to Get Started with Performance Support? 

In his conference session at Learning Solutions 2018, Build Your Own Performance Support 

and Microlearning Apps, Hal Christensen described the steps to creating a performance support 

system as: capturing and agreeing on the workflow, populating the shell of the system with the 

workflow and then curating and creating relevant resources, knowledge, guidance and tools. 

(Christensen, 2018)   

In their book Innovative Performance Support Strategies and Practices for Learning in the 

Workflow (Mosher & Gottfredson, 2010) Bob and Con map out a complicated process for 

identifying and organization performance support content.   

They begin with what they call “Rapid Task Identification” to define all tasks an employee 

performs, then assign each task a rating based on criticality.  Next, they organize these critical 

tasks into processes, identify relationships between processes and job roles, and combine them 

with other processes to create workflows.   Once the workflow is established, supporting 

reference, learning, and people resources can be identified, curated or developed.  This 

information is organized to populate a tool to assist an employee at the moment of need in their 

workflow.  Ideally, these resources would be available within 2 clicks or 10 seconds, involving 

little if no interruption in the workflow. 

 

Are there examples of cost-efficient Performance Support Systems that are accessible for 

employees … and sustainable for the L & D dept.?   

The first session I attended at the Learning Solutions 2018 conference in the “performance 

support” track was a presentation of a case study of a tool by Allstate in combination with their 

learning consultant and platform provider Inkling   called Say Goodbye to Content Mayhem: 

Lessons Learned by Allstate by Claudia Lewis of Inkling & Pat Baker of Allstate.   

The Learning Director for Allstate described their process of organizing more than 12,000 

different process documents from several different systems into a usable, highly searchable, 

always available support tool.  This session was about how she worked with and convinced 

executive leaders to fund her project and how her team worked with the rest of the organization 

to design and implement their tool.  She was unable to show us their system for privacy reasons.   

 I also attended The Journey from Structured Classroom Training to True Performance 

Suppor, a session by Peggy Kidd from AvMed.  She described how by creating a performance 

support tool with the Panviva platform, they cut face to face onboarding training time in half and 
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reduced new hire turnover by 50% by putting documents and information to support work 

processes at the fingertips of their new employees.  She was able to show us the platform that 

remained on the employees’ desktop at all times.  She described how, as they launched the 

platform they also implemeted a competition where they hid items in the system and gave prizes 

to employees for finding them to encourage exploration and adoption of the system.  

In a Panel Discussion entitled: The Expanding Landscape of Performance Support with Molly 

Petrov, Saif Altalin & Hal Christensen, they discussed what performance support is not: 

something interrupting the workflow, and what it is: the right content, the right access, in the 

right format.  They described where microlearning and performance support meet – 

microlearning are the assets, performance support is the discipline, organization and attitude, and 

also discussed the future of performance support solutions such as augmented reality and virtual 

reality for workplace performance.   

I was also able to attend separate sessions by both Saif Altalin & Hal Christensen later in the 

conference where they showed examples from their respective performance support solutions.  

Saif, Lead Training Designer from AT & T described his journey and challenges to 

implementing a system created on the word press platform using a team of programmers and 

instructional designers.   

Hal Christensen works with other organizations to help them design performance support 

solutions which he calls a Workflow Guidance System.  He showed us a small example for a 

performance support tool which gave managers guidance for running successful meetings, giving 

them process steps and resources for what to do before, during and after a meeting. 

 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

My journey through the investigation of how to create a performance support tool for my 

organization has been confusing at times, maddening at others, but eventually enlightening and 

encouraging.   

I found that much of the difficulty in my initial understanding was that even those declaring 

themselves to be experts in the field often use a term like performance support to mean different 

things, and much like a term like “microlearning”, there are experts, often with a marketing 

agenda, who cloud a term by talking about it in very specific forms and ruling out higher level 

definitions.    

I had a somewhat humorous experience at one point in my conference.  After attending one 

session where they showed a performance support system on the Inkling platform, I found my 

way to the expo hall to see if I could get a demo of Inkling.  At their booth, I looked at some 

examples, thought it was a pretty slick interface, and began talking to the women working at the 

booth.  I said I was interested in electronic performance support systems.  The first woman 

looked blankly at me.  She said she’d never heard of that.  She went to pull her colleague away 

from someone else she was talking to.  The second woman said, no this is a knowledge 
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management too and hadn’t heard of that either.  I started to feel a little smoke coming out of my 

brain as I exited the expo on my way to the next session.   

On my way through the conference hallways I recognized a very well-known and respected 

learning leader whose blog I follow.  He has written about an array of topics in the corporate 

learning world.  I stopped him and introduced myself.  I told him about my experience and asked 

him “so why isn’t the Inkling platform an electronic performance support platform, and if it’s 

not, what is it and what’s the difference?”  He just laughed and said, “well, they call it whatever 

they call it (in this case, that was a knowledge management platform), what matters is what it 

does.”   

Later I found this:  In his book, Bezanson points out in his book  Performance Support Solutions: 

Achieving Goals Through Enabling User Performance that "knowledge management" is the 

noun corresponding to the verb of "performance support".   Once again, this reminded me that I 

need to constantly remind myself to separate the technology from the theories and disciplines 

behind them.   It also encouraged me that even though in my upcoming challenge of creating an 

electronic performance support system, without an actual electronic performance support system 

(I have secured a tab on the landing page of our company intranet site) that’s okay too.  I need to 

start small with one job function, identify tasks, resources, allow for social collaboration, and 

test, test, and test again with users and continue to iterate to improve the efficiency of the system.  

I need to market the program, pilot it, collect user data and evaluate it.  

Just as I was wrapping up my paper I opened up my new May, 2018 copy of CLO magazine and 

what was the first article I saw?  The Road from Training to Performance, by none other than 

Bob Mosher (2018), the author of the modern day bible of performance support, referenced 

earlier in this paper.   In his article he refers to a yearlong benchmarking study he recently 

performed on eight major organizations purporting to use performance support in their 

workplaces.  He identified a spectrum of five levels of performance support adoption: 

Level 1: Haphazard, scattered learning and support 

Level 2: Initial targeted learning and support 

Level 3: Intentional, embedded learning and support 

Level 4: Fully integrated learning and support in part of the enterprise 

Level 5: Fully integrated learning and support across the enterprise 

His findings show that while many organizations have made some progress toward providing 

their employees with these tools, none of the 8 had fully made it to level 5, the holy grail of 

performance support.  He concluded that performance support is a journey that most of these 

organizations have been on for over two years, involving not only having the resources to 

complete these systems, but in obtaining support and adoption throughout an organization.  

(Mosher, 2018).   

This reiterated to me that the task of creating and sustaining a performance support system is not 

a simple one.  There will be many challenges along the way.  It will take time, collaboration with 
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and support from leaders throughout the organization, a team of employees to build, maintain 

test and evaluate it, and culture change for employees to adopt these powerful tools.   

So, hey, I’m just starting my journey.  Let’s just see where it goes. 
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