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“Moving towards expertise at work requires many unstructured learning 
experiences beyond formal training. Ellingson and Noe’s book provides 
insights into this shifting world of workplace learning while also offering 
recommendations for creating the conditions for effective autonomous learning.  
Highly recommended!”
—J. Kevin Ford, Department of Psychology, Michigan State University

“This scholarly, thoughtful book contains many insights to help researchers and 
practitioners understand and facilitate the effective use of autonomous learning 
in organizations.”
—Scott Tannenbaum, President, The Group for Organizational Effectiveness (gOE)

Traditionally, organizations and researchers have focused on learning that occurs 
through formal training and development programs. However, the realities of 
today’s workplace suggest that it is difficult, if not impossible, for organizations 
to rely mainly on formal programs for developing human capital.

This volume offers a broad-based treatment of autonomous learning to advance 
our understanding of learner-driven approaches and how organizations can 
support them. Contributors in industrial/organizational psychology, management, 
education, and entrepreneurship bring theoretical perspectives to help us 
understand autonomous learning and its consequences for individuals and 
organizations. Chapters consider informal learning, self-directed learning, 
learning from job challenges, mentoring, Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), 
organizational communities of practice, self-regulation, the role of feedback and 
errors, and how to capture value from autonomous learning. This book will appeal 
to scholars, researchers, and practitioners in psychology, management, training 
and development, and educational psychology.

Jill E. Ellingson is a Professor of Human Resource Management and Dana 
Anderson Faculty Fellow in the Management Area of the School of Business at 
the University of Kansas.

Raymond A. Noe is the Robert and Anne Hoyt Designated Professor of 
Management in the Department of Management and Human Resources at The 
Ohio State University.
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AUTONOMOUS LEARNING IN  
THE WORKPLACE

An Introduction

Raymond A. Noe and Jill E. Ellingson

Traditionally, organizations have invested in formal training and development 
programs to insure employees have the knowledge, skills, and experiences neces-
sary to perform their current job as well as to prepare them for future positions 
and career opportunities. In fact, one estimate is that US organizations have spent 
over $160 billion on formal training and development (training, 2014). Formal 
training and development activities refer to training and development courses 
and events, including classroom instruction, on-line courses, college degree pro-
grams, and mentorship programs which are systematically designed and organized 
by a company. Formal training and development programs have specific goals, 
learning objectives, assessment instruments, and expectations (Chen & Klimoski, 
2007). Further, these programs are not voluntary in the sense that employees are 
required to attend and complete them. Formal training and development pro-
grams give organizations the opportunity to provide consistent and programmatic 
ways for employees to enhance their knowledge and develop their skill sets. They 
can also be “strategic” in the sense that they contribute to and align with busi-
ness goals by directly developing human capital and enhancing the firm’s ability 
to attract, motivate, and retain talented employees. Further, formal training 
and development programs have been shown to benefit individual and firm- 
performance as well as society as a whole (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009).

For these reasons, organizations will continue to use formal training and 
development programs to enhance employees’ knowledge and develop their 
skills. But, as reflected by the title of this book, “Autonomous Learning in the 
Workplace” attention is shifting to how employees are developing their skills 
and acquiring knowledge outside of formal training and development programs. 
One estimate is that informal rather than formal learning accounts for up to 
75 percent of learning within organizations (Bear et al., 2008). Also, although 


