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Over the past few years, much has been written about millennials’ learning preferences and 

expectations. This focus on millennials coincided with the generational group becoming the 

largest element of the U.S. workforce—and with massive breakthroughs in web, mobile and 

social technologies. Collectively, these forces have given rise to the concept of the “modern 

learner.” The definition of the modern learner transcends generational groups and represents 

today’s busy, distracted, upwardly-mobile professional.

A corollary to the modern learner’s distracted state is a perceived preference for video-based 

instruction due to its short, bite-sized delivery that often features substantive perspectives from 

experts in the field. Intuitively, it would appear that video and the modern learner were made 

for one another. Many reached the foregone conclusion that video-based learning is therefore 

superior to curricula that blends video, e-books, online journals and other digital reference content. 

One might expect that if given the choice, the modern learner would prefer a video-based program. 

And in some cases, learning organizations are building their strategies around this belief.

Skillsoft has a particular interest in this point, as we help shape the learning strategy for many of the 

world’s leading organizations. Given our role as a trusted advisor, we felt compelled to more deeply 

analyze how all types of media, including videos and e-books, support learners in developing new skills. 

To this end, we embarked on our company’s most extensive analysis to date of consumption patterns, 

user preferences and content modalities. The study included a survey of 2,000 end users, 16 client 

interviews and a deep analysis of millions of usage patterns. The research was conducted over a 

3-month period where we distilled the data into a set of key findings—findings which may surprise you.

INTRODUCTION 
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DEFINITION: WHAT IS A “BOOK”?

Before jumping into the findings, it’s important to understand how we defined a “book” for the purposes of the 

study. In our research, “book” refers to a digital content asset that is fully-searchable, available on mobile devices and 

integrated into a larger set of resources. The research does not necessarily preclude the concept of physical books, but 

the frame of reference for the study centered on the concept of a digital, online, mobile content asset. In the findings 

below, we are referring to the digital definition of books vs. the traditional physical format.

FINDING #1: LEARNERS OF ALL GENERATIONS  

ASSIGN A HIGH DEGREE OF IMPORTANCE TO BOOKS

One of the most intriguing findings from our research was the remarkably consistent importance that all end users 

assigned to e-books, regardless of job role, function, career path or generational group. Roughly 80% of respondents 

identified books as an important part of their learning experience. Furthermore, our research found little variation 

across generational groups. 

When asked directly, millennials more often identified books (83%) as an important part of learning new IT skills than 

did baby boomers (79%) or Generation X (72%). For business topics, millennials, boomers and Gen X were all within 

2 percentage points of each other, with 80% of millennials identifying books as important. These findings included 

responses from a blend of active books users and those who do not currently use the modality to remove any 

potential bias in the data.  
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While these findings seem to contradict what we might expect from millennials, we found other independent sources that 

corroborated our findings. In her book, Unfairly Labeled: How Your Workplace Can Benefit From Ditching Generational 

Stereotypes, author Jessica Kreigel points out, “The term technology use is broad and encompasses a plethora of 

activities. Suggesting that millennials view technology more positively than other generations is a gross exaggeration and 

could conceivably be considered an insult to Gen Xers and baby boomers, who, after all, were the ones who invented 

computers and the internet in the first place.”1 Kreigel points to numerous studies that show few significant differences 

across generations in attitudes toward technology and application adoption rates in the workplace.

While Kreigel’s research was not focused on digital learning, it does relate to technology which provides an analog. 

Ultimately, the point is that learners find considerable value in using books to learn something new and the demand 

for e-books remains strong. This sentiment cuts across active and inactive users, job functions and generation groups. 

Effective learning programs must factor in this preference when addressing the modern workforce.

FINDING #2: IN MANY CASES, END USERS (LEARNERS)  

ASSIGN MORE IMPORTANCE TO BOOKS THAN BUYERS DO.

While both eLearning end users and buyers see books as an important part of learning, somewhat surprisingly, end users 

placed a greater importance on this modality. One might assume that learning program designers (buyers) would largely 

follow the demand of their learning audience, but our research surfaced a significant disconnect. This gap between 

end user preferences and buyer perspectives increased in more technical subject areas. Looking at IT and engineering 

content areas readily shows this discrepancy: end users assign importance at a rate of 79% vs. 69% for the buyers.  

While the reasons for this gap are unclear, it suggests that those responsible for setting the strategy may not fully 

appreciate the nuanced and technical nature of their constituents: buyers may choose solutions based on what appears 

simplest to implement, or based on the marketing value, as opposed to the substance and depth of the offering.  

Those who make the purchase decisions should carefully consider this dynamic and realize their users’ needs may not 

be fully met by traditional eLearning courses alone. An integrated books offering provides the depth of instruction and 

online reference necessary to fully support the workforce.

1  Unfairly Labeled: How Your Workplace Can Benefit From Ditching Generational Stereotypes. Jessica Kreigel, Wiley, 2016.
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FINDING #3:  BOOKS ARE PREFERRED TO OTHER MODALITIES  

IN TEACHING CERTAIN SUBJECT MATTER

While not necessarily surprising, our research revealed scenarios in which e-books are preferred to other  

instructional modalities. 

Specifically, learners prefer books in situations where: 

• The source of the content’s credibility is important

• The material is particularly complex or nuanced

• The subject matter requires in depth study or research
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In our analysis, we found that learners recognize that free internet content is often unreliable. By comparison, learners 

appreciate that books have gone through a review process that ensures a level of quality and accuracy. Learners 

perceive books as more trustworthy than many other forms of content, particularly when compared to free online 

resources or even content within specialist communities and forums. This dynamic is accentuated when a learner is 

preparing for an industry certification or exam.  

The graphs below feature the same question, asked in two different contexts. The first graph reflects an open-ended 

outcome, such as “self-study” or “learning a new skill.” It’s important to note that there is no perceived consequence for 

not understanding the material, so the outcome is relatively low-stakes. In such cases, learner preferences for internet 

searches and free content are on par with books.
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However, when the learning outcome correlates to a high-stakes consequence, such as an industry certification, 

e-books surpass free content. For IT topics, learners regard books as having nearly double the value of free resources.

This dynamic calls into question the perception that learners can learn just about anything from freely available 

content on the internet. In reality, this is largely a buyer rationalization rather than an effective learning solution. The 

key takeaway is that books provide industrial-grade credibility to a learning program and help prepare the workforce 

for high-stakes performance outcomes which other content modalities cannot do on their own.  

Books also provide a cohesive, structured narrative for complex topics, allowing learners to more thoroughly 

understand the intricacies of nuanced or highly technical material. And this greater level of detail allows learners to 

gain a much deeper understanding of the material than they ordinarily would using short-form videos and other media 

alone. Interestingly, the buyers’ perspectives seemed to diverge from their end users on this point as well. Based on 

the survey responses, buyers actually ranked books slightly less important for self-study than end-users did, believing 

that learners prefer short-form video over books, when the opposite is true.
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FINDING #4: BOOKS INTEGRATED INTO LEARNING PATHS WITH COURSES ARE 

PREFERRED TO STANDALONE ELEARNING COURSES

Our analysis found that the majority of learners plan to pair books with courses when learning a new skill. In the 

aggregate, 85% of IT learners and 74% of business learners use books in some way to learn a new skill. The majority 

prefer to use courses first, then supplement with books, which upholds the underlying concept of using books to 

support advanced skill development due to their depth of coverage.  

One of the most compelling aspects of our findings was that the vast majority of learners we surveyed—a full 91% of IT 

users and 82% of business users—expressed strong interest in programs that provide hybrid learning paths comprised 

of both books and self-study courseware. We can reasonably expect an affinity for integrated learning paths given that 

most users plan to use books when learning a new skill and that these learners view books as a powerful complement 

to traditional self-study courses. However, our analysis also suggests that buyers are not always in sync with this 

expectation from their learners. The findings suggest this preference for blended learning paths should be a core 

design consideration for organizations as they develop and implement learning programs.
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FINDING #5: FOR SOFT SKILLS AND LEADERSHIP SUBJECTS, BOOK SUMMARIES AND 

AUDIO BOOKS ARE HIGHLY DESIRABLE COMPLIMENTS TO E-BOOKS

Our research surfaced strong interest in content assets that compliment traditional e-books. End users and buyers 

generally found value in book summaries and audio books because they provide learners with the maximum level of 

choice and flexibility. When considering the interest in microlearning and other modular content, it should come as no 

surprise that learners and buyers ranked book summaries and audio books as an important part of the content mix.
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Summaries provide easily digestible chunks of information, while also helping readers quickly evaluate and narrow 

in on the relevant sections/chapters of full-text books. Similarly, audio books are easily taken on-the-go and can be 

broken up into smaller segments that learners can access in short bursts. Based on our analysis of usage patterns, 

audio books are among the most popular learning assets consumed through our mobile app which further validates 

their value to learners.  

An interesting trend we observed is that audio book use actually spikes off normal business hours, with Saturday and 

Sunday mornings witnessing the highest activity. When users can access all three formats (e-books, audio books and 

summaries) in a single viewing experience, they tap into the real power of a true multi-modal experience.

Business users (n=372) Buyers (n=139)IT users (n=248)

Very important
Important

E-books

Videos

Book 
summaries

Audio books

E-books

Videos

Audio books

Book 
summaries

Videos

E-books

Audio books

Book 
summaries

43 21 64

27 18

20 14

19 15

45

34

33

43 21 64

18 16

17 14

16 15

34

31

31

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

55 23 78

47 25

34 23

37 19

72

57

55

TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU VALUE THE FOLLOWING TYPES OF CONTENT?

% of respondents rating importance on 1-7 scale



White Paper  |  A Modern Modality for Modern Learners: New research shows digital books provide unmatched richness and depth

11

CONCLUSION: MODERN LEARNERS WANT HIGH-VALUE CURRICULA  

THAT HELP THEM ACHIEVE THEIR PROFESSIONAL GOALS

With all the buzz around micro-learning, “bite-sized” videos and open/free content, our findings clearly suggest a set 

of learner preferences counter to the marketing message of some providers. While the growth in targeted, expert 

video content has been undeniable, it does not tell the whole story. Ultimately, learners desire high-impact learning 

solutions that offer substance and relevance. More importantly, they want solutions that will help them achieve their 

professional goals and move forward in their careers. Do these goals differ greatly from those of employers who 

invest heavily in succession planning and performance management? No. In reality, employer and employee goals are 

remarkably aligned.

We believe the findings revealed in this study point to a powerful new modality for learning: One that is hyper-

contextualized to the learners’ (and organizations’) professional aspirations and includes a tightly choreographed 

pathway of video-based eLearning courses, integrated books and opportunities for practice and coaching. We believe 

that these prescriptive learning paths are the foundation for the learning programs of the future—they will continue to 

become more targeted and relevant based on the data gathered around individual learners and their peer groups.  

Integrating digital books with video-based eLearning courses provides a unique approach to achieving the richness 

of experience and the relevance that the corporate learning function has seemingly struggled with for years. While 

much has been written about microlearning videos and free/open sources of content, as a model for the future, the 

data clearly illustrates that the modern learner craves relevance and substance. The greatest challenge lies in creating 

learning paths that align to the learner’s professional development goals and provide a level of depth that prepares 

them for the next steps in their career. Looking at familiar formats, such as e-books, in a new context allows us to 

better understand—and meet the demands of—the modern learner.
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