
This chapter provides a theory of informal and incidental
learning and updates this theory based on recent research.

Informal and Incidental Learning

Victoria J. Marsick, Karen E. Watkins

Informal and incidental learning is at the heart of adult education because
of its learner-centered focus and the lessons that can be learned from life
experience. But learning from experience is so broad that everything from
Outward Bound activities to structured computer simulations is included
in the definition. In this chapter we define informal and incidental learning
and look at questions that arise when adult educators use this type of learn-
ing in research and practice.

What Informal and Incidental Learning Look Like

We define informal and incidental learning by their contrast with formal
learning:

Formal learning is typically institutionally sponsored, classroom-based, and
highly structured. Informal learning, a category that includes incidental learn-
ing, may occur in institutions, but it is not typically classroom-based or highly
structured, and control of learning rests primarily in the hands of the learner.
Incidental learning is defined as a byproduct of some other activity, such as
task accomplishment, interpersonal interaction, sensing the organizational
culture, trial-and-error experimentation, or even formal learning. Informal
learning can be deliberately encouraged by an organization or it can take
place despite an environment not highly conducive to learning. Incidental
learning, on the other hand, almost always takes place although people are
not always conscious of it [Marsick and Watkins, 1990, p. 12].

Informal learning is usually intentional but not highly structured. Exam-
ples include self-directed learning, networking, coaching, mentoring, and
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performance planning that includes opportunities to review learning needs.
When people learn incidentally, their learning may be taken for granted,
tacit, or unconscious. However, a passing insight can then be probed and
intentionally explored. Examples are the hidden agenda of an organization’s
culture or a teacher’s class, learning from mistakes, or the unsystematic
process of trial and error.

The origins of our theory of informal and incidental learning have been
reviewed by us (Marsick and Watkins, 1990) and by Garrick (1998). In
these reviews, informal and incidental learning have been linked to related
concepts, such as learning “en passant” (Reischmann, 1986), the distinc-
tions several others have made between formal, informal, and nonformal
learning (Coombs and Ahmed, 1974; Mocker and Spear, 1982; Jarvis, 1987),
social modeling (Bandura, 1986), experiential learning (Boud, Cohen, and
Walker, 1993; Kolb, 1984), self-directed learning (Candy, 1991; Knowles,
1950), action learning as a variant of experiential learning (Revans, 1982),
action science (Argyris and Schön, 1974, 1978) and reflection in action
(Schön, 1983), critical reflection and transformative learning (Mezirow,
1991), tacit knowing (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Polanyi, 1967), situated
cognition (Scribner, 1986; Lave and Wenger, 1991), and communities of
practice (Wenger, 1998). These concepts are related to informal and inci-
dental learning, but they are not synonymous with the terms in the way that
we use them here.

What We’ve Learned from Research

Mary Callahan (1999) identified almost 150 studies when doing her
research on this topic. A review of this research makes it immediately clear
that informal and incidental learning are relevant to practice in many cul-
tures and contexts: the private and public sectors, hospitals and health care,
colleges and universities, schools, professional associations, museums, reli-
gions, families, and communities.

Some specific studies illustrate how such knowledge enhances our
learning. Dana Diesel and Elizabeth Colbert, doctoral students at Teachers
College, Columbia University, are conducting a joint study in an experi-
mental elementary school in North Carolina. Colbert is one of the school’s
leaders, but all administrators also teach and all teachers also participate in
governance. Colbert and Diesel are studying how teachers learn informally
through reflection and action and ways in which their collaboration is nur-
tured in the culture. In many schools, professional development for teach-
ers is often limited to occasional, brief in-service sessions. The findings from
this study can be used to design policies, practices, and a culture that sup-
ports ongoing learning that is integrated with daily work routines within
the school.

Callahan (1999) studied incidental learning in a publicly funded
small-business incubator. Business incubators support new entrepre-



27INFORMAL AND INCIDENTAL LEARNING

neurial ventures by providing technical assistance, resources, and ser-
vices. The incubator provided opportunities and a culture for informal
observing and talking with others, particularly those who used the incu-
bator’s free office space with new ventures housed in the same space once
occupied by now successful startups. Callahan’s interviewees referred to
one kind of incidental learning as the “karma in the walls and halls.”
Observing other start-up companies provided participants with “a virtual
blueprint” to guide early entrepreneurial steps. “Bridging” learning
helped people with different professional backgrounds (in this instance,
technical entrepreneurs and venture capitalists) to understand one
another and work more effectively together. By providing opportunities
for interaction and sharing, adult educators built on the natural enthusi-
asm for learning of these technically-oriented entrepreneurs and moved
them from learning about their technical innovations to learning about
managing a business.

Maria Cseh’s (1998) study found that the learning of the owner-managers
of small, successful, private companies in Romania was stimulated mostly by
the context, particularly the ambiguity, of a quasi–market economy. One of
the major lessons learned by these owner-managers was that although there
were many changes after the collapse of the Communist regime, little changed
in the way human relationships in business were conducted. Thus, those
managers who did not have managerial experience in the previous regime had
to learn how to work with the government and state-owned companies, while
those who had previous experience had difficulty unlearning previous polit-
ically-driven practices that only worked half of the time. Cseh’s study poses
questions for research and practice around the nature and facilitation of
“unlearning.” As illustrated by the Eastern European managers in this study,
freeing oneself from existing mental models that constrain the way work is
done is not easy.

Studies by Carter (1995) and Menard (1993) illustrate that informal
and incidental learning are often the result of a significant unplanned or
unexpected event. Carter studied stroke survivors whose newsletter title
speaks to their surprise trigger to learning: “A Stroke of Luck.” Her study
found that stroke survivors more often than not had to figure out on their
own a solution to the problems they encountered, despite health care sys-
tems that intended to be supportive. Menard’s study looked at the informal
and incidental learning of nurses in Vietnam. Numerous critical incidents
identified the satisfaction the nurses found in their own ingenuity in invent-
ing tools or techniques to accommodate for the lack of critical supplies in
MASH units.

Finally, a study by Watkins and Cervero (2000) sought to determine
whether two different organizational settings of CPA practice produced sub-
stantially different or equivalent learning opportunities for a practicing CPA.
The study was conducted to provide expert testimony for a lawsuit. The
CPA worked for approximately two-and-a-half years in a registered CPA
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firm, at which point he became an employee of a financial services firm that
was not a registered CPA firm. The questions raised in the lawsuit had to do
with the time needed in either environment for professional certification
(labeled “experience credit” by CPAs–or time-learning-by-doing account-
ing). Watkins and Cervero constructed a survey of thirty-one possible for-
mal, informal, and incidental learning opportunities. For example, they
asked whether the CPA had opportunities to learn from instructional videos,
from being assigned increasingly difficult accounting projects, and from cri-
tiquing sessions with supervisors. The new CPA participated in twenty-one
out of the twenty-five learning opportunities available at both organizations.
Learning was intricately woven into the fabric of work in both organiza-
tions. Watkins and Cervero concluded that there was a strong culture and
support for learning at both organizations, and no substantial difference
between the firms in the formal, informal, and incidental learning opportu-
nities available.

Adult educators and organizations can learn from the structures and
strategies supported by professional service firms and from the research
presented briefly here. The organizational context produces different
work assignments, which, in turn, lead to different opportunities and pri-
orities for learning. The organization can provide different incentives for
learning, such as tuition reimbursement, and resources, such as a library
of reference material, subscriptions to professional journals, video
courses, or computer-based courses. In particular, the organization can
encourage peers to work and learn collaboratively (Marsick and Watkins,
1999; Watkins and Marsick, 1993, 1996).

Informal and incidental learning take place wherever people have the
need, motivation, and opportunity for learning. After a review of several
studies done on informal learning in the workplace, Marsick and Volpe
(1999) concluded that informal learning can be characterized as follows:

• It is integrated with daily routines.
• It is triggered by an internal or external jolt.
• It is not highly conscious.
• It is haphazard and influenced by chance.
• It is an inductive process of reflection and action.
• It is linked to learning of others [p. 5].

Model for Enhancing Informal 
and Incidental Learning

Figure 3.1 depicts a model for enhancing informal and incidental learning
that Marsick and Watkins developed initially in 1990 and have subsequently
modified, most recently in collaboration with Cseh (Cseh, Watkins, and
Marsick, 1999). The model is rooted in the thinking of John Dewey (1938),
Argyris and Schön (1974, 1978), and Mezirow (1991).
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The circle in the center represents our belief that learning grows out of
everyday encounters while working and living in a given context. A new life
experience may offer a challenge, a problem to be resolved, or a vision of a
future state. The outer circle represents the context within which the experi-
ence occurs, the personal, social, business, and cultural context for learning
that plays a key role in influencing the way in which people interpret the sit-
uation, their choices, the actions they take, and the learning that is effected.

The model depicts a progression of meaning making that, in practice,
is often more of an ebb and flow as people begin to make sense of a situa-
tion. With each new insight, they may have to go back and question earlier
understandings. The model is arranged in a circle, but the steps are neither
linear nor necessarily sequential.

In this newest version of our model, we have integrated the incidental
learning process since it is clear to us that it is always occurring, with or
without our conscious awareness. For example, we note that learning begins
with some kind of a trigger, that is, an internal or external stimulus that sig-
nals dissatisfaction with current ways of thinking or being. This trigger or
experience encountered is often a surprise, such as the sudden departure of
a leader. But in the model, preceding this is our worldview, our way of see-
ing things that frames what we pay attention to, how we will see this new
trigger. This frame is a pivotal point in the model since it can also be influ-
enced by the lessons learned at the end of a learning cycle. Our model
shows that people diagnose or frame a new experience that they encounter.
They assess what is problematic or challenging about it. They compare the
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Figure 3.1. Marsick and Watkins’s Informal and Incidental Learning
Model as Adapted with Cseh
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new situation with prior experience, identify similarities or differences, and
use their interpretation to make sense of the new challenge.

People refine their diagnosis by interpreting the context. They attend
to the different factors in the context that influence their interpretation.
The context might simply involve one other person, say a family mem-
ber or coworker, and a relatively routine interaction. Or it might be
highly complex, with multiple actors and many political, social, or cul-
tural norms that have never before been addressed. Interpreting the con-
text is a greater challenge when social norms and expectations are in a
state of flux, or when the person himself or herself is learning something
new. Also, people do not have the same level of skill or awareness around
contextual factors that influence an interpretation, and they are subject
to blind spots that can, at times, be intensified when emotional factors
come into play.

Interpretation of the context leads to choices about alternative
actions. These choices are guided by recollections of past solutions and
by a search for other potential models for action. Success in implemen-
tation depends on drawing on capabilities that are adequate to the task.
If the solution calls for new skills, the person needs to acquire these.
Many contextual factors influence the ability to learn well enough to suc-
cessfully implement the desired solution. These include, but may not be
limited to, the availability of appropriate resources (time, money, people
from whom to learn, available knowledge about an unknown or ambigu-
ous phenomena), willingness and motivation to learn, and the emotional
capacity to take on new capabilities in the middle of what could be a
stressful challenge.

Once an action is taken (a solution produced), a person can assess
the outcomes and decide whether or not they match his or her goals, the
intended results. It is relatively easy to assess intended consequences if a
person takes the time up front to make his or her goals clear and explicit.
This step of judging consequences then enables a person to draw lessons
learned and to use these lessons in planning future actions. These con-
cluding thoughts are the new understandings or frame that a person
would bring when encountering a new situation, which brings us back
full circle to the beginning of the cycle.

Implications for Practice: Enhancing Informal 
and Incidental Learning

Informal and incidental learning generally take place without much exter-
nal facilitation or structure. In our work, we emphasize three conditions
to enhance this kind of learning: critical reflection to surface tacit knowl-
edge and beliefs, stimulation of proactivity on the part of the learner to
actively identify options and to learn new skills to implement those
options or solutions, and creativity to encourage a wider range of options.
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Individuals who want to enhance this learning can increase their own
awareness of the learning opportunities posed by life experiences and gain
insight into their learning preferences. Adult educators might provide a
structure within which to take advantage of learning opportunities and
gain insight into oneself as learner. Honey and Mumford (1989), for exam-
ple, provide guidelines for self-analysis of learning styles and for action
planning around improved capability. Many organizations use learning-
style instruments in career-planning workshops to encourage employees
to become more self-directed in planning their careers and development.
People learn how they learn, examine multiple ways to learn, and look for
ways to more effectively plan their future learning to play to their learn-
ing preferences.

Adult educators can also help learners identify conditions in the socio-
cultural context that help them learn more effectively or that stand in the
way of learning. Once these factors are identified, educators can help learn-
ers change or deal with them. For example, a number of governments no
longer provide indefinite welfare assistance to poor people and instead
require them to work. Programs that prepare welfare recipients for getting
and keeping work may not question the role that society has played in
causing the conditions that create poverty or the discrimination that some
people may experience due to their gender, race, or class. Poor welfare
women may learn incidentally that they are to blame for many of their
problems. When these women learn informally about work opportunities,
they may seek socially sanctioned work paths that actually reinforce a cycle
of poverty. Adult educators in these programs could help women examine
the validity of socially constructed viewpoints and thereby help them to be
more proactive.

Because informal and incidental learning are unstructured, it is easy
to become trapped by blind spots about one’s own needs, assumptions,
and values that influence the way people frame a situation, and by mis-
perceptions about one’s own responsibility when errors occur. When peo-
ple learn in families, groups, workplaces, or other social settings, their
interpretation of a situation and consequent actions are highly influenced
by social and cultural norms of others. Yet, people often do not deeply
question their own or others’ views. Power dynamics may distort the way
in which they understand events. These issues make it imperative that we
teach adult learners strategies to make this kind of learning both more
visible and more rigorous.

Conclusion

We are pleased with the progress scholars have made in deepening our under-
standing of the nature of informal and incidental learning in the past ten years.
It seems clear that these are the most pervasive forms of adult learning and that
we can indeed enhance this kind of learning with educational intervention.
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The studies noted in this chapter richly describe the processes and strategies
learners use when learning informally and incidentally.

Yet there remain a number of interesting questions. First, without inter-
vention or critical reflection, it is equally possible to hold incorrect as well
as correct assumptions. More studies such as that currently being conducted
by Wilson (2000) of hotel managers’ defensive reasoning may help us learn
more about the tacit processes by which individuals embed error. In fact,
we suggest that with an incorrect frame on a problem, every step in the
cycle is compromised so that we are solving the wrong problem and draw-
ing incorrect inferences from the results we obtain.

We need to learn more about the interface between learning at the
individual, team, and organizational levels. We have defined learning at
the individual level as the way in which people make meaning and acquire
knowledge and skill; learning at the team level as the mutual construction
of new knowledge including the capacity for concerted, collaborative
action; and learning at the organizational level as that which is embedded
in systems, policies, procedures, work processes and information systems,
organizational mental models, schema, and knowledge embedded in prod-
ucts and services. What are the nuances, the differences between and
among these levels? To what extent are they accurate? What happens at
the intersection of individual and team, of team and organization?

Finally, technology is changing the face of organizations and having an
impact on the nature of informal and incidental learning. In fact, given the
distributed, asynchronous nature of technology-facilitated interactions,
more may be learned incidentally by learners reading between the lines. As
we work to bring adult education to the Web, studies exploring how peo-
ple learn in these settings are needed.

Informal and incidental learning can be enhanced with facilitation or
increased awareness by the learner. Formal adult learning may also be
enhanced if adult educators heed the lessons learned informally and inci-
dentally. While much is known about these pervasive forms of adult learn-
ing, much remains to be learned.
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