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OVERVIEW 

Microsoft needed a new training regimen for their global sales teams to support 
the organization’s overall business strategy paradigm shift which was begun under 
Steve Ballmer and continued under current CEO Satya Nadella. Along with this 
transformation to a cloud-first mobile-first company, the Microsoft customer has changed 
from an IT manager to a business decision maker (BDM)—an audience requiring a very 
different approach by the global sales force.

Microsoft’s total sales population is over 15,000, and at the rate the Field Readiness 
team had been delivering traditional instructor-led training, it would have taken 4 
years to reach everyone—an untenably long time for an ambitious company in a 
rapidly changing market.

So in the spring of 2014 Microsoft partnered with Intrepid Learning and global business 
school INSEAD to design and execute a 3-course “Microsoft Business School” program 
using a revolutionary corporate MOOC approach delivered on Intrepid Learn. Content 
from INSEAD is the core for the first two courses, with Wharton providing content for 
the third course. The program’s pilot launched in the fall of 2014. The”Business School” 
series has been wildly successful and is still going gangbusters two years later. 

The corporate MOOC modality met the team’s primary goal of successfully driving up 
revenue by changing their sales approach, as well as delivering consistently phenomenal 
job readiness ratings, robust learner engagement, high completion rates (80+%), and 9 
Brandon Hall Excellence and CLO Learning in Practice awards (2015–2016).

“We are thrilled at the impact this groundbreaking MOOC 

program for Microsoft sellers is having on our business.  

And, our sellers are rating the Intrepid-delivered courses even 

higher than in-person training events. We couldn’t  

be happier.”

—  Ludovic Fourrage, Senior Director, Digital Learning, Microsoft
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BUSINESS CHALLENGE

Microsoft has been transforming its vision, objectives and 
business models to meet the challenges of competing 
in the 21st century. The result is an ambitious and 
paradigm-shifting “Cloud-First, Mobile-First” strategy. 
Cloud computing sales are growing by leaps and bounds, 
with cloud applications expected to account for 90% of 
worldwide mobile data traffic by 2019 (Forbes). And the 
move from focusing on in-house hardware and software 
to products “in the cloud” also means a greater potential 
for use with a whole range of mobile devices – from 
smartphones and tablets to laptops and traditional  
desktop computers. 

Which is of course great for Microsoft, but acutely challenging for their sales team, 
requiring a transformation in not just what they sell, but to whom they sell—and that 
necessitated a shift in how they sell. 

Systems, equipment and infrastructure for a Customer Relationship Management (CRM) 
system, for example, were traditionally purchased by IT departments, with decisions and 
budget approval made by CIO or CTOs, or other senior IT managers.

Now, however, IT departments function in a more advisory capacity while the business 
manager holds the reins. So the Microsoft customer has changed from an IT manager 

“Simply the best training I have come across.”

— Product Lead, Singapore

“These were the best courses I’ve taken at Microsoft in the last 16 years. It’s really amazing 

how the course turned my thinking in how to engage with customers, and I applied it, and 

we had great customer success. Really cool course.”

—— Seller, EMEA

“Thank you for leading on the MOOC. The feedback has been outstanding from those who 

have attended from my team.”

— Global Product Lead, U.K.
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to a business manager, and Microsoft sales teams are now negotiating with business 
leaders from finance, accounting, and marketing departments. In addition, buyers are 
frequently more senior than previously dealt with, including at the C-suite level. 

Instead of discussing fine technical points with an equally technically-minded customer, 
today’s Microsoft seller must focus on core business concepts to talk to a very business-
minded customer. The heart of the sales conversation now includes business concepts 
such as Value Creation or ROI (return on investment), discussion of NPV (net present 
value) or DCF (discounted cash flow), OPEX (operating expenditure) and CAPEX 
(capital expenditure), and overall business benefits. 

The goal of transforming to a “Cloud-First, Mobile-First” company had to be met on a 
global scale at a fast clip, and in addition, due to the calendar of sales deadlines, product 
rollouts, and existing training, this could not be a mandatory program. The learning had 
to be compelling enough to motivate busy sellers to volunteer to give up a few hours a 
week to take the courses, and it had to be effective enough to make those few hours of 
time change the Microsoft seller’s entire approach.

REVOLUTIONARY CORPORATE MOOC APPROACH

Microsoft had never attempted online training at a global scale, and at the time this 
program was first imagined, a tailored corporate MOOC was a revolutionary concept. 

Regular off-the-shelf academic MOOCs had seen great buzz and expansion in corporate 
L&D, but came with disappointingly high drop-out and low completion rates. The 
Intrepid-Microsoft-INSEAD team had a short 5 months to innovate a tailored MOOC 
that would be relevant for Microsoft sellers specifically, and be engaging enough to 
motivate savvy, sophisticated, and very busy sellers to voluntarily complete the training. 

The creative blend included executive education content, Microsoft context, intuitive user 
experience, applied learning opportunities,  peer review, and interactive community — a 
MOOC model that truly works in a corporate context.

PROGRAM DESIGN OVERVIEW

The 3 courses each last 6–8 weeks and all share a similar multi-modal learning 
approach and standard experience on Intrepid Learn. They are time-bound but semi-
synchronous, meaning that content is available for learners to access 24/7 but released 
on a weekly basis to encourage learners to keep pace with their cohorts, and final 
assignments have specific deadlines. 

In alignment with short-form content best practices designed to meet the needs of the 
modern learner, participants are expected to put in 3 hours of time per week (total) 

GOALS FOR MICROSOFT 
“BUSINESS SCHOOL” MOOCS:

• Tightly tie course 
curriculum and 
assignments to 
Microsoft’s overall 
business transformation 
objectives

• Create a scalabale, 
repeatable delivery 
model

• Shift global salesforce 
field readiness from a 
consumption model to a 
demonstrated capability 
model

• Respect elite sellers’ 
time, intelligence, 
and desire for 
consumer-grade online 
experiences

• Offer learners a chance 
to learn from peers and 
connect emotionally 
with a global learning 
community
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consuming content and applying learning. But they can do so in chunks as small as 5–30 
minutes in and around their busy travel and work schedules. Currently all three courses 
are run simultaneously throughout the year for multiple cohorts, with 9,000 sellers 
passing at least one course to date (through spring 2016’s cohorts).

During the course, learners track progress through their points score on the 
Leaderboard and can see how they compare to their peers. Learners who pass the 
course also achieve Online Executive Education Certificates of Completion from 
INSEAD or Wharton respectively, which includes an open and verifiable digital badge 
usable on their LinkedIn profile. To earn a digital badge, learners must pass 80% of the 
required points in addition to a passing grade on the final assignment.

“BUSINESS SCHOOL” 
COURSES: 

• Business Strategy 
and Financial Acumen 
(INSEAD)

• Business Model 
Innovation (INSEAD)

• Selling to the C-Suite 
(Wharton)



MICROSOFT TRANSFORMS GLOBAL SALESFORCE WITH REVOLUTIONARY CORPORATE MOOC   |   5

INTREPIDLEARNING.COM

A TYPICAL WEEK’S CONTENT:

• Video lectures by 
professors pre-recorded 
on-site at INSEAD and 
Wharton and edited 
into short sections. 
Videos by key Microsoft 
executives offering 
additional context.

• Quizzes to spot-check 
understanding and 
progress.

• Online discussion 
forums curated by 
moderators to highlight 
particularly relevant 
comments and surface 
common threads and 
questions through, for 
example, word clouds.

• Case studies selected 
specifically for their 
relevance to Microsoft 
customers.

• ‘Mission’ assignments: 
guided action learning 
assignments centered 
around creating 
customer account plans 
for real customers.
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DRIVERS OF SUCCESS

Dynamic and bidirectional: 

All of the video lectures are pre-recorded on-site at INSEAD or Wharton for an 
authentic executive education classroom feel that emotionally engages learners with 
the professors. The learning experience is bi-directional. Sellers participate in weekly 
discussions on targeted topics, as well as various broader forums where they can 
ask questions of the Professors and of Microsoft experts, who are able via Intrepid’s 
easy administrative features to post fresh off-the-cuff videos answering questions or 
addressing common discussion forum themes.
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Time-bound and semi-synchronous: 

Having a start and end to the course experience, which is rolled out on a weekly basis, 
motivates the various cohorts to collaborate and complete the materials on time, as 
does being able to fully utilize all aspects of the platform and its content via tablets and 
smartphones in addition to desktop computers. Learners across the globe are able to 
complete the items at any time during their week, eliminating the time zone issues and 
scheduling conflicts inherent in traditional classroom training.

In order to incent the sales team to keep up with the materials and benefit from “spaced 
learning”, the point value received for completion is halved after two weeks. 

Put all together, this means learners have maximum flexibility to absorb the content at their 
own convenience and pace, while still benefiting from moving through the course with a 
cohort of peers.

“The knowledge exchange and collaboration between sellers working across the globe from 

one another was so impactful. 

For example, in the forums someone in Africa might be in a discussion thread about 

ways to sell cloud solutions to railway companies with someone in Latin America, in an 

instantaneous and real-world way. 

In the old instructor-led model, with each of them in a classroom in their individual regions, 

there would not be that opportunity.”

—  Ludovic Fourrage, Senior Director, Digital Learning, Microsoft



8   |   MICROSOFT TRANSFORMS GLOBAL SALESFORCE WITH REVOLUTIONARY CORPORATE MOOC

by

Real-world application of Learning:

The guided “Missions” or real-world assignments encourage learners to take newly-
learned skills, and apply them directly into the context of their actual job.

Once they’ve completed their field report, learners then upload it to the platform for  
other learners to see and learn from. This not only ensures practical absorbtion of 
academic concepts and facilitates peer-to-peer learning, but also results in immediate 
business impact.
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For each course’s final assignment, sellers apply their Business School learnings and 
demonstrate their new capabilities using one of their current customers. Via Intrepid’s 
peer review feature, each learner is also required to review 5 other final assignments and 
offer feedback on their efficacy according to criteria from the learning team. Yet another 
example of this program’s benefit of harnessing ‘the wisdom of the crowds.’

“With the knowledge gained from the INSEAD business model innovation training, I was 

able to challenge a customer on their existing business processes and have a valuable 

discussion with them about how they can transform their business models to more agile 

and efficient processes with our cloud technology. 

We have successfully closed two cloud deals with traditional customers, which resulted in 

approximately $150K of cloud revenue in Q2.”

—  Opportunity Manager, Slovenia
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Gamification: 

The team designed the course to tap into the particular culture of Microsoft’s sellers, and 
designed the points system for content completion and assignments to not only track 
progress and demonstrate capability, but goose competition as well. Learners keep track 
of their standing on the Leaderboard, and managers use the standings to encourage 
friendly competition among their direct reports and other regions.

“Taking the business strategy and financial acumen course from INSEAD allowed me to have 

a common footing and to speak the same language with the client [a finance education 

institution] – and eventually led to closing an $80K deal. 

The very fact that we were able to discuss the financial impact of switching to the Azure 

subscription model, instead of ramping up hardware investments, made the customer listen.”

—  Technology Strategist, Russia
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RESULTS

The “Business School” MOOC series has surpassed expectations and delivered 
consistent results for two years and counting. The impact of the Business School 
series has been immediate and beneficial, with learners and their managers continually 
crediting new customer wins directly to having taken the courses.

From a survey conducted to merely 177 randomly selected participants in December 
2015, just a year after the first full launch, total self-reported deal revenue directly 
linked to the INSEAD courses was over $50M. Assuming the scale of impact is similar 
throughout the rest of the program’s alumni, the estimated business impact of this 
program in just the first year would be ~ $1.4B.

Other key metrics:

• Readiness Impact Scores (a standard Microsoft L&D metric) consistently  
between 172/200 and 188/200 — usually, 140/200 is considered a solid  
Readiness Indicator Score 

• Thousands of real customer account plans created (and peer-reviewed) through  
final assignments

• A laundry list of multi-million dollar new deals won directly because of concepts 
learned in the courses

• Passing rates consistently in the ~80% range for all  
courses and cohorts

• Continued high ongoing voluntary enrollment for all cohorts

• 90% percentage of learners sharing their INSEAD and Wharton certified digital 
badges on LinkedIn after successfully completing the course

• Net satisfaction ratings from post-course surveys of ~99%

Microsoft is continuing to use this innovative corporate MOOC training approach on 
Intrepid Learn to train all sellers throughout the world, throughout their professional 
life cycle (entry level to a level of mastery in their field) and align their sales enablement 
efforts directly with the company’s overall business transformation and goals.



12   |   MICROSOFT TRANSFORMS GLOBAL SALESFORCE WITH REVOLUTIONARY CORPORATE MOOC

asjdasa;das;d

by

“This sales enablement program is one of the highest rated and most engaging our 

Sales and Marketing Readiness Group [now Worldwide Readiness Group] has ever seen. 

Period. I’ve never seen so much buzz at the senior levels about a learning technology. The 

mobile-first, contemporary design, deeply integrated social discussions and real-world 

assignments have led to absolutely thrilling levels of seller engagement — all of which is 

directly supporting our transformation. And Intrepid Learn has allowed us to move at the 

speed of modern business.”

— Chris Pirie,  
General Manager, Worldwide Readiness, Microsoft


