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Abstract 

This case study highlights the potential of the collaborative use of large, graphic maps in 

training and corporate communication. It introduces two visual methods of Trainiac ï a South 

African consultancy that offers picture based learning solutions. Their intriguing graphic 

environments ï also called ñPicturewareò ï stimulate exploration and social interaction, 

which allow organizations to achieve learning goals and to overcome departmental and 

hierarchical barriers in knowledge communication.  Specifically, the case study describes the 

Learning Map and the Journey Map methods that are used to inform employees about the 

overall logic of a companyôs operations. While a Learning Map depicts a companyôs value 

chain and service provision as well as (location-based) interactions with customers, a Journey 

Map consists of a metaphoric story that captures essential insights about the company and its 

value proposition. The case also includes application experiences and examples and concludes 

with future opportunities and challenges for this kind of novel offering. 

 

This case study has been written in 2008 by Janine Widler under the supervision of Prof. 

Martin J. Eppler. It is intended as a basis for class discussion and highlights the innovative 

use of visualization for business purposes. 
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Introduction  
 

One of the key challenges of todayôs knowledge-based economy consists of conveying 

procedural and orientational knowledge effectively to employees who require such insights 

for smooth operations in their daily interactions with customers and colleagues. This is 

especially true for service-based, interaction-intensive industries such as health care, financial 

services or customer service functions in general.  

Traditional one-way trainings often do not produce sustainable effects and frequently 

have a limited impact on the behavior and attitude of employees. In this case study, by 

contrast, we present a radically different way to conduct trainings. It consists of employing 

large scale desktop maps and cue cards as collaborative learning devices that enable joint 

sense making through conversations and increase the focus, attention and engagement of 

participants with the learning material. Another main advantage for corporate training 

contexts is the mapsô ability to trigger immediate feedback and probing questions.  

Two methods will be highlighted and discussed in the case study, the Learning Map 

(geared toward employees), and the Journey Map (typically used to inform potential clients). 

Both methods have been developed, tested and extensively used by Trainiac, a South African 

educational consultancy. The next section briefly outlines the institutional characteristic of 

this ótraining boutiqueô before we describe its interactive and visual approach to training.  

 

The Corporate Context of Trainiac  
 

ñIf we got people to engage around elaborate, careful, meaningful pictures in a fun, almost 

social-type way, then would learning be fun? Would they learn faster? Would they remember it more? 

Would they practice it more? Would they come away, having achieved a better learning result?ò  

Rob Dennison, founder and managing director of Trainiac 

Trainiac (www.trainiac.co.za) started its operations in 2001 with the mission to órough 

upô the South African training industry by introducing picture-based learning solutions. Its 

founder Rob Dennison had himself undergone an instructional design course that he describes 

as boring, stale and absolutely terrible. From this course, however, his vision was born to 

make training a fun experience. At the same time Judd Knight founded Elemental Partners, 

providing visual solutions to communicate invisible assets. Six years later, the two businesses 

merged and became the Trainiac of today, employing 31 people, ranging from graphic artists, 

instructional designers to psychologists. Trainiac has a client base that consists of almost all 

of the leading South African companies.  

In the highly fragmented South African training market with more than 5,000 small 

players with less than five employees, Trainiac is the only provider of picture-based learning 

solutions. Competitors are global visual training and communication companies such as 

Paradigm Learning, Rootlearning or Xplane, and in terms of instructional design and training 
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programs companies such as Learning Advantage, Learning Resources or High Performance 

Learning.  

With an expected increase in sales from US$ 1.6 million in 2007 to US$ 2.0 million in 

2008, Rob Dennison is aware that Trainiac is no longer ñ(é) the get-along gang that we used 

to be, just by adding more people and more complexityò. But after a failed attempt to 

introduce middle-management by bringing in óoutsidersô, Trainiac is now back again to a flat, 

team-based organizational structure (see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite a flat hierarchy and project-based work, Trainiac has to offer its ñbright young 

team that held the business togetherò growth and career opportunities within the organization. 

A self-managed, team-based structure (with one instructional and graphic designer per team) 

proved to work well for Trainiac:ñWe think of ourselves as doctors in jeans. We are not trying 

to be very corporateò, as Rob Dennison puts it. 

 

Trainiacôs Visual Approach to Training 

 

Trainiacôs first client was the global oil company BP who was in need of safety and 

service training for its petrol station staff. Whereas BP previously had to translate its training 

manuals in over thirty languages, Trainiacôs picture based solution was both language and 

literacy independent and was ultimately implemented in eleven African countries. Today 

Trainiac still targets large corporations, mostly because of scale economies ï the development 

process of its solutions being time and material expensive. Rob Dennison generalizes that the 

average end user of Trainiacôs learning solutions are the ómasses within any businessô, which 

normally means the lower half of the work force.  

Trainiacôs visuals are used to train people who are not used to think conceptually or in 

abstractions, but they are not explicitly designed for lower level learners. Still, there is at 

Figure 1: Trainiacôs organizational structure 
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times a prejudice that Trainiacôs solutions are too simplistic for senior managers: ñ(é) 

because their mindset is that drawings and illustrations are for children, and how could a 

drawing, how could a cartoon, how could Mickey Mouse teach me anything, because Iôm a 

CEO of this massive companyò, says Rob Dersley, Concept Developer at Trainiac.   

To overcome these initial barriers, Trainiac actively involves managers in the map 

development process by sketching live in front of them, thus inviting them to add their views 

and knowledge. This technique not only makes the clients lose their critical outsider 

perspective, it also provides Trainiac with immediate feedback and makes overly familiar or 

under-recognized aspects in the organization visible to the management. Or as Judd Knight, 

head of product development, puts it:ñ(é) In our world the collecting of information visually 

becomes quite important, because of that feedback mechanism. And also itôs just more 

engaging. People like itò. 

Trainiacôs typical client either works in the HR, Learning and Development or 

Training department, or is a project manager in for example Marketing, Sales or Branding. 

Trainiac works on a project basis with relatively short project cycles of two to three months. 

The general workflow process follows the typical instructional design process of analysis, 

design, development, implementation and evaluation, illustrated by Trainiac in their unique 

drawing style in Figure 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

In the following chapters two of Trainiacôs key visual formats ï the Learning Map and the 

Journey Map ï are introduced and illustrated. 

 

Figure 2: Trainiacôs workflow process 
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Learning Map: Transforming Learning into Conversations 
 

ñI think of the Learning Map as a portal. Itôs a world, itôs a window, and it allows people to connect 

with each other, as opposed to connecting just with the content.ò Gareth Kingston, Instructional 

Designer 

What today is the centerpiece of every Trainiac learning program has originally been 

developed to ensure the learners understood their role in their organization, as opposed to only 

their immediate work environment. It is a visual representation of an organization, illustrating 

its departments, actions and job functions representing the actual buildings, artifacts and 

characters as shown in Figure 3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The visual is drawn from an elevated perspective, providing the viewer with a 

diagonal top-down view. The characters have a yellow head on a square body and are not 

meant to represent a specific race or gender. The idea of keeping the characters gender- and 

race neutral is not only a matter of political correctness; it also enables people to identify with 

each character regardless of their background. 

The Learning Map is designed for an interactive and playful way of group training. 

Instead of the usual lecture-style teaching, a facilitator gathers up to five learners around the 

visual and encourages them to engage with it. Through activities such as identifying objects, 

drawing on the map, playing games, competitions, role-plays and storytelling, people connect 

with each other and link the content information to their personal experiences.  

Figure 3: Learning Map developed for Eskom 
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The following examples illustrate the development and use of the Learning Map.  

Training Operational Staff in Electricity Distribution  

The South African electricity provider Eskom commissioned Trainiac to develop a 

program to train their rural operational staff in the overall organizational value chain and the 

value chain relevant for electricity distribution in particular. 

In the development phase, an instructional designer and a graphic designer went on 

site visits to amongst others a distribution center, a control center and a call center of Eskom: 

the graphic designer got inspiration on how Eskomôs world looks like, and the instructional 

designer got an idea of the artifacts, characters and actions that needed to be part of the 

Learning Map, such as transformers, transmitters, power lines and pylons and scenarios such 

as building new electricity stations in rural areas or somebody cutting copper wires (see figure 

3). There is always a certain amount of realism in a Learning Map in order for the learners to 

easily project themselves into it. To facilitate the engagement with the visual and 

consequently with the content of the training, the Learning Map is usually printed in large 

poster-size format and is placed on a table: ñ(é) because if itôs on the wall, people donôt want to 

embrace it. Whereas if itôs on the table and you inform them that theyôre welcome to touch it (é) they 

start to point things out and they lean over it and they get really into whatôs going on. So you have to 

take the threat of a picture, and not to be allowed to touch a picture, away from themò, explains 

Stanley Bawden, trainer at Trainiac.  

The Learning Map is used to encourage both interaction with the content and to 

stimulate social interaction in the group. The idea is to distribute the cognitive workload of 

the training program amongst the team members and to create a feeling of ownership: ñItôs 

empowering for learners to know that the knowledge that theyôve learnt in the day has come from 

themselvesò, says Carolyn Lewis, instructional designer at Trainiac. To introduce the Eskom 

value chain for example, the facilitator reads out a story and the groups are asked to 

simultaneously map it out on the Learning Map with a piece of string and tape. In this way the 

team gradually understands how individual elements or steps relate to each other and form a 

bigger picture of their operations. 

A second example set in the health care sector further illustrates this powerful óbig 

pictureô effect of a Learning Map.  

 

Training Hospital Staff in Customer Care Excellence 

The South African healthcare group NETCARE commissioned Trainiac to develop a 

learning solution to train the nurses and receptionists of their hospitals. The Learning Map 

showed the operational and the external environment of a NETCARE hospital.  

At the beginning of the training session, people are first given some time to discover 

the Learning Map individually. To make sure that they are getting engaged, the facilitator 

then calls out scenarios such as: ñFind the old man having a heart attackò and the first person 

to spot it, receives a couple of sweets. Icebreaker exercises like this are often repeated during 



 

7 

 

the training sessions, because ñ(é) if you constantly refer back to this world, theyôre picking up 

different pieces every time they look at itò, says Carolyn Lewis. 

Another typical activity around the Learning Map is sorting and sequencing so called 

Action Cards (see figure 4). To memorize a process, its single steps are represented on cards 

the size of playing cards, which the groups are asked to either stick on the adequate place on 

the Learning Map, or to sort in the right order. People are also encouraged to draw on the 

map, as for example how and where they see themselves in their job. Occasionally facilitators 

even invite their learners to play Twister on a Learning Map. The aim is that the learners go 

through a positive and fun experience together, which prevents them from adopting a critical 

outsider perspective towards the trainer and the training program. By conversing with each 

other through the visual object, the relationships in the team are strengthened: ñ(é) because 

people talk and because people engage, a lot of information is transferred to each other, you almost 

become more understanding of each otherò says Stanley Bawden. 

Carolyn Lewis describes how in the NETCARE training the Learning Map was used 

to enhance the big-picture thinking and to build relationships within the group: ñI think the 

important is thing is to place themselves in the same world, (é) a customer walks in, theyôre greeted 

by the receptionist (see Figure 5). The receptionist then fills in paper work, the nurse then comes to 

fetch the customer. So, in the space of ten minutes, the customer has had a touch point with the 

receptionist and the nurse. To show as well that the customer doesnôt care that itôs a nurse or a 

receptionist, theyôre there under NETCARE, they just want to be well again. They donôt care who the 

person is. And (é) everybody suddenly realized: weôre working towards the same goal. And, 

specifically, what happens if the receptionist doesnôt fill in the paper work? The next person they see is 

a nurse. What does a nurse now need to deal with? So itôs that big picture. Itôs that: I can see the 

whole process from start to end. All the interactions, and the different actions that need to happen at 

each stage. And if they donôt happen, if they donôt occur, letôs look what happens to the customer, and 

heôs sitting in a corner, fuming, or he walks out of the door and goes to another hospital. Thatôs how 

the Learning Map works. (é) A very experienced nurse of forty-something years turned around and 

said: óGuys, letôs sort this out. How are we there to help each other?ô I didnôt do a thing as a 

facilitator, and she basically re-built relationships within her hospital.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Excerpt of the NETCARE 

Learning Map  
Figure 4: Action Cards  

 


