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Mike Volpe is as engaging in person as the company he’s Chief Marketing Officer 
for, HubSpot1.  I recently interviewed him when we were presenting at the same 
Social Media Strategies Summit conference in London, England. 
 
Social media is one of those topics that people either embrace, like an unlimited 
supply of hot fudge sundaes, or resist with a vengeance, like hourly Brazilian 
waxes (look it up guys).  It’s the same with participants in our learning & 
development circles. Sometimes you have those who embrace the content  & 
sometimes you have folks who resist it wholeheartedly.  
 
So who better to ask about how to make learning & development hum than someone who deals 
with the doubleheader of social media & marketing? I figure if Mike can help make social media & 
marketing palatable then he knows a thing or two about learning & development.  
 
Here are 7 things learning & development professionals can learn from marketer Mike: 
 
1. Fear: We fear what we don’t understand so ultimately our job is to make things 

understandable. 
 

Mike says, ‘I think people are often just fearful of things that they don’t understand & they’re 
fearful of change. I think that human beings are fundamentally social beings, & I think if you 
can just show people that, it’s not as scary as they think. They’ll e-mail people or talk to 
people on the phone. Social is really not that much different than that.’ 
 
And for L&D folk?  Like entrepreneur Marie Forleo’s mother says, ‘everything is figure-out-
able.’  And a successful strategy for reducing fear & figuring things out is falling back on what 
our participants already know.  In the case of social media, it’s that people are ultimately & 
already social. 
 

2. Change:  Change is tough.  We don’t want to be embarrassed, especially in front of 
other people, so sometimes it takes a more indirect approach. 

 
I think maybe the only difference [with social media] is the potential broader reach. If you  
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have a little bit of a gaff & it’s you & I talking at a cocktail party, then maybe I’ve 
embarrassed myself in front of you. Maybe you’ll tell a couple of friends about 
something odd that I did. But it doesn’t end up on Google. But I think with that 
down side also becomes a much greater opportunity, where the good things that 
you do can be amplified a lot more. That’s what I think is important to focus on for 
people.’ 
 
When you’re trying to effect change (which is what all good L&D people do) & all 
else fails, Mike recommends an indirect approach. 
 
If there’s someone in an organization where they’re maybe trying to convince the 
senior staff to get it – usually there’s some kind of mid-level market that’s a little 
bit forward looking, that’s paying attention, that’s on your list. And they’re trying to 
convince someone higher up. A lot of times, them going directly to the person isn’t 
the right route, because sometimes those senior folks like to think that the idea 
was their own & they’re not willing to listen to someone else internally. So the piece 
of advice I’ve given to some people is buy a book that talks about the topic and just 
leave it on that person’s desk subtly, without them knowing that it came from you. 
Then hopefully they’ll read the book & then they’ll get the idea themselves & then 
they’ll come down to your office & say, ‘We need to start doing this social media 
thing!” You can say, ‘Oh really? That’s a great idea!’ 
 
And for L&D folk?  Sow seeds, be indirect & be subtle. 

 
3. Sex: make learning & development like sex 

 
One of HubSpot’s recent blog posts is ‘how social media is a lot like sex’.  It’s a great 
example of using effective L&D techniques such as:  

- strategic attention getting strategies  
- raising curiousity - show don’t tell 
- allowing for self-discovery - gently direct, don’t force 
- using humour strategically  
- spreading it out - we learn best when information is presented in chunks 

 
And for L&D folk? Check out their post & see examples of the above strategies, then 
use them with your particular subject matter expertise. 

 
4. Education: 

 
Marketing today is no longer about interrupting people with a message about why 
they should buy your product. It’s about how you can be the thing that people are 
interested in. That, to me, is education. People love to learn, they’re always looking 
to better themselves both personally & within their careers. So our marketing is 
highly educational and there’s lots of things that we do - webinars & videos & 
eBooks. 
 
And for L&D folk? Just like marketing, learning & development isn’t about 
interrupting people anymore.   Increasingly people select not only what they want to 
learn but how & when. 

http://blog.hubspot.com/blog/tabid/6307/bid/33770/How-Social-Media-Is-a-Lot-Like-Sex-DATA-socialsmushing.aspx
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5. Example: marketing.grader.com 

 
When I asked Mike for an example of his favourite educational marketing tools he 
talked about marketing.grader.com  
 
You put in your company or your competitors & compare them. It’ll give you a grade 
but it also educates you about why you got that score & what are the things you can 
do to improve. That’s been used by over four million businesses to evaluate their 
marketing. What’s neat about that is it’s also highly personalized & customized. It 
kind of assesses where you’re at & says ‘here’s the educational plan for you’.  
 
And for L&D folk? Check it out, both for the marketing advice (it’s very cool, trust 
me) but also for the great L&D principles at play. (By the way, don’t put ‘www’ in 
front of it, it won’t work). 

 
6. Personal & personable – be human & acknowledge emotions 

 
There’s an element of cheekiness to HubSpot, which helps people’s barriers come 
down.   When I asked Mike to expand on this he said, ‘I think humour is definitely 
one way. I also think just being human as well. We try to have most of our e-mails 
come from a real person at HubSpot. We try to put their photo in the bottom of the 
email.  We try to have people make that connection with a person.  
 
I think what’s interesting about marketing & about sales & about education is that 
you’re often trying to get someone to make a change. I think that there’s a couple of 
dimensions to it. There’s the logical side to it & then there’s the emotional side. I 
think, too often, we only work on the logical side & we just try to beat people over 
the head with logic. That’s an important thing to do but I think we need to try & 
think about the emotional side as well. How can you embrace that & make it easier 
for people emotionally, that’s the non-logical side of decision-making.  
 
And for L&D folk? Strategize for how you can encourage the personal, the emotional. 
 

7. Shhhh the secret … 
 

When I asked Mike what’s a question that people don’t ask him that they should, he 
said ‘I feel like they should ask what’s the secret. The answer that I wish I could give 
to more people is that social itself is not really a strategy. To me, it’s about what’s 
the content? Social is a way to amplify & build engagement around that content. I 
think too many people start doing social without having anything meaningful to add, 
or any good content there. So a lot of people just say ‘Oh I’ve heard so much about 
social media. I’m going to start a Twitter account & I’m going to start tweeting 
something’. But what they’re putting out is mostly nonsense. I think you need to 
think about what’s your value add. You can pick up the phone & call people but if you 
don’t have anything valuable to say, they’re going to hang up on you. The equivalent 
of that on Twitter is that they’re not going to follow you. They’re not going to pay 
attention to your message.  
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What is the value that you’re adding to the Internet? What is your unique value 
proposition compared to the rest of the information out there? If you get that right, I 
think that you’re much more likely to be successful at social.  
 
And there you have it, wise words from Mike Volpe.  If his last point doesn’t have 
you recognizing yourself (whatsamatter you!), let me shed some light.  We, as 
learning & development professionals are all about great content.  In that vein, we’re 
one step ahead of, ahem, marketers. 

 
 
 

 
Lee-Anne Ragan, MEd, BSW, ITC, is President of Rock.Paper.Scissors Inc. (RPS), an internationally 
renowned, award winning corporate training & entertainment company.   
 
Check out our training workshop diagnosis here with outlines for courses such as: 
 

• Working Better Together: Working Smart with Creativity & Humour 
• Transforming Workplace Learning through Social Media 
• Facilitating Participation 
• One Size Doesn't Fit All: Conflict Resolution 

 
Other resources: 

• Sign up to receive Lee-Anne’s training focused blog at http://www.rpsinc.ca/blog 
• Check out her recommended reads: http://www.rpsinc.ca/resources/astore.html  
• Follow her on Twitter: @LeeAnneRagan 
• Connect with her on LinkedIn: Lee-Anne Ragan 
• Are you ready to see clearly? Check out Life Lenses,™ our interactive, online self-assessment 

tool: www.life-lenses.com & our Life Lenses™ blog at www.life-lenses.com/blog  

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://rpsinc.ca/hiretalk-to-us/hire-us/

