E-Learning 1.0 
If You Build It, Will They Come? Overcoming Human Obstacles to E-Learning
By Julia Geisman
E-learning: eliminating the classroom forever! Of course, everyone will want to use our whiz-bang Website, learning portal, or learning management system. Virtual classrooms, desktop conferences, 24/7. They'll all come flocking. Ah, the misconceptions run rampant. 
In a recent poll, Forrester Research identified these three most common obstacles to a successful e-learning strategy: 
· lack of interactivity, 56 percent 
· cultural resistance, 41 percent 
· lack of bandwidth, 36 percent. 
Much has been said about e-learning's interactivity and bandwidth issues. But subtler and more frequently ignored issues revolve around the human side of e-learning implementation. 
Traditionally, e-learning implementation strategies have focused on technical issues. However, the human element is the most influential aspect of any technology solution. Technical infrastructures can always be upgraded or replaced; altering human perceptions and attitudes requires almost divine intervention. Thus, the success of an e-learning program depends on the people using it. That's especially true for enterprise-wide solutions that represent a significant change in the work process and the role of learning within an organization. Another curve: it's a well-known fact that a majority of people resist change regardless of its benefits. 
So what's to be done? The motivators that cause people to embrace change are multidimensional. In order to understand how e-learning initiatives succeed, it's necessary to first understand the obstacles that cause failures. 
Organizational obstacles 
Online learning is all the buzz, but are organizations willing to walk the talk? Numerous cultural issues can affect e-learning adoption in organizations; four of the most significant are 
· the accepted use of computers for job tasks only 
· an "if it ain't broke, don't fix it" mentality 
· an unwillingness to invest in new technology, especially for training-related activities 
· a love/hate relationship with training. 
The accepted use of computers for job tasks only. Here's an example of a subtle cultural obstacle: One of our client companies had an unspoken policy that any type of computer use outside of daily job functions was not allowed. Extensive use of the corporate intranet or Internet was considered unrelated to the job function and, therefore, unacceptable. No one ever explicitly stated this policy; it was simply understood by staff. What's the likelihood of a successful e-learning initiative in that environment? 
That type of corporate obstacle can be managed by public support from executive-level management. Find a champion for the intervention who will promote it to the middle and executive management team. That person needs to have a 30-second "elevator speech" about the e-learning solution that is replayed whenever possible. In addition to gaining management support, it's critical to have a well thought out plan for involving people throughout the organization as stakeholders. These individuals can be engaged through advisory boards and focus groups and serve as an excellent resource for determining content, validating and testing, providing feedback, and championing the project among their peers. They, too, need a 30-second elevator speech to shop the solution. 
"If it ain't broke; don't fix it." This mentality about training persists because many companies fail to ask questions about the bottom-line impact of a shorter learning curve or the ways in which increased accuracy and improved quality can affect revenues. Organizations spend millions of dollars to install ERP systems that promise increased productivity by integrating operational information into one system. But when it comes to investing in new training technology, people often resist. Historically (or maybe hysterically), training has been considered an expense rather than an investment. Management knows they have to train their people, but are loath to allocate the resources to do so. Consequently, their love/hate relationship with training. 
What's the solution? Money talks. Decision makers have difficulty recognizing a return on investment in training, so you must make a strong financial case that demonstrates a substantive ROI. Even better, show the correlation between your learning initiative and the company's competitive advantage. Quantify the financial implications of your program. If there's a payback, people will listen. 
The foundation for establishing ROI is good metrics. The following is a list of training results that can be measured and then translated into financial terms: 
increased: 
· accuracy 
· quality 
· sales 
· productivity 
· customer satisfaction 
· immediate and direct access to information. 
decreased: 
· classroom time 
· help desk calls 
· recalls 

· travel expenses 

· printing and distribution costs 
· sexual harassment cases 
· employee turnover. 
Learner obstacles 
Learner obstacles to an e-learning initiative can be harder to pinpoint than organizational obstacles because people often keep their opinions to themselves. Attitudes towards training and technology run the gamut from enthusiasm to utter fear and loathing. Here are some obstacles to watch for: 
· resistance to taking on the responsibility for one's own learning 
· preference for learning through social interaction 
· fear of others having access to personal information 
· desire for direct access to experts 
· discomfort with learning new methods and tools. 
Suggestions for managing those learner obstacles are found in the chart below. 
	Obstacle 
	Method for managing

	Resistance to taking on the responsibility for one's own learning 
	Well-designed WBT demands interaction, critical thinking, and synthesis. The learner cannot simply "check out" mentally as he or she might do during classroom training. Positioning e-learning as an extension of job responsibilities can help reduce resistance to taking on the responsibility for learning. Make self-paced learning fun and integrate learning accountability into performance appraisals. There needs to be individual accountability for all learning regardless of the delivery method. 

	Preference for learning through social interaction 
	Create collaborative work groups (online and offline), online chats, threaded discussions, and live collaborative learning events via phone. The telephone is still a sophisticated piece of technology; take advantage of it. 

	Fear of others having access to personal information 
	Demonstrate security measures and tell people how their information is being used and who has access to it. Treat all information as sensitively as HR. 

	Desire for direct access to experts 
	Incorporate "e-mail the expert" or hold Webcasts. E-learning actually offers more opportunities to access experts, via email and other collaborative methods. 

	Discomfort with learning new methods and tools 
	Keep it simple. Once people take the first step, the subsequent ones are easier. 


 

Those obstacles represent the tip of the iceberg. Conduct a thorough needs assessment and factor the findings into your solution. There's an old saying that may be helpful to remember: Lemons can always be used to make lemonade--just add sugar. In other words, if your needs assessment reveals obstacles and points of resistance, you can work to leverage them so they contribute to your overall strategy rather than serve as deterrents. 
Successful implementation of an e-learning initiative is a massive undertaking. The monetary investment is significant, but it has the potential to generate up to a 400 percent ROI and increase a company's competitive advantage. Remember that, ultimately, the success of the system is up to the individuals who use it. Integrating the human element into your e-learning strategy is the most overlooked, and yet the most critical, step for an enterprise-wide solution to fulfill its promise. When individuals succeed at their jobs, organizations realize their business goals. 
So, if you build it, will they come? You bet. And they'll use it with great enthusiasm! 
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