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This paper begins by defining the aims of this study and delivers insight into the status quo of
the employment of e-learning. This includes the depiction of common problems in e-learning practice.
Critical components are identified in order to be able to find and systematise the potential origins of
problems. Using these critical components (target group, workplace environment, content, design), a
basic approach is developed to generate e-learning concepts that meet their target groups. The
approach also isolates three influencing groups (participant, SME and provider) which are especially
relevant. This conceptual framework serves as a starting point for further research concerning
decision-making processes within the influencing groups (such as economic models, motivational
theories, learning theories and marketing approaches), as well as a closer look at the critical
components themselves.
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1.

E-learning: definition und status quo

The Open and Distance Learning Quality Council (ODL QC) defines e- learning as
„effective learning process created by combining digitally delivered content with (learning)
support and services.” (ODL QC 2001). This kind of definition excludes a major part of what
is commonly called e- learning.
Looking at the status quo of what is understood as e-learning in the sense of „internetenabled learning that encompasses training, education, just- in-time information, and
communication.” (Cisco Systems 2001), one gets the following picture: The willingness to
use the net for continuous education and learning in virtual communities is enormous: about
80% of those using the Internet are already willing to use corresponding offers (Mummert
2002). The expected advantages are alluring: autonomous learning (independent of time and
place) as well as the saving of time and money. Accordingly, providers continuously increase
their supply. E- learning is considered to be a future market, with an estimated potential of
four billion US-Dollars in Europe by 2004; this, according to a study by the International Data
Corporation (IDC 2001 cited in Dunn 2001). Nonetheless, many companies still hesitate –
and seem to be justified by empty virtual classrooms. Recently, a survey discovered that
deficiencies in support, quality of teaching, marketing and content, as well as motivational
problems, are the main obstacles to the utilisation of e-learning options (Mummert 2002).
Until now, e- learning mostly established in major enterprises, while small and medium-sized
enterprises (SME) are put off not only by the obstacles listed above, but by the height of
original costs (anonymous 2003).
The definition set up by the ODL QC can yet only be referred to as a target state. The
problems mentioned above prove that a major part of existing e-learning offers do not
accomplish this standard. Particularly the claim for effective learning is difficult to fulfil.
Therefore, the aim of this study is to evolve a concept that meets all of the stated demands.
We start by listing common problems that prevent effective learning, in order to systematise
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them in a second step. With this system as a basis, the conceptual fundamentals are being
built to allow the creation of an e- learning solution that bears up to the definition stated by the
ODL QC in further research.
2.

Common problems of existing e-learning concepts

Many authors quote reasons for the failure of e- learning courses, such as Rosenberg
(2001, S. 41f.):
- The content is useless (e.g. statements are actually false, inappropriate for the audience or
outdated.)
- Learning is not authentic. (The depiction of the content is not plausible in a way that the
learners receive the impression that their problems in everyday work are mirrored
realistically by the program.)
- Technical design obtains more attention than the content.
- Structuring of the program does not match the learners´ pace and previous knowledge.
Some users need a strong guidance to find their way through a course, while others give
up because advancing to the relevant material is to elaborate for them.
- The acquired knowledge is not enforced by application and transfer to everyday work,
but remains isolated.
- Support from superiors and other leaders is insufficient.
- The corporate culture inhibits diffusion and implementation.
- The program is simply boring its users.
- The material of traditional courses is simply being transferred into the new technology.
Thus, only the manner of delivery has changed, but not the pedagogical concept.
3.

Analysis of critical components

To be able to solve the problems mentioned above it is reasonable to clarify what an elearning program should be capable of and which components are important for it. Centre of
all efforts is the aim to transfer a specific content to the target group. Therefore, both the
content and its target group are critical components. In order to transfer the content, it needs
to assume a certain shape: the design – another critical component. Metaphorically speaking,
design is the means of broadcasting the content. Any kind of acoustic or visual realisation of
the content is part of the design component, while the content itself as the knowledge to be
transferred is unshaped. In the way that, on the one hand, the content can only be realized in
terms of design, on the other hand, the target group cannot be isolated from the surrounding
workplace environment (critical component No. 4), which the content has to penetrate to
reach the target group (see figure 1).

workplace

design

target
group

content

environment

figure 1: Critical components

521

EFITA 2003 Conference

5-9. July 2003, Debrecen, Hungary

Whereas the content of the course in terms of the knowledge to be transferred always
needs to be designed in a certain way to be able to be “transported”, each target group is
inevitably integrated into a special environment that influences what is absorbed by the target
group. Therefore, the challenge for each course is to design adequate content, so the target
group can actually be reached in its specific workplace environment.
The success of an e- learning solution depends on the coordination of these four critical
elements among themselves. The starting point is always marked by the target group. Many elearning developments have neglected this crucial point so far. In contrast, content and design
may be varied and both have to be accommodated to the chosen target group. As already
mentioned above, the visual and acoustic realisation of the content serves as a means of
transport. That is why the content may perfectly match the target group: if the broadcasting is
insufficient, it will still never reach its addressee.
4.

Systematisation of potential origins of problems

By dint of the four identified critical components, potential origins of problems in elearning concepts may be systematised. Reasons for the failure of a program may evolve from
the characteristics of a single element or insufficient coordination among the components
themselves. This results in ten potential origins of problems, which are listed in Table 1
(problems arising from the characteristics of a single component are highlighted dark grey,
those referring to insufficient coordination light grey). Each origin of problem is clarified by
an example chosen from problems listed under 2. Additionally, two further examples are
given. One concerns the characteristics of the target group: if the composition of the target
group is too heterogeneous, e.g. in terms of previous knowledge and experience, developing
an adequate course for every single participant is hardly feasible. Another example is given
concerning insufficient coordination of content and workplace environment. This may be the
case for a program aiming at a specific target group embedded in a workplace environment
which is subject to special regulations (certain industrial sectors, authorities etc.) the content
neglects. If so, the content becomes useless for participants belonging to those special
workplace environments.
Target group

Composition of target
group too
heterogeneous

Workplace
environment

Corporate culture
Insufficient support by
inhibits diffusion /
superiors
implementation

Content

Content not suitable
for audience

Content irrelevant
in workplace
environment

Content faulty,
outdated

Design

Structuring does not
match users´ learning
pace

Program does not
mirror problems
realistically

Technical design
more important
than content

Traditional material
transferred into new
technology

Target group

Workplace
environment

content

Design

Table 1: Systematisation of potential origins of problems
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Basis for the development of an e-learning concept

After identifying the critical components and the relationships among them as
potential origins of problems, it seems important to clarify in a second step by whom and how
the characteristics of the components are influenced (see figure 2), to gain a basis for
developing an e- learning concept. Starting with the aim to create a course meeting its target
group, the participants´ specification of demand is essential. Each participant shapes the
structure of the target group with his personal characteristics such as previous knowledge,
experience, motivation, learning attitude etc. At the same time, everyone is part of his or her
workplace environment which is set by the enterprise. Each SME also influences the target
group allusively, because it usually decides which employee takes part in a specific vocational
training program. The employee and future participant may also start this influencing process
by approaching to the employer and demanding participation in further education. The same
is true for the workplace environment: every employee as a part of the enterprise influences
the surrounding in which he or she works. It follows from the considerations above that the
specification of demand concerning content and design of e- learning programs are directly
and indirectly determined by the participants and the SMEs employing them.

workplace

target group

participant

environment

SME
design

content

provider

figure 2: Basis for the development of an e-learning concept

On the opposite side you find the precise conversion of this specification of demand
compiled by an appropriate provider. (For further study it is assumed an external provider
because SMEs, as a result of their size, usually do not have the funds to maintain a division
for education developing e- learning courses themselves.) Thus, the provider chosen by the
SME is predominantly performing the technical task concerning the extract and realisation of
the content. The relationship between provider and SME is not coercively unidirectional
(SME to provider), but allows exchange to accommodate th e e- learning solution to the
specification of demand at the best possible. Furthermore a provider approaching the
enterprise by marketing activities and supporting it for example in surveying the need for
further education is conceivable.
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Perspective

After analysing the critical components and isolating their influencing groups, the next
step has to be the examination of each single group and its driving powers. That is, for
example, a decision- making model or cost-benefit analysis, to answer the question: Under
which condition is an SME granting a certain program for further education to the employees?
Concerning the participants, it is important to do more research on the background of
motivation and learning behaviour to clarify the question: Under whic h condition is it most
certain that a participant joins a course actively, constantly and effectively to avoid drop-out?
In terms of the provider, prior considerations affect marketing of e- learning solutions and
corresponding quality management issues.
In the medium term, the aim of this study is to deliver a detailed picture of the
fundamental requirements the three influencing groups demand from an e- learning concept. In
a second step, this profile is to be used as a basis for developing an e-learning solution that
lives up to definition mentioned above concerning an effective learning process.
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