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Introduction and Overview

The Focus Groups featured in this report have yielded findings that are helping to shape the Conference Board of Canada’s E-Learning Indicators in a Balanced Scorecard Approach to Performance project.  The larger project is identifying and developing indicators that measure the impact of e-learning on the learning part of a balanced scorecard of organizational performance, specially-created for this project, and relating them to the overall performance of the organization.  A balanced scorecard brings together financial and non-financial indicators of organizational performance and links these to organizational strategy.  

The project has an approximately two-year time frame (September 2001 – May 2003), to research, design, apply, report and disseminate a system of indicators of e-learning in Canada.

The result will be two major products:

· The Balanced Scorecard for E-Learning tool, which will provide employers with a specially-created tool and template for understanding, evaluating and benchmarking their e-learning performance in relation to overall organizational performance, using the indicators developed and validated during the course of this project, and identify opportunities for improvement.

· The first National E-Learning Indicators Report, which will provide government policy-makers and others with a national-scale picture of e-learning performance in the workplace that will inform their policy making for skills development.

By engaging stakeholder groups in a series of focus groups, as well as pan-Canadian consultation meetings and executive interviews, the Conference Board’s methodology ensures that the indicators provide meaningful data and analysis that organizations can use to effectively incorporate e-learning into their strategies for success.  From this process, a widely approved set of indicators will be developed, a benchmarking data collection process carried out, data analysed relative to each indicator, and the Balanced Scorecard for E-Learning tool and first National E-Learning Indicators Report produced. 

The E-Learning Indicators in a Balanced Scorecard Approach to Performance project builds on the Conference Board’s previous e-learning, innovation, and skills work, as well as leverage its expertise in facilitating dialogue and its extensive network of business, government and community leaders. 

What is E-Learning?

For the purposes of this study, e-learning constitutes any formal learning where the pedagogical approach relies mainly on the use of information and communication technology (e.g. computers, internet, intranet) to deliver and evaluate learning that has an application in the workplace.  There are three distinguishing features:

1. The use of technology to deliver the learning;

2. The formal nature of the learning: there is a formal human resource development process for prioritising and resourcing the learning and the learning is part of a formal course of study that may or may not be credentialized;

3. The learning is applicable to the workplace and its effectiveness can be evaluated in a workplace context.

The overall project will isolate the unique contribution made by e-learning versus other types of learning.  To do this, we are establishing appropriate parameters.  Although informal learning undoubtedly takes place in the workplace and learning-by-doing occurs through the use of computers, we are focusing on understanding the formal processes for making decisions about e-learning, as defined here, and how the effectiveness of these decisions are evaluated.

A Balanced Scorecard Approach

Developed by Kaplan and Norton in the early 1990s, the balanced scorecard is a widely-used method for improving organizational performance.  The balance scorecard brings together financial and non-financial metrics into a system that relates organizational strategy to specific performance measures.  The balanced scorecard typically includes four types of metrics:

1. Customer 

2. Financial

3. Internal business processes

4. Innovation and Learning

Exhibit 1: A Balanced Scorecard Approach – Sample Measures







“Innovation and Learning” are the primary focus of this study. The target audience is Canadian professionals who are responsible for managing and reporting on the metrics under the “Innovation and Learning” component of the balanced scorecard for their organization.  Even if an organization is not actually using a balanced scorecard approach, it can still benefit from this categorization of the metrics. 

Each organization can have its own specific metrics that are relevant to its own strategy.  However, these metrics will be categorized into “core” metrics that are widely shared by many organizations and unique metrics that are shared by fewer organizations.  Defining these core and unique metrics are an important part of the methodology.

Importance of the Issue

The Conference Board of Canada has identified e-learning as a key strategy for Canadian employers, about which data and knowledge are currently limited.  Canada has no holistic picture of the impact of e-learning on knowledge, skills and productivity in the workplace. Employers have told the Conference Board of Canada that the lack of data about e-learning is a major barrier to increasing their investment in e-learning infrastructure and processes.  The case for e-learning investment usually relies on internal assessments that are purely cost-driven.  The falling cost of ICTs has made cost case fairly straightforward, especially for larger organizations that train many people and that already have sunk costs in ICTs.  However, there is a need to make a broader case for the contribution of e-learning based on its contribution to organizational performance.  

The desired outcomes of this research are:

Organizations Will Make Better Investments …

Human resource strategists may intuitively understand the contribution that e-learning can make to their workplace development strategies, but they lack the data to make a case to the leadership and others within their organization for making these investments.  E-learning indicators will encourage employers to invest in e-learning for their employees and their organizations by providing them with the quantitative evidence they need to make sound business decisions. 

Organizational and National Performance Will Improve …

Through this research, individual organizations will be able to compare their e-learning performance to other organizations in Canada and the United States.  They will be able to take specific steps to improve their performance.  

The research will also allow other organizations to design their own e-learning strategies.  Accurate information about the value of e-learning to organizational performance needs to be communicated to many more employers in a compelling fashion to increase the breadth and scale of employer involvement.  When the results from the indicators project are available to them, many of these employers will see the value of e-learning to enhancing the knowledge and skills of their workers, which is essential to their capacity to innovate and remain competitive. 

The results will enable employers to make more accurate investment decisions about e-learning.  It will also stimulate uninvolved employers to assess the ‘risk’ and decide that the benefits outweigh the costs.   By demonstrating the value of e-learning in developing employees’ skills, the Conference Board’s E-Learning Indicators in a Balanced Scorecard Approach to Performance will stimulate employer interest. The result may be an increase in the number of employers investing in e-learning for their employees which, in turn, can have an appreciable impact on national productivity and innovation performance.

Introduction to the Focus Groups

A previous Conference Board of Canada report, E-Learning for the Workplace: Creating Canada’s Lifelong Learners (2001) found that many Canadian organizations are at a preliminary stage in developing their e-learning strategies.  Nonetheless, the report also found that respondents’ anticipated that e-learning would play a greater role in the way they delivery workplace training.  The pace of this development will be very much related to the availability of data around the broader adoption and effectiveness of e-learning as a mode of delivering learning.  

The provision of this data, in the form of indicators, is the major objective of this project.  However, before collecting data it is important to be aware of the organizational context shaping e-learning investments, to appreciate which data is available and to understand how data is used in the decision making process.  These kinds of qualitative questions are best answered through a qualitative research methodology such as focus groups.  

This report summarizes the main findings from four focus groups that were conducted in Toronto and Calgary.  The focus group findings will be complimented by three consultation sessions with Conference Board of Canada members in March and April 2002.  These will then inform the design of an organizational survey that will be undertaken in fall 2002.

Methodology

The focus groups brought together small numbers of people (usually 8-9) to discuss their attitudes and experiences with e-learning.  Two focus groups were held in each of Toronto and Calgary, for a total of four, during February 2002.  

Two organizational parameters govern the operation of focus groups: a recruitment framework that determines eligibility for participation and a discussion outline that guides the focus group discourse. Executives were recruited from the Conference Board of Canada’s membership based on their previously expressed interest in e-learning.  The discussion outline is provided in Appendix A.  

The Focus Group Participants

Participants were assured confidentiality, so Exhibit 2 merely summarizes the sector distribution of focus group attendees. Most of the attendees were middle level managers with specific responsibility for either e-learning or for training.  A few third party providers to the e-learning marketplace participated, including post-secondary education institutions, training consultants and e-learning hardware and software providers. In one instance, an industry association representative pointed out that smaller businesses were often organizing their e-learning investments through their associations.  This will be an important factor to consider when collecting information about the organization of the national e-learning infrastructure.

Exhibit 2  

Sector Distribution of Focus Group Attendees

Total Attendees: 34

Sectors

	Accommodation
	1

	Associations
	1

	Computing
	2

	Construction
	2

	Consulting
	2

	Education
	3

	Energy
	6

	Financial
	1

	Manufacturing
	4

	Municipalities and hospitals
	6

	Resources
	3

	Retail
	1

	Transport
	2


Source: Conference Board of Canada, 2002

Main Themes Emerging from the Focus Group Discussions

The discussion guide is logically organized to explore the decision processes used by organizations as they plan, make and evaluate their e-learning investments.  The key research questions at each stage were: 

· which indicators are most relevant

· which indicators are easy for participants to collect if asked to do so through a survey?  

Focus group participants were guided through a plan-do-check-act (PDCA) management framework.  Indicators are likely to be most relevant in the “plan” and “check” phases of the management process.  

Participants’ Experiences with E-Learning

The focus group participants had a wide range of experience with e-learning.  For the most part, participants were at a fairly early stage in developing e-learning— most focus group participants had less than two years experience with e-learning.

At this early stage of development, cost considerations are paramount for organizations. E-learning is often designed to replace existing text or classroom education.  In the latter case, it is particularly applicable to individual technical training as opposed to group competencies (such as leadership training) where the development of group dynamics is a major objective of the training.  

Most participants’ e-learning systems are simply a matter of placing text and classroom-based curricula on the web and occasionally integrating this with testing and evaluation systems.  This was especially attractive for organizations whose workforce needed to maintain and demonstrate technical standards for regulatory reasons, especially when the workforce is dispersed.

Many participants were approaching e-learning cautiously because of previous negative experiences with computer-based training (CBT).  CBT went through a period of fairly low quality and low usage.  “We sent out some CD-ROMs but 50 per cent of them were returned unopened. Learners either didn't have the time or inclination to use them” was how one participant put it. The general feeling was that internet/intranet-based training was an improvement on CBT, but that the adoption of this may be coloured by organizations’ negative experiences with CBT.  

There is a definite learning curve with e-learning.  Those focus group participants who had longer experiences with e-learning (over 3 years) were able to better understand how to manage e-learning, both on its own account and in relationship to other organizational systems.  In one case, a consulting company had developed a full knowledge management system that was fully integrated with their e-learning system.  These highly sophisticated learning/knowledge systems were not the norm. Their presence was invariably an indication that the participant organization had a highly evolved approach to e-learning and could see its potential beyond merely electronic text-based learning.

Although e-learning is often interpreted in the context of employee development and training, a participant from a computing firm noted that e-learning has an important application in customer training.  In this regard, it was common for initial forays into e-learning to be predicated by the introduction of new or upgraded software that incorporated tutorial software.  A good example is the introduction of versions of Microsoft’s NT operating system software that comes with built-in training modules. This application of e-learning will be important to consider in subsequent phases of our research.

Another consideration is the level of unionization.  Union work environments are more structured and the introduction of e-learning inevitably opens up discussions about other aspects of on-the-job training.  A unionized environment also made it more difficult to use e-learning “on the employees’ time” as this would be governed by existing collective bargaining agreements.

The “Plan-Do-Check-Act” of E-Learning Investments 

The focus groups spent considerable time discussing the “plan” of the previously described plan-do-check-act cycle.  The thinking here was that an understanding of the way the planning process used indicators when deciding on e-learning investments would naturally lead to the generation of useful indicators for organizations.  Useful in this context means, especially, that the indicators could be used to make investment decisions.

Our starting point for understanding this process is a balanced scorecard assessment of performance that considers learning metrics in relationship to financial, internal business and customer metrics.  The balanced scorecard is a sort of scoreboard (or dashboard) that begins the planning and goal setting process.  This establishes the overall priorities for the various elements of the balanced scorecard at an organizational level.  These top-line objectives are then deployed through the organization, ideally with a set of indicators to measure progress.  In large and managerially sophisticated organizations, the indicators are jointly managed by core services (such as the human resources department) and line departments (or business units).

This description of the planning model is actually a great deal more sophisticated than the actual processes used by most organizations represented at the focus groups.  No more than six participants suggested that they used the balanced scorecard approach. This is unsurprising as the literature review for this study found similar results for larger surveys in the United States.  Even for those organizations that do use the balanced scorecard, the relationship between the approach and the e-learning is, at best, indirect.  In other words, it doesn’t seem to matter whether an organization uses a balanced scorecard or any other approach to performance, there are set of indicators that are applicable in either case.  Moreover, the balanced scorecard’s emphasis of balancing financial concerns with other management metrics (e.g. customer or employee satisfaction) is also valid.

Probably a more important question for this project is the extent to which indicators are actually used to make decisions about training investments and who makes these decisions.  E-learning is not a top-line priority but merely a mode of delivering training.  A main finding from the focus groups is that cost considerations are absolutely paramount in determining e-learning investments.  This would seem straightforward enough, but the focus groups revealed a number of nuances that greatly complicate matters.  

The “Plan”: How is Cost Calculated?

A unique thing about e-learning is that it can generate fairly high sunk costs and associated maintenance costs. Certainly text-based learning and classroom learning have an element of sunk costs, but these are usually fairly straightforward and rarely generate spin-off costs for other systems or for participants.  E-learning involves capital costs that may have implications for computer operating systems (e.g. firewalls) and desktop peripherals (e.g. speakers and microphones) and systems support (help lines).  The extent to which e-learning can be set up in such a way as to minimize these spin-off costs or where these costs are already sunk through technology investments will determine how simple it is to calculate the cost of e-learning.  When the sunk costs have been accounted for elsewhere, it is a much easier view e-learning investment as a straightforward marginal cost comparison with textbook or classroom education.

A further complication is the way e-learning vendors price their wares.  A common practice is for vendors to use loss leader pricing to attract usage with the understanding that the cost of switching vendors can be very expensive for users.  This is because part of the uncalculated cost of the system is the cost of educating users on the e-learning interface.  Often organizations are confronted with very significant price increases for operating system upgrades and/or new courseware over time.  A "$10,000 service agreement or license fee can be increased to $100,000 and the only time you can budget for this is if supplier informs you of these increases" was how a representative of a manufacturing company put it.

Of course, this all has a bearing on the “build or buy” decision.  In the early stages of e-learning, there was insufficient scalable software and therefore it was primarily a matter of larger organizations using their deep pockets to build a dedicated solution. This is changing. As technical standards get sorted out, a couple of e-learning platforms are emerging that are greatly facilitating the creation of compatible courseware.

Leaving aside these systems issues, there are various ways of calculating costs.  The most common is cost/participant/day.  Focus group attendees suggested that it might be difficult for them to aggregate these costs by mode of delivery.  Even when they are able to aggregate these costs, it may be difficult to compare modes in this regard because the nature of the training is rarely held constant in the comparison.  Some large organizations will offer a course through multi-modes, but this appears to be fairly rare.  These types of comparisons tend to be done on a case-by-case basis for each training course.  Moreover, it is very common for any particular course to use a blended approach combining, for instance, classroom and e-learning.  This reality raises methodological issues that will be addressed in the survey design phase.  

Temporal considerations were also an important cost factor.  Not only are capital costs amortized over the course of e-learning usage, but also one participant indicated that there was a relationship between the planning of costs and the likelihood of expenditures.  The “ length of time planning is away from implementation is a factor - if its too long to implement e-learning won't happen.” In this case, e-learning initiatives would have to be justifiable within an annual budget cycle.

The “Do”: Who Makes the Decision?

E-learning rarely shows up on the organizational radar. Organizations do not typically benchmark their modes of training delivery as a top-line priority.  Rather e-learning decisions are made in relationship to top-line training priorities.  The extent that human resource development and training are priorities effectively determines the resources that are allocated to undertake training.  Within this overall budget constraint, case-by case decisions are reached as to whether to use e-learning, other modes or some blended solution.

These training decisions are invariably split between core training priorities, which are managed by the human resources or training department, and line priorities that are managed by line departments or business units.  Indeed, the rate of return to e-learning will often be calculated within the context of a larger project that requires training to implement.  In this model, e-learning is merely one of the costs of the project and there is not a separate return to e-learning.

Each organization is different in terms of the way core and line departments work together.  The unique thing about e-learning is that a third party, the technology department, often gets involved because of the need to provide hardware and software and related systems. 

There are many innovative ways that organizations combine departmental and business unit budgets to pay for e-learning. For instance, a steel producer indicated that their initial investment in e-learning was jointly financed by the human resources department and a sympathetic technology department.  Organizations that work well across functions and where top-line planning priorities are established that legitimately allow various parties to meet objectives through e-learning are more likely to be successful in generating the internal resources to make an e-learning choice.  

Other Considerations in Planning and Doing

The case-by-case comparison between modes is also conditioned by other considerations that have to do with the nature of the learning, the participants and the work environment.  As mentioned, e-learning is not considered appropriate in instances where verbal communication, leadership or group dynamics are being developed. In this respect, the full potential of e-learning has yet to be explored and may very well require additional bandwidth before it can sufficiently replicate classroom-based experiences.  Yet at least one participant was planning on using e-learning to develop these competencies.

On the other hand, e-learning is likely to be favoured when an organization is faced with a spatial challenge to delivering learning.  This is especially relevant to the resource and transportation sectors that have widely dispersed labour forces and a requirement for continual upgrading and testing of safety competencies.  The enhanced computer power of laptop computers and wireless connections has greatly improved the prospects of reaching this workforce through e-learning as compared to the costly mode of classroom education.  Participants agreed that these technological factors would improve over time.

In many ways, this spatial challenge is similar to that faced by sectors that are populated with many small firms (like retail).  These sectors are similarly highly dispersed and individual organizations may be unlikely to invest in e-learning on their own account for the simple reason that they do not have the training volume to make the investment economic.  One focus group participant from an association addressed this challenge by working with a Toronto-based post-secondary institution to develop distance learning modules and associated accreditation for the sector.  This is an organizational aspect of e-learning that needs to be addressed in subsequent phases of the research. 

Another factor relates to the way training is scheduled and spatially organized in relationship to work.  A key virtue of e-learning is, in the words of one participant, “its just in time, just enough and just for me”.  But these flexible aspects of e-learning often run into inflexible approaches to workplace training.  Certainly highly formalized work relationships that may be embedded in collective bargaining agreements make it difficult to take full advantage of the flexible aspects of e-learning.  But even in non-union settings, there may be a culture that favours classroom learning inasmuch as there are dedicated spaces and processes for partitioning this learning from the regular workspace.  Some participants indicated that they had gone so far as to create dedicated e-learning centres within the workplace even though the hardware and Internet access was fully available through employees’ desktop environments.  

Another major factor is the e-literacy of the workforce.  Participants were asked if there were any easy ways to assess this.  Some people may be highly skilled but just don’t use computers.  Consider the case, for example, of a major health centre whose representative indicated: “we have 4000 employees and probably about 60 per cent don’t know how to use a mouse”. Although some participants suggested that this would invariably improve as a younger generation of highly computer literate employees enters the workforce, the age and educational level of the current workforce are not necessarily indicators of e-literacy.  A hospital administrator provided the example of older physicians who were very resistant to using computers as part of their ongoing training.  There are also young people, however, who may have some familiarity with computers but do not learn best through this technology.  Probably the best initial indicator is the share of the workforce that uses computers regularly in the course of their work. But the point was also made that e-learning literacy was about both the readiness to learn through technology and through individualized pedagogical approaches.

Organizational and people factors are important to consider because they will affect the types of indicators that are relevant to the adoption of e-learning.  It may be that we need to track a number of “enabling indicators” that may effectively measure the ability of organizations to make the relevant cost/benefit tradeoffs between e-learning and other modes of delivery.

The “Check and Act”: Evaluation of E-learning

Indicators play a critical role in the “check” portion of the “plan-do-check-act” cycle.  In well-managed organizations, there is an explicit process for checking the results of previous efforts and comparing performance to industry or other benchmarks and changing future plans based on these findings (the “act”). 

According to the focus group participants, there is very little benchmarking of their training efforts with other organizations.  Their evaluations tend to be internal and these evaluations are not, for the most part, differentiated by mode.

There are four levels of evaluation used by focus group participants. The first level is about participation and satisfaction with the training, the so-called “happy face” evaluation.  A second level attempts to determine whether participants actually learned the material (i.e. through testing). A third level of evaluation measures the extent to which the training is related to performance on the job.  In some cases this relies on the self-assessment of training participants and in others on the performance evaluation of managers.  Finally there is a level that attempts to relate the training to organizational performance metrics such as customer satisfaction and employee retention.  This latter evaluation is the most complex but also the most likely to support the case for training as a key input into addressing organizational objectives.

Participants were most likely to collect data about employee satisfaction with the training.  As a Calgary resource executive indicated: "Staff who have evaluated it like the fact that you can go to what you need to learn without having to go through a lot of things you don't need at the time". Less prevalent were systems that made the connection between training and performance on the job.  These were more likely to exist in situations where regulatory requirements mandated testing of competencies as a condition of employment.  Most participants made the argument that they could use their employee survey to make inferences about both individual transformation and organizational wide objectives, especially where these were related to employee retention and satisfaction.  The ties to the organizational metrics are invariably made through the “managing people” component. "E-learning shows up in HR’s divisional scorecard which impacts directly on corporate scorecard which has a major indicator which needs e-learning to be successful" was the way a Calgary participant put it.

This does raise an issue about the level of survey and the types of questions that are asked around evaluation.  One focus group participant even suggested that future e-learning investments would be entirely driven by employee preferences.  This seems a bit of a stretch, but the prevalence of employee evaluations of learning does beg the question as to whether an employee survey is warranted or at least for employee metrics to be provided by responding organizations.  

Comparisons of Modes

Generating comparative indicators on modes may prove challenging.  As mentioned above, strict comparisons of modes may be complicated because of the need to control for other factors that may affect outcomes.  This might be most fruitfully made in cases where an employer offers different modes for the same course. It may also be possible for employers to provide examples of the relative cost factors between e-learning and other modes for specific modules of training as they have likely done this comparison and modules are sufficiently generic in some aspects (for example, the number of participants) to facilitate this level of comparison.

Although direct comparisons between the quality and effectiveness of modes may be problematic, it may be easier to measure the volume of training by mode.  This would amount to an indicator of “revealed preference” (to use the economist’s jargon), that is we can ascertain attitudes towards e-learning through the “do” phase of the PDCA cycle.  It may then be possible to compare indicators of training performance between organizations based on the intensity of their use of e-learning.

Implications for Subsequent Phases of the Research

The focus groups revealed a number of interesting insights in terms of the way organizations plan and implement e-learning and the role that indicators play in this process.  A major objective of this project is to produce national indicators that are meaningful and practical for organizations.  It must be remembered, however, that many organizations are at a relatively early stage of developing their e-learning strategies.  At any rate, their systems for determining the effectiveness of training, especially by modes are at best rudimentary.  Although there are, in fact, organizations that have very highly evolved systems for measuring the outcomes of e-learning and can relate this to various modes, these organizations would appear to be few and far between and therefore are best captured through case studies rather than a broad based survey.

It is important to be clear on the likely respondents to a broad-based survey and the audience for the report.  For Canada as a whole, these are likely to be organizations that have some preliminary experience with e-learning but that have relatively little data on its effectiveness, other than cost effectiveness, or its quality in relationship to its unique characteristics (i.e. just in time/just enough/just for me).

This has important implications for the secondary data gathering and survey design portions of the research. At this early stage, it is probably wise to be conservative with assumptions about the data that organizations are likely to have to hand on e-learning and its effectiveness.  Mark Van Buren of the American Society for Training and Development (ASTD) has indicated that ASTD sees three types indicators: inputs, processes and outputs.  At this stage, Canadian organizations are most likely to have the best information on inputs, such as training volumes and expenditures on various modes.  They may also have some limited amount of information on outputs, especially as these relate to employee satisfaction with training.  They are least likely to have good data on processes and especially comparing the processes of different modes (how long does it take to deliver a training module). 

This project has always been about developing national e-learning indicators that are generated through both secondary sources and an organizational survey.  It is important to develop a data gathering strategy that integrates these sources, recognizing that organizational investments are merely one part of the puzzle and that national infrastructure, demographic trends and workforce structures will play important roles in setting a context for e-learning investments.  

Given the role that costs and employee satisfaction play in e-learning investments, it makes sense to focus on these parameters first in the organizational survey.  In addition, we may choose to develop leading indicators of e-learning based on our idea of changing structural parameters over time.  For example, we may want to track the movement toward integrated e-learning platforms, the vendor market and its practices, the adoption of e-learning in educational institutions, the e-literacy of the workforce and other enabling factors that will ultimately affect the total volume of e-learning.  We also must develop a consistent way of measuring training volumes so that we can compare organizations and develop a time series.  The development of an indicator of e-learning intensity that would facilitate cross-sectional comparisons between organizations based on their use of e-learning would also be interesting.

The issue of whom to survey is challenging because of the distribution of responsibility between central agencies and line departments.  None the less, either the human resources department or the training departments are most likely to have the best line of sight to the practices of the organization on e-learning.  Although the idea of surveying employees does have merit, it makes sense to survey human resource and training professionals first.  To the extent that their organizations do survey individuals on their satisfaction with training, these professionals are likely to be in a position to answer questions about this factor.  

Finally, there are two ways that the ‘meaning’ part of the project can be achieved.  This can be achieved through aggregation of responses and the revealed preferences of groups of organizations or secondly through individual cases where a respondent has generated a systematic approach to e-learning investments and their evaluation.  The survey approach requires significant responses to generate statistically significant meaning.  As such, it would be a mistake to design a survey that assumes that people have highly evolved systems of planning and evaluation as this will only lead to low responses and a lack of meaning.  It would be better to design a simple survey that can generate significant numbers of responses and to compliment this with case studies on leading organizations where meaning has been sufficiently established in an organizational context.

Appendix A: The Focus Group Discussion Guide
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Focus Group Discussion Guide

E-Learning Indicators in a Balanced Scorecard Approach to Performance

Introduction

· Role of moderator

· No right or wrong answers

· Please do not self-censor

· What is said in the room stays in the room

· Taping for moderator's reference only (report)

· Conceptual Overview

· Working toward a tool that will allow them to benchmark their E-Learning efforts

· The tool should be meaningful and practical

Meaningful: what planning processes do you use and need benchmarking information for

Practical: what information can you use AND what information do you have to hand that you can share through a survey

Respondents

Who has been to a group before, who hasn't? (SHOW HANDS)

Introductions around the table

Name

Nature of organization (size, geographic dispersion, sector)

Your role

Begin by reading our definition of E-learning (write on chart prior to meeting)

Who has used E-learning? Show of hands

How long have they used E-Learning?

What are the most popular types of E-learning (LIST)

Review purpose and structure of focus group? Lay out PDCA model

The Planning Context for Training and Development Investments

What types of strategy and planning processes are used in your organization (write down)?
· Balanced scorecard/dashboard

· Informal

· PDCA cycle

· Hoshin planning

· Budget-driven planning 

· Scenario planning

· Annual planning

· Does your organization use benchmarking as part of its planning process?  If so, who do you tend to compare yourself to:

· Other organizations of similar size

· Other organizations in same sector, competitors

· Leading practice organizations

· Geographically

· Globally

· North America

· Canada

· Other sectors

Is there any formal process whereby result are fed back into future planning to determine priorities?

How are organizational plans deployed through the organization?  

Are performance metrics deployed at the same time?

Organizational Plans and Training and Development

How is planning for training and development organized?  

top-down  or bottom-up

Who has the primary responsibility to organize training and development? 

Is it top-down process, bottom up or some combination?

Do you use a knowledge management system or a learning management system to organize and track knowledge/learning in the organization?  If so, which systems?

Planning Training and Development Expenditures

Who has the main responsibility for making decisions about training and development expenditures? Describe the internal planning mechanisms that are used.

How are budgets organized for training and development?  

Is there a tendency to set budgets and budget priorities incrementally or from a zero-base?

How are approvals for training and development expenditures made?  

Are their differences between the approvals for ongoing operational expenditures and capital expenditures?

How are benchmarks or indicators used when planning training expenditures?  

Are targets set for training expenditures based on benchmarks or indicators? 

Provide examples of how benchmarks or indicators may be used to justify certain types of training expenditures.  (LIST THESE) 

Which of these are especially helpful?

Can you think of any other currently indicators that might be helpful but are currently unavailable?

Effectiveness of Training

Does your organization measure the effectiveness of its training, and if so, how (LIST)?

· course completion

· accreditation of learning/pre-post test scores

· employee performance

· business unit or department performance

· organization performance

Is there a formal mechanism for revising training plans based on the effectiveness of training?  Provide examples of where this has occurred?

Does your organization use benchmarks or indicators on the effectiveness of its training?  

Provide examples of which benchmarks or indicators are most useful? (LIST)

What other types of benchmarks or indicators may be useful?

Modes of Delivering

What are the main considerations when deciding which mode of delivery will be used (LIST AND DISCUSS) (e.g. between classroom training, text, E-learning or mixed modes):

· cost

· availability of material

· customized training

· just-in-time training

· geographically dispersed training

· Employee acceptance

What do you see as the main advantages and disadvantages of each of the following modes (FLIPCHART)

· Classroom

· E-Learning

· Text-based

When you are making a decision about the mode of delivery, to what extent, do you currently use benchmarks or indicators?

Which benchmarks or indicators would you find helpful when making decisions about modes of delivery?

E- Learning As a Training Option

Are there differences within your organization as to how E-learning is viewed by 

(PROBE ON NEGATIVE VIEWS):

· Top Management

· HR and Trainers

· Employees

Who tend to have negative views toward E-learning and why?

For those who have negative views, what sort of arguments appeal to them and therefore what type of indicators or benchmarks may be helpful when discussing these views?

What kinds of training are most appropriate for E-learning (WRITE DOWN).

How satisfied are you with your E-learning investments?

How do you see the role of E-learning evolving in the next 5 years?

What are the main barriers to implementing E-Learning at this time?

(PROBE ON INTERNAL BARRIERS and TECHNOLOGICAL BARRIERS)?

To the extent that barriers are internal, what kinds of indicators would help in making the case for E-Learning investments?

Other Comments

Are there any other issues with respect to indicators and E-Learning that perhaps have not been mentioned?

Innovation and Learning


Perspective





Employee performance improvement


Employee skill level





Internal Business Perspective





Safety incidence


Rework rates





Customer Perspective





Pricing


Satisfaction


Market Share





Financial Perspective





Cash Flow


Profitability


Return on Equity

















9
17

