elearning

By Susan Schott Karr

For companies focused on change and growth — while
charged with lowering costs and improving product offerings and
service — learning is clearly at the center of achieving these goals.
And, with current technology capabilities, enterprise-, electronic- or “eLearning” is fast-becom-

ing the tool of choice for enhancing the ability to adapt to the rapidly changing environment.
Learning itself has become a competitive advantage.

earning has been dramatically
altered by the Internet, with
many factors contributing to its
evolution. As a medium for
communication and learning, the
Internet is a powerful instrument for
helping employees, business part-
ners, suppliers and customers, partic-
ularly as it allows a “student” an any-
time/anyplace classroom. This article
surveys some ¢Learning trends and
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strategies, and assesses how best to
measure its business impact and
refurn on investment.

eLearning, the electronic delivery
of training resources, or the process of
learning new information over the
Internet, allows for varied types of
student interactions. These include
self-paced courses, virtual classrooms,
email and voicemail interaction, chat
sessions, discussion beards, online

resources and reference libraries,
activities and readings and multi-
media presentations.

Until now, many of the systems
built to deliver eLearning have been
fraught with troubles. They've been
difficult to implement, difficult to
understand and have fallen short of
their promises. elearning’s difficult
beginnings raise questions: How are
you going to evaluate the system?



What does it do for you?
How do you know if you're
paying too much? How do
you make sure this isn’'t
another fiasco?

As technology is becoming
more refined, there's a shift to
concentrating on improving
content, learning and knowl-
edge acquisition. We're no
longer concerned with How are we
going to build the schoolhouse? The
technology for building the learning
infrastructure is sophisticated enough
so that we can concentrate on more
important questions: What are
employees learning that is of value?
Is this learning aligned with
employee needs and those of the
company, which has invested to pro-
vide employees with learning that is
applicable to their jobs and will
make them more productive?

A Growth Market

The percentage of companies offering
eLearning is expected to double with-
in the next two years, say results from
a study of 144 companies conducted
by The Forum Corp., a Massachusetts-
based training and consulting firm.
Also, a 2002 State of the Industry
Report by the American Society for
Training and Development (ASTD)
finds that training is thriving, with
eLearning poised for growth. It notes
that companies are spending more on
employee training and that eLearning
has reached its highest level since
1997. Other trends identitied in the
study relate to time, money and diver-
sity: There are shorter time frames for
learning often facilitated through
technology, increasing pressure for
short-term prohts and a greater need
for people to work together as a result
of growing cultural diversity.

Chas Martin, director of global
communications for BetterManage-
ment.com, notes that when his per-
formance management Internet re-
source company offers a series of Web
seminars, four times as many people
sign up for the second seminar, and
more yet for the third. In addition,
through its Web site, BetterManage-
ment sees trends as they happen. With
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online reporting tools, the system
affords the ability to monitor course
activity and traffic, as well as to assess
knowledge.

As buyers become increasingly
knowledgeable about what to look
tor, ask for and expect, there is an
apparent shift to buyer- versus ven-
dor-driven purchasing decisions, and
buyers are making more demands.
They need to decide which learning
management system (LMS5) to pur-
chase, as well as which course con-
tent, services and supports to use.

Plateau, an LMS provider, de-
scribes an LMS as a large, expensive
software application with all kinds of
features, serving as a course catalog,
online registration system and
auditable document-tracking system,
capable of producing reports and
“skill profiles” tor large groups,
enabling managers to assess levels of
training throughout a large company.

Many buyers increasingly want
one-stop shopping. Until recently,
they've otten had to deal with sepa-
rate vendors for ditferent pieces of the
solution. Trace Urdan at ThinkEquity
Partners says buyers are in search of a
single source of IT and soft-skills con-
tent, and they are beginning to have
some success in finding it. Now, some
companies, such as Oracle and Peo-
pleSoft, are touting one-stop shepping
with their “total solutions.” Buyers
also want an LMS that integrates with
their enterprise resource planning
(ERI’) and customer relationship man-
agement (CRM) systems — which
bodes well for other larger players
such as 5AP, Oracle and Siebel.

ROI and Business Impact

As elearning buyers become savvier,
they are also questioning how close
they can come to measuring their

return on investment.

They want to know

what specific effects

eLearning will have

on cost savings, pro-

ductivity im-prove-

ment, revenue growth

and the ability to out-

pace their competi-

tion.  Given the

assumption that a co-mpany has a

well-established training program,

budget and strategy, the next question

is, “"What are we doing that can be

done just as easily with eLearning?
Then, ROI becomes important.

KnowledgelPool Americas, head-

quartered in Dallas, claims to improve

ROI by aligning management goals

with a robust library of titles — 2,500

in all — covering a variety of fields.

CEQ Vincent Rowe says that the com-

pany has focused on bringing “human

motivation” into the equation, using
LMS5 and ERD systems as enablers, The
company has created a system with 14
different reward “motivations,” such
as challenges, promotions and, of
COUTSE, MOre Money.

“We're making it financially viable
to buy libraries of content,” Rowe
says. “In the eLearning field — which
we've been in since ‘94 — what had
never been solved was the issue of
massive content libraries getting uti-
lization rates in the single digits. We
wanted to build an application that
addressed that.”

“"When we talk with CFQOs, we're
talking about making their invest-
ments pay off,” says KnowledgelPool
Senior Vice President Bill Byron Con-
cevitch. Rowe adds that the compa-
ny’s programs aren’t all electronic,
either, since some people do better
with more traditional forms of learn-
ing: “We don’t just push el.earning —
we have OJT [on-the-job training] and
classroom training as well. Blended
learning 15 a mantra that everyone is
using these days.”

To estimate the initial cost reduc-
tions in an ROI equation, INTELL-
INEX, an eLearning Ernst & Young
LLP venture, has created an online
Learning Cost Calculator, (roww.intell
fnex.com) which helps companies



approximate the cost of their current
training program and calculate the
potential savings made possible
through a change to Web-based learn-
ing. The caleulator breaks down costs
and savings into content develop-
ment, delivery and mamtenance.

While Plateau indicates that busi-
nesses often rely on a rapid ROI to
justify their technology purchase,
long-term ROl is also a factor. Short-
term returns — reduced costs tor
instructors, physical facilities, training
materials and administrative time —
are more straightforward and casier
to quantify than the long-term returns
that come in the form of enhanced
enterprise systems or a more produc-
live workforce that can adapt more
quickly to new technologies or corpo-
rate changes,

Bub Mosher, executive director of
education at ElementK, an eLearning
company that provides courses, serv-
ice and support, believes there is an
important distinction to be made
between a “hard money” return on
investment and the true success of any
learning experience — the degree to
which students can apply what
they've learned when they're back on
the job. AL this point, the emphasis is
on added value.

At Docent.com, a business manage-
ment performance software company,
Vice President of Marketing and Busi-
ness Development Sanjay Dholakia
says, “The bottom line is that compa-
nies and CFOs today don’t buy prod-
ucts, they buy value, More often than
not, the two biggest demands that a
company or a CFO will make are in its
people and its information. [t's ilogi-
cal not to demand business value.”

Goal Congruence

There is a growing emphasis on a
company’s ability to align eLearning
initiatives with the corporate mission
and goals, and it's one that buyers

need to grapple with before they
approach vendors. Measuring what
matters entails quantifying eLearn-
ing’s impact on business and fiscal
performance.

Steven M. Roberts, partner-in-
charge of KPMG LLP's National Reg-
ulatory Advisory Services Group,
believes that “large firms, required by
law or regulation to train thousands
of their professionals in significant
compliance issues, such as anti-mon-
ev laundering, are likely to increas-
ingly turn to eLearning as a primary
means of meeting their compliance
requirements.” This need has created
a business opportunity, and KI'MG
has formed an alliance with Learming
Insights Inc. to develop, market and
disseminate courses. Focusing on reg-
ulatory and compliance-related
issues, its first course offering is
designed to help financial services
companies comply with the anti-mon-
ey laundering provisions of the USA
Patriot Act, the anti-terrorism bill
passed in the aftermath of the 9/11
terrorist attacks.

The KPMG/Learning Insights
alliance also plans to develop courses
on the Health Insurance Portability
and Accountability Act (HIPAA), as
well as others on privacy and infor-
mation security and ethics, “These
courses can make it easier fo train
thousands of employees in outlying
locations — such as a global financial
services company's domestic and
international network — so that an
organization can meet regulatory
deadlines and requirements, effective-
ly and cost-efficiently,” says Roberts.
Smaller institutions can also benetil
from the availability of those eLearn-

ing courses, he adds.

Business Cases
One positive trend that helps answer
the question, What's cLearning good

for? is the gradual emergence of con-

What
E-Learning
Can Do

Streamline and speed up the
rollout of new products and
services to market by providing
education to customers at lower
per-unit costs and no additional
per-unit costs to the seller.

Improve employee and cus-
tomer satisfaction because
things get done more quickly
and with less confusion.

Build customer trust and loy-
alty by offering product- and
service-specific training to the
customer.

Reduce the cost of employee
internal training, with lower
costs for instructors, physical
facilities and training materials.

Improve sales performance by
better preparing salespeople.

Facilitate "just in time" learn-
ing in small segments and with-
in a few days of using new
material on the job.

Provide access for thousands
of employees in outlying loca-
tions, across time zones, and
across cultures.

Enable management to keep
up with the pace of change,
which requires constant learning
to update skills and require-
ments.

Improve ability to meet regu-
latory deadlines and require-
ments effectively and cost-effi-
ciently.

Allow management to reme-
dy skilled labor shortages
through targeted learning.

Enhance collaboration with
channel partners and customers
by offering them opportunities
to keep current with the state of
their markets.

Reduce errors and speed up
processing.
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crete examples and business case
studies, which document the experi-
ences vendors have had with their
corporate customers. Business cases
substantiate claims and give validity
to the reasons behind corporate
imvestment in eLearning,.

Knowledge Anywhere, which
emphasizes its ability to develop cus-
tomized Web-based eLearning solu-
tions for corporations in just six to
eight weeks, provides customer suc-
ce'ss stories at its Web site. Docent
posts business cases that offer infor-
mation across industries. As Dhaolakia
savs, "By posting business cases or
talking about ROI and real solutions,
we're demonstrating that we are cre-
ating value.”

INTELLINEX also uses its Web site
to describe customer stories and a
track record of learning solutions suc-
cess that reaches back nearly halt a
century. “Companies want to under-
stand the potential business results ol
their eLearning investments,” says
Roy Brown, CEO and president of
INTELLINEX, “By taking a business

Issues approach, we are able to
design, build and operate learning
solutions that help companies execute
business strategies, drive perform-
ance and achieve real growth. Our
stories provide real-world examples
ol how INTELLINEX solutions have
helped companies reduce costs, accel-
erate speed to profit and improve
people effectiveness.” For example,
he said INTELLINEX teamed with
Canon U.S.A. to design a blended
learning solution focused on sales
force optimization that i1s helping to
shorten the sales cycle and improve
the efficiency of a geographically dis-
persed sales force.

KnowledgePool, which is techni-
cally a subsidiary of Fujitsu Ltd., has
most of its employees overseas and
offers courses in 14 different lan-
guages — with a staff of full-time
counselors in “global support centers”
to solve problems or answer ques-
tions. "We provide online answering
24-7, and the human element that is so
often missing” in eLearning, says

Concevilch.

As the demand to make learning
more relevant to business needs in-
creases, businesses are jumping on the
eLearning bus. And as organizations
use technology to create, manage and
deliver learning content, learning is
taking its place as a strategic assel.

[t is also beginning to be known as
an enterprise-class action that pro-
motes collaboration with suppliers,
vendors, customers and business
partners. eLearning allows organiza-
tions to train large groups ot people
quickly and efficiently. If you've got a
browser, you can gel Lo anyone, any-
where, anytime — and get targeted,
concrete results,

By putting training in context to
business processes, companies are cre-
ating a competitive advantage
through their learning initiatives. That
translates into money well spent.

Susan Schott Karr s a freelance writer in
Chatham, N 1., who writes frequently
about business education and training.
She can be reached at susankarr
@aol.com.
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