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Abstract:  Given today’s increasingly competitive environment, any technique of 
training that does not contribute to organisation effectiveness and efficiency should be 
discarded.  This paper focuses on the factors that an organisation should consider when 
establishing an e-learning strategy.  The absence of an e-learning strategy in most 
organisations could be attributed to e-learning project teams not being competent at 
formulating such a strategy and not  being aware of the factors that need to be 
considered when engaging in such a formulation.  This study attempts to address this 
problem by reflecting on some of these factors, bearing in mind that the consideration 
of these factors should be contextualised to a specific organisation.  It builds on the 
work of some South African researchers such as Rabelani Dagada, Antoinette van der 
Merwe and the ASTD Global Network South Africa. 
 
 

Introduction and Background 
 
In his study entitled “The integration of online learning for human resources development in a corporate 
training environment”, which was undertaken under the auspices of the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Dagada (2004) found that, amongst other things, most organisations that participated in his study did not 
have an e-learning strategy or a business case.  Consequently, the top management of some of these 
organisations did not buy into e-learning initiatives, although a few of them did implement e-learning 
without having a strategy or business case.  This absence is one of the factors that led to several failures on 
the part of e-learning at a major South African-based conglomerate. 
 
Dagada (2004) also found that the absence of an e-learning strategy or a link between the e-learning 
strategy and the overall business strategy exposed e-learning to failure, and also hampered the tasks of line 
and business unit managers in supporting the implementation of e-learning.  Be that as it may, Dagada 
(2004) found that those organisations that had an e-learning strategy were able to implement e-learning 
successfully. 
 
The absence of an e-learning strategy in most organisations could be attributed to e-learning project teams 
not being competent at formulating such a strategy and not being aware of the factors that need to be 
considered when engaging in such a formulation.  This paper attempts to address this problem by reflecting 
on some of these factors, bearing in mind that the consideration of these factors should be contextualised to 
a specific organisation. 
 
 
Rationale for an E-Learning Strategy 
 
According to Morrison (2003:112), an e-learning strategy provides a vision and the scope for guiding the 
implementation process.  People who are responsible for establishing an e-learning strategy should ensure 
that the vision reflects how e-learning would enable the organisation to do things that it could not do 
before.  The framework/scope is not an e-learning project plan, but rather an analysis of that which impacts 
on the implementation of e-learning. 



 
Morrison (2003:113) states that an e-learning strategy operates at both the macro and micro levels.  The 
strategy enables the organisation to consider several issues before embarking on the implementation 
process. 
 
 
Factors to Consider when Establishing an E-Learning Strategy 
 
An organisation needs to consider the following factors when establishing an e-learning strategy: 
 
Formulating a vision for e-learning 
 
The e-learning strategy needs a vision that provides a bird’s-eye view of the main human resources 
development transformation covered in the strategy (Morrison, 2003).  However, Morrison warns that 
vision should not replace substance issues such as infrastructure, bandwidth, cost and the co-operation of 
role players.  The best way to develop a vision for e-learning is to focus on the outcomes of the e-learning 
implementation (Baxter, 2001).  
 
Ensuring alignment with other strategies 
 
Van der Merwe and Pool (2002) claim that an e-learning strategy should enable e-learning to be in line 
with other business strategies.  The organisation’s human resources development endeavours would benefit 
little if e-learning and other business strategies pull in different directions.  It is therefore important for an 
organisation that intends to use e-learning to establish an e-learning strategy which would then be aligned 
with other key strategies.  Alignment could be achieved by engaging the custodians of other strategies 
(Morrison, 2003).  These strategies include a business strategy, e-business strategy, human resources 
strategy, knowledge management strategy, and information technology strategy.  
 
Assessing the environment 
 
Morrison (2003:118) reasoned that the organisation should conduct a SWOT (an acronym for Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis when establishing an e-learning strategy.  The SWOT 
analysis will enable the organisation to identify critical strategic issues, build on core strengths, eliminate 
underlying weaknesses, take quick advantage of significant opportunities, and circumnavigate or mitigate 
threats.   It is advisable to diagnose problems before finalising the e-learning strategy.  People who are 
responsible for the integration of e-learning should avoid preceding diagnoses when they roll out e-learning 
(Pearce, Gallagher & Ensley, 2002).  The importance of diagnoses preceding action is that problems can be 
identified and eliminated before the integration (Geisman, 2001).  If problems are not diagnosed, they may 
later have an adverse effect on the integration of e-learning (Thorton, Lewis, Millmore & Saunders, 2000).  
 
During the process of establishing an e-learning strategy, the external business environment should be 
assessed as this changes continuously (Thorton et al., 2000).  The degree and rate of change have serious 
implications for the enterprise (Fieldman, 2002:53).  According to Hellriegel and Slocum (1996:684), 
external environmental factors that may influence the nature of the e-learning strategy include customers, 
competition, technology, politics, culture and the workforce. 
 
According to Hellriegel and Slocum (1996), people responsible for the introduction of e-learning should 
determine the performance gap in the market.  Kaplan (2000) defines the market performance gap as the 
gap between what the enterprise intends to do, so that it can take advantage of the opportunities in the 
market, and what it is currently doing.  Implementers of e-learning should visualise how e-learning can 
help the organisation to close the performance gap (Horibe, 1999).  E-learning should therefore not be 
introduced just for the sake of it. 
 
Developing a business case for e-learning 
 



An e-learning strategy should include a business case for e-learning.  Alternatively, the establishment of an 
e-learning strategy should be preceded by a business case.  According to Mayberry (2001), a business case 
describes the enterprise’s current situation versus the desire status.  It should also show how the desired 
status will be achieved (Willies & Kelly, 2002:38).  A well-developed business case will show how to 
conduct planning and decision-making regarding procurement, outsourcing, and integration strategies. 
 
According to Morrison (2003:122), the business case should explain the business drivers for e-learning.  
The business case should provide details of the investment needed and the return on investment.  The 
funding model for e-learning should be dealt with in the business case.  This includes addressing issues 
such as whether funding will be centralised or whether will business divisions will own their learning, or a 
combination of both.  
 
Involving stakeholders 
 
According to Morrison (2003:123), the e-learning strategy should identify both internal and external 
stakeholders.  These may include learners (end-users), line managers, business unit managers, top 
management, the IT department and partners. 
 
According to Tetiwat and Igbaria (2000:17), it is very important to get the support of top management 
when introducing e-learning.  A person at executive level should sponsor the e-learning strategy.  She/he 
should sell the strategy of e-learning to top management and the board of the organisation.  The 
implementation of e-learning requires many resources and board approval should therefore be sought 
(Johnson, 2002:1).  Pallof and Pratt (2001:156) suggest that the committee, which includes managers from 
business units, participate in the formulation of the e-learning strategy.  The project team should consider 
the fact that people usually support that which they helped to create (St. Clair, 2002:1).  Participation in an 
e-learning strategy should not be confined to managers only, but every employee, unit and structure within 
the organisation should share in the ownership of the e-learning strategy.  In a unionised environment, 
unions could also be involved (Boxer & Johnson, 2002:37). 
 
Reducing resistance 
 
Hellriegel and Slocum (1996:686) observe that most organisational changes fail because of various forms 
of resistance.  Some people within an organisation may resist the formulation of an e-learning strategy.  It 
is therefore important to understand why people may resist an e-learning strategy (McLagan, 2003:57). 
Reasons include fear, vested interests, misunderstanding, differences in assessment, limited resources and 
inter-organisational agreements (Hellriegel and Slocum, 1996). 
 
Ford, Ford and McNamara (2002) believe that not all resistance to change is negative.  They qualify this 
claim by noting that employees can serve as check-and-balance mechanisms so that an e-learning strategy 
can be planned properly.  According to Hellriegel and Slocum (1996:687), resistance can be reduced by 
taking the following action: 
 

o Educating employees and other stakeholders 
o Allowing the affected people and other stakeholders to participate 
o Negotiating with both internal and external stakeholders 
o The e-learning strategy team may manipulate others in order to change their attitudes.  Providing 

selective information and co-optation could be helpful here.  Co-optation will involve giving one 
of the resistance leaders a role in the e-learning strategy.  However, this may have negative 
consequences because people may feel that they have been tricked, treated unfairly or lied to. 
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