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In 2002 and 2003 we interviewed dozens of program 
managers, developers, and training executives about the 
factors which led to success in their programs.  The results 
of these interviews are enlightening:  the biggest issue in 
success is not “content” itself, but overall program 
management.  This paper describes the findings of this 
research and details a five-step methodology which makes 
e-learning programs effective.  
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Why E-Learning Programs Fail 

Over the last 3 years we have studied dozens of e-learning programs in a wide variety of 
industries and organizations.  What we found is that program success, measured by 
utilization and business impact, is sometimes elusive.  Many programs are developed, 
launched, and then fail to deliver utilization and business results.  Why is this? 
 
What we have found is that E-Learning program success is rarely driven by content 
alone.  Although content development, instructional design, and blended learning 
strategies are all important, we found that change management, program 
management, marketing, infrastructure, and business process integration are far more 
important.  This study describes our research in this important area: 
 
 
How do you deploy e-learning programs in a way that drives high utilization and results? 

What causes e-learning programs to fail? 
What are the important steps, resources, and budget items you need to drive a high-

impact e-learning program? 
 
 
Our findings:  there is a clear and step by step methodology which does work.  This 
research paper documents our findings and will leave you with a checklist and step-by-
step methodology which you can apply to your programs – whether they are built from 
custom content, catalog content, simulations, or any other technology-based training 
program. 

Introduction:  E-Learning:  Will they come? 

 
E-learning has become a buzzword.  In the year 2000, John Chambers, CEO of Cisco 
Corporation, claimed that “e-Learning would be the next killer application – bigger than 
email.”   People believed that the days of “bricks and mortar” training and education 
were rapidly coming to an end. 
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While employees do want to learn, the e-learning program must create an environment 
that encourages and demands utilization in the face of these factors.  Some programs 
can be made “mandatory,” and we discuss these in the study.  However usually e-
learning is optional (recommended), so it is up to you as a program manager to put in 
place the processes that drive utilization. 
 

 
 

Figure 1:  The challenge to driving utilization 

 
We have found that there are five major components to an e-learning program which 
are needed to effectively deploy a high-utilization (and therefore high-impact) program.  
Let’s examine these five steps in detail. 
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The E-Learning Process:  An Overview 

The Five Step E-Learning Process 

 
 
 

Figure 2:  The Five Step E-Learning Deployment Process 

This diagram illustrates the five step “High Impact” e-Learning deployment process, which 
was developed through detailed research and work with hundreds of clients. 
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Figure 15:  UK manufacturer measures registrations by business unit. 
 

Top 10 most used courses Top 10 most used courses (time spent)(time spent)

Course  Name Language Accesses Duration Average Access 
Time (mins)

MS Excel 97 Proficient User English 224 226:55 61
MS Word 97 Proficient User English 221 224:54 61
MS PowerPoint 97 English 177 194:10 66
MS Word 2000 Fundamentals English 141 172:13 73
MS Excel 2000 Fundamentals English 136 135:42 60
MS Access 2000 Fundamentals English 109 122:09 67
MS Access 97 Fundamentals - Part 1 English 107 107:47 60
Lotus Notes R5 Messg and Remote English 72 102:33 85
MS Excel 97 Expert User English 69 90:48 79
MS PowerPoint 2000 Proficient User English 64 79:45 75

As of Apr 1st 2003

 
 

Figure 16:  Measurement of utilization and response times 
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Phase 5:  Business Process Integration 

 
 
 

What is Business Process Integration? 
 
The term “Business Process Integration” refers to linking an e-learning program directly 
into a line-of-business initiative or corporate goal.  For example, rather than “providing 
courses in IT training to improve productivity,” you can “deliver Microsoft Certification 
Programs as part of a corporate-wide initiative to achieve 80% compliance in Microsoft 
WindowsXP administration.” 
 
Every organization has dozens of business goals – some set at an individual workgroup 
level, some set at a corporate level.  For your e-learning to be strategic and of high 
value, you should be developing and focusing on programs which fit into these strategic 
goals. 
 

What usually does not work:  Voluntary Catalogs 
 

E-Learning Program Management:  What Works™ 37            © Bersin & Associates, 2003 



 

 

High Impact E-Learning Case Studies 

Companies Interviewed for this Study 

Baxter Healthcare 
Bell Canada 
British Air 
British Telecom 
Ceridian 
Circuit City 
Cisco 
CT Communications 
Dell Computer 
DigitalThink 
Giant Eagle Foods 
IBM 
Intel 
KPMG - BearingPoint 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving 
National Starch 
Pearson Performance Solutions 
Siemens 
Siemens Energy and Communications 
Sysco Foods 
Tellabs 
Verizon 
Wells Fargo 
WW Grainger 
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