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Overview
Propelled by the power of technology, the promise of leveraging knowledge, and the pressure of tightening budgets, e-Learning initiatives are sweeping through corporate America.  Many will fail.  Yours  may be one of those failures as well unless you can persuade senior management to support your business case and motivate the end users of the e-Learning to buy into your initiative. 
The objective of this paper is to illustrate the process for gaining organizational support for an e-Learning initiative and create a road map to build consensus necessary for approval and ultimately for success.  This paper clearly outlines a nine - stage process you can follow to accomplish this.  It also provides the direction and tools that will help you define your project, evangelize the key stakeholders and decision makers, build and sell a solid business case, gain approval, and get the end users on board.  







Stage 1 - Clearly Define the Project / Initiative

Unless you are clear on what you want to do, others will not be.  Ask yourself, what do you want to accomplish?   Some relevant questions might be the following: 

· Do you want to empower your organization by giving it access to e-Learning content that can be bought off the shelf?  

· Do you want to take your company’s proprietary learning content online?
  
· Are you proposing that your company invest in a Learning Management System (LMS), a Content Management System (CMS), Learning Content Management System (LCMS), or Customer Learning Management System (CLMS)?
 

· Are you proposing to reduce training expenditures or are you planning to train more people in more disciplines for the same cost?
These are the questions to consider while formulating a clear definition of what you want to convince others to do. Your goal is to be able to summarize  your plan and explain it in less than one minute.  
Here are two different examples:

Example A:  “Our Company’s key asset is our proprietary know-how; it is essential that our employees have efficient access to our unique knowledge.  Rapid growth has put pressure on our ability to  deploy this knowledge quickly throughout our organization.  Therefore, we propose to invest in a content management 
system (CMS) that will enable us to rapidly create and update interactive learning content, deliver it, and track its effectiveness. The ROI for this project is X.” 
Example B: “Our company runs 400 classroom training programs in more than 50 locations every quarter, plus we have recently bought an online library of 700 management courses.  What we need is a Learning Management System (LMS) that will allow our employees to register for classroom-based and web-based training programs.  Therefore, we propose to invest in an LMS. The ROI for this project is X.”
Once you have defined your objective clearly, it will be easier to identify the key stakeholders who will either make or break your initiative.
Stage 2 - Identify Key Stakeholders
Building consensus around your company’s e-Learning goals is the key to winning approval for your initiative.  To do this you must first identify your key stakeholders and determine what drives or concerns them.
Who are they?   Stakeholders are at all levels both inside and outside the organization. The following are some examples of key stakeholders:
· Employees 

· Sales

· Finance

· Administration/HR

· Marketing

· Manufacturing

· Distributors 

· Global

· National

· Regional

· Verticals

· Customers
· Individual

· Business

· Non profits

What motivates them?  Once you have identified these stakeholders, put yourself in each of their places and ask the following questions from their perspective:  

· What do I stand to gain from this project? 

· How is this initiative going to impact me and my group? 

· Who will get the credit for its success? 

· Who will be blamed for its failure?

· What do I want from it?  

· Will people see this as a threat or salvation?

The answers to these questions and others like them will help you to understand how these groups may see your initiative.  Coming to grips with the needs and concerns of your stakeholders will enable you to anticipate any perceived down side to your initiative.  

What about the down side? 
 Your initiative may have one or more down sides for some of your stakeholders.  Identify these issues up front and be ready to defend your initiative in light of their concerns. This is part of the process of building consensus. For example , it is not unusual for  stand-up trainers to feel that their jobs are threatened by e-Learning initiatives.  This kind of reaction  forces you to be creative in educating them about the benefits of e-Learning as it relates to “what’s in it for them.” Remember that if the “pros” outweigh the “cons” you are more likely to have a winning initiative.
Stage 3 - Identify Key Decision Makers and Influencers

The next important step in building consensus is knowing exactly who are the decision makers and influencers that  you must impact.  
Ask yourself: “Who is a decision influencer and who is a decision maker?”  
· For decision influencers, you need to determine their impact and reach.   
· For decision-makers, you need to determine their level and type.  
The level usually refers to  budgetary authority or how much they can sign for.  
 The type indicates whether they have decision-making power over money or process issues.  In both cases, the trick is to determine how you can influence them. You must be sensitive to any potential challenges you may be up against.  Your job is to sell your project at each level of decision-making. 
A decision grid (See below) will help you analyze what you know in order  to plan your strategy.  Start by making a grid similar to the following and complete what you know and complete for each key stakeholder, decision maker or influencer. If you are not able to complete the chart, it is a signal that you need to do some serious homework before proceeding any further.
Decision Grid 
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Name, Title, decision maker, influencer, stakeholder

Clearly define the profile of your target.  It is important to determine what each does and the level of authority.  Is this person a decision maker, an influencer, or stakeholder?

Level of Influence, level of decision making, type of decision making
Identify a person’s level of influence or  decision-making authority. Is this person an economic buyer? It is important to know, for example, whether the individual has authority or influence in the finance area or over business processes.
Personal needs
Although most stakeholders will have some level of interest in what e-Learning can do for the organization, they will also want to know what it can do for them personally. It is crucial for you to determine how your e-Learning initiative will hit a “sweet spot” with them. If you can do this, you will more easily sell them on your proposal. 

Potential Challenges

Identify any issues that might come between your initiative and the priorities of the stakeholder/decision-maker.  What challenges might come up, and how will you deal with them?

Influencers / Influences
Determine the level of influence each stakeholder/decision-maker exerts.. The extent and depth of the reach will dictate how much time to spend convincing them of the value of your initiative.  Additionally, it is  important to know who has influence over this person. In cases where you have difficulty reaching or convincing  a decision-maker,  you may need to motivate someone else  to do it for you.  Hence, knowing who can influence an individual can be  significant. 

Once you’ve completed the decision grid, it’s time talk to the stakeholders.  
Stage 4 - Interview Key Stakeholders and Decision Makers
Take your decision grid on the road and put it into practice! Meet with key stakeholders, decision makers and influencers, get close to them, and start selling. At this stage, do not be surprised if their feedback is not what you expected.   Their comments and recommendations will probably lead you to revise your initial strategies and rethink how you prioritized the potential benefits of your initiative.   The following are some useful guidelines to help you prepare for the interviews: 
· Interview guidelines:   
Set clear interviewing objectives
Stick to a reasonable time frame 

Stay in line with your stated agenda 

Summarize your findings
· Share your findings with your e-Learning team and senior management 
Purpose of the Interview: With each interview, your goal is to gather insights, observations, and other information around the business requirements and processes for your initiative.  You need to collect enough information to determine the hot buttons of each stakeholder/decision maker.  Furthermore, the interviews will provide you with the opportunity to gather important data with which you will build your business case.

•Duration:  1 to 1.5 hours

•Interview discussion should cover:
· Clear definition of the e-Learning initiative

· Concise formulation of objectives and strategic benefits

· Discussion of business issues as they relate to training/knowledge requirements. Make sure you touch on:

· Business process issues 

· Technology/IT issues

· Logistical/organizational issues around training delivery



· After the interview- formulate your strategy:   Whatever information you glean from the interviews should be organized into: 

·  needs
·  challenges,
·  benefits
·  opportunities
These building blocks of the overall business strategy will now follow in selling your initiative.  Once you understand these elements, you will be able to target the organization’s “sweet spot.”    Now  you are ready  to share your findings and strategy with your team and senior management.  
Stage 5 – Identify the  “sweet spot” of the Organization and Pitch to It
The key to effectively positioning your e-Learning initiative as an indispensable necessity is to identify the “sweet spot” of your business.  Understanding the “sweet spot” is critical because “sweet spots” provide a real opportunity to link e-Learning benefits to actual business needs.

The “sweet spot” of an organization can be defined as “what is of central importance to the business.”  Identifying the “sweet spot” will enable you to match the benefits of your e-Learning initiative with real business needs. For example, some businesses are  product-centric.  In those companies, anything that adds value to getting the product out the door will hit the organization’s “sweet spot.”  Other organizations, such as consulting firms, are  driven by their need to nurture their know-how (unique knowledge).  Hitting the knowledge organization’s sweet spot  lies in enhancing its ability to protect and develop its proprietary knowledge or intellectual capital.   In contrast, large companies with decentralized decision- making processes and administrative redundancies will be attracted by the efficiencies a streamlined LMS can offer.  
 
The following chart graphically illustrates some organizational “sweet spots” and the attendant benefits an e-Learning initiative can offer an organization: 
	Possible Organizational 
“sweet spot”

	Potential Benefit from e-Learning Initiative

	Business characterized by abundance of new product launches – short product shelf life
	· Time to Market

· Knowledge to market

· Updating flexibility

· Speed of Delivery

· Accessible as an EPSS

	Business affected by economic slowdown and budget cuts
	· Blending e-Learning to reduce cost

· Increase productivity

· Reduce travel

· Reduce training unit cost

· Deliver more training with the same budgets

	Intellectual capital/knowledge is business’ key product, business requires more new knowledge to be competitive
	· Avoid brain drain

· Build our knowledge management database

· Increase billable hours

· Make a smart company smarter

· Cause higher retention of employees

	Business relies heavily on SME to travel and train workforce.  SME are both a valuable resource and a bottleneck
	· Capture SME knowledge and disseminate to more employees, faster and more frequently

· Empower SMEs with non-technical authoring tools and wizards to capture knowledge

· Enable SME to engage in synchronous collaborative coaching



	Business is characterized by administrative redundancies when it comes to managing corporate training activity
	· Streamline administrative challenge by centralizing and automating the registration and tracking process into a single system

· Integrate the training administration capability of an LMS into our corporate HRIS

· Reduce the human resource and cost impact of administrating corporate training

· Increase process efficiencies as well as effectiveness

	Business is a sales or distribution organization
	· Increase time spent selling

· Decrease learning lead times

· Provide true adaptive learning experience – “need-to-know” based learning.


The above chart describes some business situations  that can provide organizational “sweet spots” and shows how you can turn these into  benefits you can pitch to the decision-makers and influencers.  These needs and benefits all fall within categories we call the 4Es of e-Learning.  They are: 
Economics 
E-Learning can save a business serious money in two significant ways.

1) By reducing expenses incurred traveling, using facilities,  printing materials and decreasing time away from the job.  Although most companies  realize the benefits of travel and facilities savings right away, reducing the time away from the job provides  greater long-term savings. Given time, the ROI for e-Learning will be enough to impress even the staunchest adversary to your initiative.

2)  Another type of economic benefit that e-Learning can yield is by realizing faster  product and knowledge time to market.  Well-designed and implemented e-Learning initiatives can produce significant economic gain by enabling  employees, VARs and others in the supply chain  to access knowledge on new products and processes more quickly. In a world where product and service shelf lives are getting increasingly short, this can make the difference between an organization’s success and failure. 

Efficiency
An e-Learning initiative spearheaded by a state-of-the-art LCMS can bring a business major efficiencies. For one, a quality LCMS can beak-up administrative silos within an organization by centralizing the registration and tracking of all corporate training activity (classroom-based and e-learning) including streamlining and automating the process of training completion and certification.  This information often feeds into a company’s HR activities which impact employee pay raises benefits and promotions. Such real-time knowledge delivery and management can also have a very positive impact on talent retention.
Effectiveness
It would be difficult to convince a business to substitute all classroom-based training for e-Learning. However, it is not difficult to persuade a businessperson of the benefits of blending traditional learning and e-Learning.  Effectiveness in learning rests in the ability to transfer knowledge effectively, cause higher levels of retention, turn event-based learning into an ongoing process, transition from pure learning to performance support, and ultimately track the impact on business results. Blending e-Learning and traditional learning creates an opportunity to better deliver on the above promises.
Equalizer
E-Learning is a great equalizer.  When used to prepare individuals for classroom-based learning, it  enables learners to participate with equal levels of knowledge on a particular topic.  Traditionally, training participants would begin a session with varying levels of knowledge, causing frustration in all participants.  For some, the material covered was too basic, for others too difficult. E-Learning can result in more effective training when it leverages technology to adapt learning material to each learner’s knowledge level. 
Stage 6 - Building the Business Case
Starting an e-Learning initiative is so different from starting a new business. A meaningful e-Learning project is an expensive endeavor and requires your company to make a significant investment in money, time, and people. Consequently, it is your job, to collect the most pertinent data from which to build an airtight business case. This could include hard- to- document information about current spending on training, administration costs, and lead times.  
1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
The appendix section of this paper features a generic executive 
summary from a typical business case.   Its aim is to empower you to clearly articulate the business case for bringing e-Learning into your company.  Once you have developed your own  business case summary, it will be much easier to communicate the value of e-Learning to all levels of the organization. In preparing your executive summary, consider the following: 
Content - your business case must address:  
1. Current challenges 

2. The e-Learning solution

3. Expected benefits

4. Economic proposition

5. Key reasons why your organization must do this
Tone and Audience 
 As you read through the sample,  notice  that the summary is not a technical document.  It should not assume prior knowledge of e-Learning. Remember your audience – stakeholders, influencers, decision-makers, or end users. Any layperson should be able to easily understand it premise, its promise, and its value.  Consider this document an extension of the value proposition you already developed. If you are not able articulate your value proposition within 3 minutes, you are in trouble.

Stage 7- Winning Approval 
  

Use everything that you have learned during the research and interview stage of the project to put together a business 
case and sell it  (an example of a e-Learning business case is presented in the appendix).  It is crucial that you effectively link your project benefits to stakeholder needs and present the economic value (ROI) of its implementation.  The level of complexity surrounding the approval process will differ greatly  from company to company.  Usually, the approval process chases the money.  If your company has put together  an e-Learning committee, you will need to gain the buy-in of the committee members both individually and as a group.  This may take a long time but don’t give up.  If your company requires the approval of a single executive, then your task is more straightforward.  
Each environment has its opportunities and its challenges.  In a committee environment, the good news is that a single individual will not usually halt the approval process.  The flip side is that it takes a lot of effort, scheduling, and time to gain the support of the entire group.  
In a company where the approval process revolves around one or two key individuals, the good news is that the approval process will be faster.  The flip side is that a single person has the potential to stop you in your tracks. If you have followed the process outlined in this paper, then you are probably in good shape by now. If you have not, then it may be productive to revisit the steps you missed.   To summarize:  


1. Start by learning about your stakeholder’s needs, wants, and potential benefits and challenges.

2. Learn the needs, motivations and impact of key decision makers, influencers and their level of influence.

3. Gather hard data about the current status of corporate training (data should come from your stakeholders and decision makers).

4. Gather soft data from your stakeholders about needs that are not fulfilled in the present state.

5. Use data collected in interviews from stakeholders to build you business case.

6. Seek stakeholders/decision makers input during formulation of business plan. 

7. Build a business case that is concise and simple to understand.

8. Sell the business case with enthusiasm and commitment.
Stage 8 - Creating Contingency Plans 
In most cases decision makers will have the ability to approve or disapprove your project as it relates to the concept,  scope,  usefulness,  timing, and  cost. The project may be endorsed as a valuable business initiative, but questioned with regards to one or more of these elements.  This is why every serious e-Learning initiative leader must prepare contingency plans before asking for approval. 

The following chart will help you plan for contingencies.  It does not offer a solution for  every possible obstacle but can assist you in building a similar grid to create your own contingency plans.

	Project approved
	Budget approved
	IT Resource available
	Timing approved
	Action required

	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Alternate timing

	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	Seek funding from existing budgets

	No
	No 
	Yes
	Yes
	Reduce project scope

	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	Understand when resource will become available and provide new project schedule



Stage 9 - Get the End User on Board
At the outset, we emphasized the importance of building consensus within the organization in order to win approval for the e-Learning project.  Equally important to the initial and ongoing success of the initiative is acceptance and enthusiasm on the part of the learners themselves. 

The story of Hundredth Monkey phenomenon provides one  example for getting end users involved. In 1952, on the island of Koshuha in Japan, 
Scientists regularly provided monkeys with sweet potatoes by dropping large amounts of sweet potatoes in the sand.  Scientists were well aware that the 2,000 monkeys on the island liked the taste of the raw sweet potatoes, but not the taste of the sand. 
Eighteen months into the study, a young monkey solved the problem by washing the potatoes in a nearby stream. It took another six years for other young monkeys to learn the trick. Then one sunny day in the autumn of 1958, all 2000 Monkeys on the Island began washing sweet potatoes. The hundredth phenomenon might also be applied  to humans
.  
Perhaps so, except you do not have six years to test this theory on e-Learning or wait for e-Learning to catch on.  You will need to move fast and decisively to get the bulk of your target audience to adapt e Learning otherwise your company’s investment will be lost. You must budget and plan for this crucial phase right from the start of the project. Here are some suggestions to consider: 

· 
· Make sure your first e-Learning Course  "knocks end users socks off” and helps them with their work.
· 
A first impression is often the last impression. If the first series of e-Learning courses help end users, you will get their buy-in and approval. Otherwise, your initiative will stall.  

· Put on a course that is relevant  for the  whole company.

· Get the CEO to take the course and make sure everybody knows about it.
· Build in rewards, recognition and maybe even a “
time-out” scheme.  
· Use your champions to evangelize the program 

Use them to spread the word.  Your champions can:

· Be e-Learning cheerleaders at their level. 

· Identify issues that e-Learning may help solve. 

· Help define goals and objectives for the e-Learning  
Once you know what e-Learning can do to help everyone, spread the word. If it’s going to save money for a department, let them know. If you know of one department that has a serious issue with knowledge experts, show them how e-learning can help them. Gain buy-in everywhere you can.  Some of the ways to educate people on your initiative include:
· Take it on the road show: Use all available means including elaborate multimedia to describe how this initiative would benefit everyone.  

· Follow-up with a sustained internal e- Learning PR campaign.
· Make sure you continue to demonstrate top managements involvement.
· Create a special President award
· Keep your  courses current .
This is only the beginning.  Engaging your end users and keeping them engaged is critical to the initiative’s ongoing  success. 






 
Conclusion

As a child I experimented with learning by putting a grammar book under my pillow. Unfortunately, learning by osmosis didn’t work. Similarly, e-learning will not happen by just wishing it to happen. It takes a lot of hard work to built a solid business case, manage stakeholders, and get end user buy in. The reward, however, can be spectacular for the company, for you, and for the end user. Case studies can help build the business case and provide practical guidance. 


Appendix

Example Business Case



1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 


1. The Challenge:

Our business challenge is to train more employees, more effectively, more often, within current budgets.  In doing so, we need to provide learners the ability to learn based on their individual knowledge gaps.  Furthermore, we need to ensure that all employees possess the required knowledge to effectively utilize mission critical tools such as intranet- based ordering systems…etc.  Moreover, we need to reduce the administrative burden and cost associated with training delivery, scheduling and registration.   

 

2. The Solution:

Currently, we do a good job of training employees.  However, we see room for improvement by implementing a state-of-the-art Learning Content Management System (LCMS).  The LCMS will enable our business to combine classroom-based training together with e-Learning, and result in higher degrees of learning effectiveness as well as cost efficiency.

 

3. Key Benefits:

By implementing the LCMS, our company will:

1. Deliver more training to more employees at lower training unit cost 

2. Enhance the effectiveness of classroom-based training (TOK, Retention) 

3. Reduce costs and complexity associated with training delivery, and administration 

4. Empower employees to learn based on their knowledge gaps 

5. Provide employees additional opportunities for personal development 

6. Accelerate “time-to-knowledge” for time sensitive proprietary content 

7. Support the adoption and effective utilization of mission critical tools such as our Intranet 

8. Enable the rapid development of proprietary e-courses 

9. Provide management real-time reports on knowledge levels throughout the organization 

 

4.  What will it cost – What’s the ROI?

Implementing a full-blown LCMS platform in our company will be an 18-month project and cost $X.  The LCMS payback period is expected to be X months from project launch. The ROI associated with the complete implementation of the LCMS will be in the 20% range.  The IRR for this $X Million investment (at a discount rate of 8%) is $X.

 

5.  Why should we do this?

This will enable us to:

1. Deliver up to 20% more training within current spending levels 

2. Reduce administrative burden and save $X/year. 

3. Get up-to-date knowledge to employees up to five time faster 

4. Make our smart company smarter. 



	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	

	






























































Do not be surprised if their feedback is not what you expected.








� To learn more about creating eLearning for your customers, vendors, etc., refer to eLITE's second white paper entitled "Critical Chain Learning" authored by Michael Van Hoozer of Accenture.   Email � HYPERLINK "mailto:James_Moshinskie@baylor.edu" ��James_Moshinskie@baylor.edu� for a copy.
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