Gathering Information and Obtaining Sponsorship

Successful implementation of e-Learning often depends on gathering information about your learners, your organization’s culture, and about the executive sponsorship you’ll need for your program.  The following suggestions may help you gather some useful data to make the best of your training budget.

Assessing Your Learners
One method to assess learners is to pick several groups of learners that might have the biggest impact on the bottom line.  For each group, list the consumers’ learning needs, their location, and length of employment, turnover rate, number of new hires, and the identity of the sponsor.  Comparing these groups can help you determine how to address the specific needs of each. 

You can also collect data through observation of learners and through surveys conducted via telephone, mail or email, or in person.  In surveys, you may want to consider that using questions that ask for yes and no answers are often subject to misinterpretation and may overlook important factors.  Questions that ask for an opinion usually provide much more valuable information.  Finally, keep in mind that often you learn more by interviewing a dozen people in person than by polling hundreds of them.  

Another tactic is to identify your organization’s true leaders.  Leaders are not exclusively authority figures.  Rather, leadership is often expressed under circumstances requiring a person to behave in leader-like ways.  Leaders are distinguished by their ability to communicate and motivate and their willingness to participate.

Try to identify the important leaders who have senior management roles and titles in key business units, IT departments, and in Human Resources.  In addition, you need to identify key influencers in each of these areas.  These are the individuals other people listen to even though—and maybe because—they don’t have formal roles and titles.  And finally, try to identify the informal leaders, people willing to take on the role of internal change agents.

Assessing Your Organization’s Overall Culture
	Does everyone know his or her role in fulfilling the corporate vision?
	

	What lines of communication are set up for corporate initiatives?
	

	Do things seem to happen efficiently around here?
	

	List five words that sum this place up.
	

	Are most employees enthusiastic about the company or critical of it?
	

	Do people collaborate or are they loners?
	

	Does what employees do on their own time matter?
	

	How does a person get ahead here?
	

	Does management follow up on the initiatives they push forward?
	

	What drives staff turnover?
	

	Are people proud to work here?
	


Assessing Your Organization’s Learning Culture
	Does my company value learning outside the classroom?
	

	Does my company tie learning to performance goals?
	

	How is learning currently managed and organized?
	

	What does the organization measure and value (attendance, certification, test scores, work performance, and so forth)?
	

	What is your organization’s definition of learning, and how does it view the role of learning?
	

	What have been your organization’s prior experiences with technology-delivered or –enabled learning (computer-based training, DVDs)?
	


Executive Sponsorship
Your e-Learning implementation needs sponsorship from the top.  Sponsors are responsible for championing the case for change, visibly representing the change, and reassuring learners.  Depending on your organization, you may need one sponsor to secure senior support at the highest levels while another sponsor drives the change down into the organization.  According to ASTD’s Implementing E-Learning (2002), characteristics of effective sponsors include:

Commitment to the implementation

Great communication skills

Understanding of the change process

High integrity and honesty

Sensitivity to both politics and people

Respect from throughout the organization

Tolerance for risk

Thick skin

Make it one of your priorities to keep these executive sponsors involved in the initiative.  It can often make a huge difference.

In conclusion, although the ongoing promotion of training programs is critical to the process, gathering as much information as possible before an implementation and using these assessments to tailor your program to your organization’s needs is also very important.  Following the above guidelines can help you can better ensure success in your efforts.
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