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Many training and development professionals re-
ceive negative responses from clients and man-
agers upon hearing the term “needs assessment.”
Other terms (such as “organizational diagnosis” or
“determining goals”) are not met with such nega-
tivity. But in the end, all we really mean is maybe-
we-should-step-back-and-see-what’s-really-going-
on-here-before-we-implement-the-solution.

It would be a mistake to assume this backlash is
merely a jargon battle. Traditional needs assess-
ment, or a process for determining the gap be-
tween what target learners currently know and
what they need to know, may result in the creation
of excellent training. But in today’s dynamic work-
place and given the proliferation of new high-tech
education tools (“e-learning”), focusing exclusively
on creating excellent training is missing the mark. 

For a needs assessment to have a successful out-
come, it must accomplish many things—improving
performance being only one. It must also accom-
plish the following:

● determine how to achieve the high-level goals
of the organization (for example, increasing
sales and fostering innovation)

● determine what system obstacles you need to
remove (other than training)

● point to an intervention that will balance the
conflicting needs of different stakeholders (in-
formation technology [IT] department vs. hu-
man resources [HR] department, participants
vs. managers, budget vs. vendor costs, and so on) 

● pave the way for the new program

The purpose of this Info-line is to guide practition-
ers through an expanded needs assessment process
that better serves organizations implementing e-
learning programs. Readers should already be
well-versed in the fundamental techniques
of needs assessment (for example, questionnaires,

interviewing, creating objectives, and so on) or are
obtaining that basic competency through other
sources (see the references at the back of this 
issue).

After reading this Info-line, you should be able to
create a high-level requirements document that
includes the following:

● objectives (macro organizational objectives
and micro target learner population objec-
tives)

● a list of advantages and potential obstacles to
e-learning adoption

● a list of possible e-learning configurations

● an e-learning readiness score 

Administrative Details

Trying to define e-learning is a little like trying to
define love. Making matters more complex is that
there are about as many possible e-learning con-
figurations as there are romantic partnerships.
Due to space constraints and format restrictions,
this document presents a detailed introduction to
the e-learning needs assessment process, not a
comprehensive treatment of all possible situations.
Understanding the following parameters will pre-
vent confusion or misunderstandings.

Parameters

The phrase “e-learning initiative” or “program”
refers to a blend of traditional classroom training
and content that is delivered electronically. Orga-
nizations are using a significant number of e-learn-
ing programs to increase revenue, and this often
involves providing e-learning to partners, cus-
tomers, or another external audience. In this docu-
ment, we assume you will be designing an e-learn-
ing initiative for an internal audience in a typical
medium to large (50+ people) organization. 

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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Step 1: Determine Macro Objectives

Begin by determining the macro-level objectives
of your organization. This is a two-pronged ap-
proach. First find responses to these questions:

● What would the CEO and other senior-level
executives like to accomplish in the next six
months? Year? Eighteen months? Three
years?

● Equally important but often more difficult to
ascertain is this question: “Where is the organ-
ization feeling the most pain?”

Next, write specific, measurable, achievable, real-
istic, and timely (SMART) macro-level objectives
that clearly and convincingly address the major
points of each response.

Step 2: Assess TPP

The next step in the process is time-consuming but
indispensable: Assess the target participant popu-
lation (TPP) to set micro-level objectives. While
this Info-line does not cover needs assessment fun-
damentals (such as when to use a focus group, how
to do an extant data analysis, and so on), it does fo-
cus on aspects of the learner population that inter-
sect with the technical elements of the program. It
is assumed you will perform an assessment specifi-
cally designed to addresses the nontechnical ele-
ments of the subject matter needs in tandem with
the process described below. 

Assessing learners involves looking at three factors
from the e-learning readiness model: psychologi-
cal, technical skill, and equipment readiness. 

Psychological Readiness

For learners, assess those aspects that are predom-
inantly “internal” (within the learner) such as self-
esteem, preferred learning style, cultural expecta-
tions, comfort with change and attitudes towards
education, learning, technology, his or her employ-
er, past educational or learning experiences, and
perceived cost/benefit ratio.

You do not need to be a brain surgeon to know that
what goes on inside the learner’s head will be a
strong determinant of the outcome of your efforts.

Holistic System 
When people refer to an e-learning solution or program, they are
actually conceptualizing a system comprised of many diverse fac-
tors. Think of the system as a tree growing in the wild. 

● The learners are the leaves of the tree—the conduits through
which all change takes place. Input (information) is converted
to output (productivity) through learners just as leaves trans-
form sunlight, water, and nutrients into nutritious food through 
photosynthesis.

● The stakeholders are the tree trunk. People directly affect
learners by positioning them (in an ideal world) in the right
place for the transformation to occur. These people can include
the participant’s managers, the division director, information
technology professionals, human resources representatives,
unions, fellow employees who are not participants, and gate-
keepers (such as secretaries and assistants).

● Basic building blocks of the program—such as budget, human
resources, time, curriculum, public relations, and proce-
dures—are the foundation of the program. Just as roots and
soil provide ongoing stability and nutrients to the tree, these
necessities provide the infrastructure and raw materials needed
by the learners.

● The environment surrounding the tree does not radically alter
the process, but rather, influences it more subtly over time.
These include factors such as the legal, political, economic, and
cultural climate; the marketplace; and simple fate. Just as the
location of the sun, the humidity, and the air quality (that is,
pollution and ozone depletion) all subtly affect the growth of
the tree, so these factors affect the learner’s ability to transform
the e-learning into productivity gains.

● No one element is more important than another. A needs 
assessment for e-learning differs from a needs assessment for
the classroom not because these factors are absent in a tradi-
tional program. But rather because the importance of each fac-
tor is heightened when you implement e-learning.



For an e-learning initiative to accomplish the de-
signer’s macro-level objectives, you must assess
carefully the psychological factors that are most
likely to impact the program.

In addition to the steps you take to assess the
TPP’s psychological readiness for training, some of
the steps to determine their readiness for e-learn-
ing include the following:

● Perform a learning styles assessment that is
specifically geared to e-learning and technical
learning.

● Evaluate learners’ attitude towards technology.
Determine where learners fall on the technol-
ogy adoption curve by inquiring about their
technical habits.

● Assess learners’ technical goals as they relate to
their employment. Determine how the TPP
feels about technology and their jobs. For ex-
ample, do they feel there is a connection be-
tween learning new technologies and achiev-
ing their professional goals?

● Review the TPP’s previous experience with e-
learning. Determine whether they have taken
any form of distance learning class, “attended”
satellite broadcast lectures, and so on.

Technical Skills Readiness

For learners, take into consideration those techni-
cal competencies that will facilitate or hinder their
ability to benefit from an e-learning program. This
includes basic computer skills, motor skills (for ex-
ample, typing), research and information discovery
skills, project management skills, and familiarity
with computer-related terminology.

If you have ever had a projector die in the middle
of a presentation or lost an online connection dur-
ing a trade show demonstration, you know the
message is meaningless if the tools get in the way.
Assessing the TPP’s ability to use the tools can be a
challenging process because the technology—as it
will look when it is implemented—may not yet ex-
ist. It is almost impossible to determine if a learner
can use a system that does not exist; it is equally
difficult to write a needs assessment guide to cover
all possible skills necessary to operate all the tech-
nical equipment out there. 

With that said, assessing basic skills can serve as a
guide to the e-learning designer who is creating
objectives and avoiding barriers or obstacles. Some
of the many steps to determining technical readi-
ness include the following: 

Examine the TPP’s current aptitude with the
technology they already have (both hardware and
software). For example, do they use online services
simply for email or for complex tasks such as main-
taining their own Web sites? Do they have mobile
phones? If so, are they programmed with phone
numbers? Do they do text messaging? 

Consider the TPP’s motor skills. Determine the
motor characteristics of your TPP that might help
or hinder their use of technology. For example,
can they type? Are there any physical characteris-
tics that might prevent the use of a keyboard and
screen (for example, do they, for any reason, have
trouble reading the computer screen?)

Assess the TPP’s technical history. Determine
how long the TPP has been using technology and
how comfortable they are using it. For example, did
they grow up surrounded by technology? How long
have they been using a personal computer (PC)?

Equipment Readiness

In this phase of the assessment, as difficult as this
will be, it is best to stick to figuring out whether
your TPP (not the IT department, not the vendor)
has the proper equipment to take advantage of an
e-learning initiative. Look to discover basic equip-
ment information (such as processor power, online
access speeds, monitor size, plug-ins, access de-
vices, and so on). When addressing this factor in
the next step, you will discuss the back-end equip-
ment from the supply side of the equation. Here,
only look at the equipment that will directly touch
the learner.

It is important to make the distinction between
“necessary” equipment and “proper” equipment.
Sure, a commuter plane can take a passenger from
New York to California, but naïve is the modern
airline that expects repeat passengers from that
voyage. While a person using a 566 Pentium with
DSL can theoretically participate in a Web video-
conference, who wants to watch a face that looks
funny, freezes every few seconds, and never
matches the audio?

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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It is unlikely you will be able to pin down exactly
what equipment learners need at this point, but
you will eventually need to have this information.
For now, it should be enough to assess the general
state of their equipment by looking at the following:

● Determine if and where they have access to a
PC, the speed and configuration of the com-
puter, and what peripherals are attached.

● Consider access to other personal equipment
that might be applicable to e-learning. Do
they have personal electronic devices (owned
either personally or by their employer) that
they can use for e-learning such as PDAs, dig-
ital TVs, VCRs, and CD players?

● Determine whether the TPP has access to on-
line services at work and at home. If yes, what
is the speed of those connections and what is
the planned access to faster connections?

Sculpt Micro-Level Objectives

At this point, you should have completed an as-
sessment that examines both the subject matter
needs of your TPP and the e-learning needs. Take
this information and transform it into action by
creating micro-level objectives.

Start by getting out your sheet of macro-level ob-
jectives. Read through your notes and see what
patterns emerge. If possible, ask another person
to review your notes at the same time and then
discuss what patterns you each see. Without think-
ing too hard, quickly write down as many two- or
four-word “objectives” as you can. Make a goal of
getting at least 25 mini-objectives written in one
minute. A few of your objectives may resemble
the following:

● type 40 wpm

● troubleshoot customer problems

● attain faster computers

● increase comfort level with technology

● express the connection between technology
and career advancement

Notice that you want objectives that are both re-
lated and unrelated to the subject matter. 

Working from the patterns you discovered and the
objectives you created, determine responses to
the following questions:

● What actions are most likely to help you
quickly reach your macro-level goals?

● What issues are most likely to hamper your
ability to attain those goals?

● What actions will facilitate adoption of a tech-
nology-based program?

● What actions will delay the adoption of a tech-
nology-based program?

The final step is to write the objective in SMART
format. Remember, at this point you are only able
to write micro-level objectives that directly relate
to your TPP. After completing the next section,
you will have a complete set of objectives that you
can use with stakeholders and the TPP.

Step 3: Assess System Factors

Learners are only one of the many factors you
should consider if an e-learning program is to be
successful. In this step, apply the e-learning readi-
ness model to the other system factors.

Trying to comprehensively assess an entire system
only leads to analysis paralysis. Instead, your goal
must be to capture the following:

1. The top one or two goals and objectives of the
most critical stakeholders in the system.

2. The potential obstacles that could sabotage or
decrease the effectiveness of the e-learning
initiative.

First identify (by name, position, and title) the
most influential stakeholders. Then examine each
stakeholder through the filter of the e-learning
prep factors discussed in the E-Learning Readi-
ness Model sidebar.

Copyright © December 2000, Info-line, ASTD.4
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Stakeholders

The next step is to apply the e-learning readiness
model to each of the stakeholders. Ideally, you
should assess everyone who received a score above
seven (refer to Determining Stakeholders sidebar
for the scale). If you can assess more, your pro-
gram is more likely to be a success. The lowest
common denominator when creating an e-learning
program similar to the one described in the intro-
duction should include at least one member of
each of the following groups:

● subject matter experts (SMEs)
● IT or IS department
● potential vendors
● TPP managers
● nonparticipating co-workers 

Remember that your goal in assessing these stake-
holders is not to conduct a deep and comprehen-
sive assessment of every possible facet of their ex-
istence. Your goal is to determine the top two or
three ways an e-learning program benefits them
and in what ways they may potentially hinder your
efforts (unintentionally and intentionally). 

Given the enormity of this task, the high risk of
overassessing, and the tremendous likelihood that
your client wanted the program done yesterday,
continually ask yourself the following questions for
each stakeholder when assessing the different
readiness factors.

1. How will they benefit, both directly and indi-
rectly, from an education or training program
that relies heavily upon technology? It is not
enough to determine how they will benefit
from an education program. Chances are your
e-learning initiative is going to demand some-
thing of them that the classroom program did
not. Another, more proactive way to ask this
question: What can you do to make sure stake-
holders benefit from the use of technology in
training?

2. How will he or she be directly affected by the
e-learning initiative? Determine what burden
will be added to his or her life that would not
exist without the e-learning initiative. What
benefit would not exist?

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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E-Learning Readiness Model 
Design your e-learning needs assessment to answer three 
questions:

1. Can we do this?

2. If we can do this, how are we going to do it?

3. What are the outcomes and how do we measure them?

The e-learning readiness model simplifies the process of getting
the basic information necessary to answer these questions. Group-
ing a wide variety of factors into the following eight categories al-
lows the practitioner to use the same process to assess vastly differ-
ent stakeholders in the system. 

Psychological Readiness: The individual’s state of mind as it im-
pacts the outcome of the e-learning initiative. 

Sociological Readiness: The interpersonal aspects of the envi-
ronment in which you will implement the program.

Technological Skill Readiness: The observable and measurable
technical competencies.

Equipment Readiness: The question of the proper equipment
possession.

Content Readiness: The subject matter and goals of the 
instruction.

Financial Readiness: The budget size and allocation process.

Human Resource Readiness: The availability and design of the
human support system.

Environmental Readiness: The large scale forces operating on
the stakeholders both within the organization and outside the 
organization. 

For each stakeholder group, the combination of factors that you
examine is different. This model, however, provides a simplified
way of determining whether e-learning can be implemented suc-
cessfully—and if so, what forces are on your side. If not, it helps
determine what obstacles you need to address.
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Determining Stakeholders 
Create a stakeholder identification worksheet similar to the one below (but with at least 20 rows) in your word processing or spreadsheet
program. Look at all the different elements of the e-learning holistic system (refer to the Holistic System sidebar if you need help re-
membering the elements). For each element, brainstorm all the possible people who might be involved in facilitating or impeding your
e-learning program. Write his or her name in the name column of the worksheet. It is far better to go overboard and have too many
names than to miss key individuals—later on you can create a short list. By the end of this process, you should have identified at least 20
stakeholders. 

Use the following list to help you identify stakeholders.

Name Title Function/Divison Influence Score
(1-10)

Notes

● Potential technology stakeholders: CIO, VP information technology (IT) or information systems (IS), IS/IT director, IT manager,
IT help desk manager

● Potential participant-influencing stakeholders: nonparticipating co-workers, managers, directors

● Potential finance stakeholders: CFO, investment bankers, venture capitalists, stockholders 

● Potential human resources (HR) stakeholders: VP HR, division HR liaison, OD director, training professionals

● Potential sales stakeholders: VP sales, sales director

● Potential customer service stakeholders

● Potential marketing stakeholders

● Potential government stakeholders (If your organization is a part of a governmental program—for example, welfare to work and 
incubator—determine who the key political contacts will be.)

● Potential union stakeholders

● Potential legal stakeholders (Lawyers for other firms if a partnership or acquisition is involved, your own lawyers if a new business
model is being built around the e-learning initiative.)

● Potential vendor stakeholders (If you have a partnership with a vendor, determine who the stakeholders are for that group.)

● Potential general public stakeholders (There may be people who indirectly influence the e-learning process by directly influencing
learners: spouses, children, family, religious groups, and so on.)

For each name, fill in the title and function columns. Only after identifying name, title, and function, should you fill in the potential 
influence column. For each person ask yourself questions similar to the following:

● If she set her mind to it, how likely would she be to impact the e-learning program?

● How likely is it that she will set her mind to it?

Based upon your analysis, assign the person an influence score between 1 and 10 where 1 is “not at all” and 10 is “greatly.” It should be
virtually impossible for a person who receives a 1 to impact your program in any way. A person who receives a 10 should have to do very
little to impact it greatly.

Cut and paste names on your worksheet until they are in order from most influential (anyone who scored a 7-10), possibly influential (4-6)
and unlikely to influence (1-3). Ask yourself if the ones at the top are most likely to directly influence your program, while the ones in the
middle are most likely to indirectly influence your program. Rearrange the list according to your response.



3. What are possible ways the stakeholder could
(intentionally or unintentionally) hinder
progress of the e-learning initiative? Another
way of getting at this information is to use the
e-learning readiness model and go through the
relevant factors (psychological, environmental,
financial, and so forth) to determine what is-
sues might prevent each stakeholder’s enthusi-
astic and wholehearted support.

4. How can you bring the involved stakeholder
into the process in such a way that he or she
will become an advocate?

While it is critical for you to assess psychological
factors for each system stakeholder, we are not
covering such factors here because the aspects you
need to assess are similar for both the TPP and all
the other system elements. The following sections
discuss how to determine the scope of your e-
learning readiness.

Review each of the factors, choosing one or two
stakeholders to assess for each one. The first factor
to assess is content, as this will guide the parame-
ters of all the other factors.

Content Readiness

If you have time to assess only one factor, aside
from the learners, it should be content. As impor-
tant as the other elements are, a program that does
not prepare the content properly will have little
chance of succeeding. This is due in part to two
significant differences between content delivered
in a classroom by an instructor and content deliv-
ered electronically:

■ Preparation
Early and thorough preparation is more critical
when developing content for electronic delivery.
When an instructor delivers content, he or she can
adjust it based upon his or her ability to improvise
and read the audience. The instructor acts as part
of the preparation process. When you deliver con-
tent electronically, however, you have significantly
fewer opportunities to make modifications or ad-
justments based upon real-time information. 

■ Tolerance
A significantly lower tolerance level exists for con-
tent delivered electronically. If an instructor is pre-
senting a four-hour module in the classroom, par-
ticipants are more likely to sit through the entire
presentation than if the content is delivered over
the Web. Competition for the participant’s atten-
tion is simply greater when he or she is in front of a
computer.

These differences point to the significant relation-
ship between carefully assessing content needs
and achieving business results. Before providing
suggestions to guide your process, it is important
to note that there are no hard and fast rules to as-
sessing content. There will always be exceptions
when you need to break the rules. Use the sugges-
tions below as guidelines, not rigid criteria. 

You can assess content readiness by asking a series
of questions:

1. Does the subject matter currently exist in a
tangible format? If not, you need to go through
the identification process to develop objec-
tives. If it already exists, you need to assess its
portability to an e-learning format.

2. If the content already exists, is there any con-
tent that someone has already chunked into
small modules? If the content does not exist,
do any elements of the subject matter fall nat-
urally into smaller chunks? If the answer to ei-
ther of these is yes, your content is suitable for
e-learning.

3. Does content already exist to fill a business
need of certification or credentialing? In other
words, does content exist where individual ac-
countability and tracking are particularly criti-
cal? If so, can you map this method onto an e-
learning system? If not, is there a business
need that credentialing or progress tracking
can fill? 

4. Is there content or subject matter that is cus-
tomized to the individual learner? Or, is there
subject matter that would achieve better busi-
ness objectives if it were tailored to the indi-
vidual learner? In many cases, e-learning deliv-
ery methods can better accommodate an
individual learner’s needs than classroom train-
ing—if you consider expense and downtime.

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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5. Are there only a few SMEs who can effectively
teach the content? Creating a blended e-learn-
ing solution will solve three business needs:

● free up the SMEs ’ time to focus on other 
endeavors

● codify knowledge that might not currently be
in a tangible format

● reach a wider audience

In addition to assessing what content is “e-learning
ready” or what you can do to become e-learning
ready, an assessment must determine which e-
learning delivery method will achieve business re-
sults most efficiently. A question frequently asked
is, Which types of subject matter naturally lend
themselves better to e-learning than classroom 
instruction?

Any solid e-learning program is a blend—a mix-
ture of classroom training and e-learning. You can
determine which type of subject matter is right for
which delivery method more by the features of the
technology and the skills of the participants or fa-
cilitator than the actual topic covered. A dynamic
speaker leading a Webcast focusing on presenta-
tion skills, coupled with a classroom opportunity to
practice, will be more effective than a dull teacher
presenting the same content. With that said, there
are other parameters that make content more or
less suited to e-learning delivery. Following are
some to consider.

On one side of the e-learning delivery spectrum
are the more static, self-supporting methods such
as computer-based training (CBT):

● Does content or subject matter already exist
that is well suited to a linear method of deliv-
ery? If so, consider a self-supporting, stand-
alone delivery method such as a tutorial or
CBT type of system.

● Does content or subject matter exist that is en-
gaging as a book is engaging? Specifically, does
the excitement and appeal exist within a self-
contained, completely static format? This is
another occasion when a self-supporting,
stand-alone delivery method is appropriate.

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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Content Mistakes to Avoid 
Do not consider content that already exists and has been con-
verted to HTML or another electronic format as “e-learning.”
Content that you convert to an electronic format is no more 
e-learning than glass transformed into cubic zirconia is a diamond.
You must evaluate content on several criteria to determine how 
“e-learning ready” it is.

Do not use existing content instead of creating new content
because you think it will be easier, more efficient, or decrease 
development time. In many cases, content has been designed to
suit the classroom, just as a commuter plane was designed for short
journeys. Trying to retrofit the content to suit e-learning can be
like putting an after burner and black paint on a plane and trying to
pass it off as a stealth bomber. Often, it is more profitable (from an
economic and a quality standpoint) to develop new content.

Do not use the same criteria to measure success in e-learning
as you do for classroom training. Metrics such as completion rates
or smile sheets do not accurately reflect whether classroom 
instruction has been successful. When used in an e-learning pro-
gram, it is not only inaccurate—it can also be misleading. 

First, participants can achieve business results without even know-
ing they are participating in e-learning. For example, if you use an
online help system to figure out a software feature or listen to a 
Webcast of a public radio education program, you may not even be
aware you are in the throes of an e-learning experience. Asking
people to rate an experience that they have fit seamlessly into their
daily existence is, in and of itself, a more significant measure of
their satisfaction than an opinion provided on a survey.

Secondly, the point of e-learning is to give participants the free-
dom to determine what they need to learn and how. If an instruc-
tional designer develops a module that has more content than the
user needs to learn, you cannot judge the success of the program
by whether or not the user completes the entire module.



● Is there content that you must teach with a
high degree of consistency for legal or other
regulatory reasons? If so, an e-learning deliv-
ery mechanism that is static and linear may be
the right solution.

On the other side of the spectrum are the delivery
methods that are dynamic, less consistent, and in-
volve the ongoing participation of several people.
Examples include Webcasts and satellite delivery:

● Does the subject matter change frequently? Is
it so dynamic that by the time you build a self-
supporting e-learning solution around the sub-
ject matter it will be obsolete? If so, consider a
more dynamic, easy-to-alter, e-learning solu-
tion (such as an online support system or
knowledge-base).

● Is the content filled with personality, or is
there an instructor who is particularly dynamic
and engaging? Consider using a live presenta-
tion that you can capture and play back asyn-
chronously at a later date (for example, a virtu-
al classroom or Webcast).

● Does the content have what it takes to hold an
audience’s attention for a significant time (that
is, 20 minutes)? This question refers to content
that in and of itself is of particular interest to
an audience—meaning that even if the presen-
ter were dull, it would still hold their attention.
If so, you can use a method that is less interac-
tive than Webcasts. For example, you can use
an asynchronous course development tool.

● Does the content require group involvement?
If so, use a method that encourages interaction
between participants within the same physical
space. For example, Webcasts and live satellite
broadcasts, as well as community spaces, allow
for group involvement in a way that more static
self-contained modules do not.

Environmental Readiness

Environment: the general atmosphere in which
the e-learning program will exist. The environ-
ment exists on many levels—there is the environ-
ment within the department, within the organiza-

tion, within the immediate physical surroundings
(that is, the office complex), within the city/
province/township, within the state/county, within
the country, and so on. 

Trying to assess each element of each environment
is impractical and not helpful. It is important,
however, to determine which factors operating on
which level of the environment will play an impor-
tant role in your project—both positively and po-
tentially negatively. The following are some of the
environmental factors to consider:

■ Employee-Related Law and Rights
For example, are there parameters around when
learning can be done, how to accommodate special
needs employees, when and how you can perform
assessments, and how to maintain equal opportu-
nities for all workers?

■ Job Market
A strong job market (more competition for the
same talent pool) means your e-learning program
can be an incentive to help attract and retain top
talent. But it can also spell the need to hire and
train less experienced candidates. A weak job mar-
ket (more competition for the same jobs) will pro-
vide more leeway both in terms of content and
functionality for the e-learning program.

■ Political Environment
This can range from programs that may facilitate
development of the program (for example, some
governments provide subsidies, grants, or tax
breaks to corporations that provide training) to
“hot potato” issues that are in the political limelight.

■ Third-Party Coalitions
An environment in which there are strong united
and established groups surrounding the e-learning
program means more careful scrutiny and height-
ens the importance of quality assurance. For ex-
ample, if you were instigating an e-learning system
for the city of Berkeley (a city with a history of
highly vocal and organized public movements),
you would assess different needs than if you were
developing the system for a department within a
small private company.

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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Sociological Readiness

While sociological readiness could fit under the
environmental category, it is separated here be-
cause it focuses exclusively on interpersonal be-
havior. Many interpersonal phenomena can influ-
ence the outcome of your initiative: power,
control, peer pressure, conformity, group-think,
and synergy. Gauge which interpersonal dimen-
sions are most likely to influence your initiative
(either positively or negatively) by “reading” inter-
personal signals between key stakeholders.

It is not so much that e-learning is not right for
groups that have a certain sociological profile; it is
more that the kind of e-learning will be largely de-
termined by it. Below are just a few ways to gain
insight into the interpersonal dimensions operat-
ing in an organization. 

■ Visible Icons and Symbols
For an excellent view into the culture, pay close at-
tention to the interpersonal cues given out by the
tangible items in the space. For example, consider
a company where “employee of the month”
plaques are prominently displayed next to trophies
and photos of employees receiving bonus checks
from the founder. This environment is more likely
to accept an e-learning system that includes a
competitive/measurement component than a com-
pany without all this paraphernalia. On the other
hand, e-learning that is predominantly text is less
likely to be effective with a TPP that exists in a
space filled with a cacophony of loud visual and
auditory stimulation.

■ Power Indicators
Who has access to what resources, and how do
they maintain this status? You can determine this
by looking at the following:

● physical space (office size and location)

● verbal cues (who speaks first, who stops talking
when another person starts)

● resource allocation (who selects or influences
the distribution of budget and headcount)

● knowledge ownership (who do people go to
when they need to know something)

■ Participation
Are most activities performed alone or is there a
group activity culture?

■ Intangible Messages
Also called “culture,” these are the unspoken, sub-
tle messages transmitted between group members
to guide behavior. Important aspects to consider
include peer pressure, conformity, and individuali-
ty. For example, an e-learning implementation that
fosters conformity to certain norms will be more
effective in an organization in which peer pressure
is strong.

Equipment Readiness

The easiest factor to assess is equipment. Here,
you are investigating the same issue (proper equip-
ment acquisition) as you did with the TPP, but the
equipment’s function will be different. It is no
longer simply a question of whether the right
equipment is in place to use the program, but also
whether it can support, maintain, and grow the
system.

Clearly, you will be focusing most on the IT de-
partment. But do not ignore the potential influ-
ence of other system elements such as vendors
(Will they still make the necessary equipment to
support your system in a few months or years?)
and politics (Where is the equipment made? What
will happen to your system if there is a crisis that
affects manufacturing in that region?).

While the response to this inquiry will differ
markedly depending upon the technical require-
ments of the system, the following are some of the
items to look for:

● hosting equipment and software (servers)

● wiring/connectivity equipment

● back-up equipment (generators, back-up
devices)

● security software and hardware

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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Imagine that you are a pilot, and you fly two planes. You fly a
commuter-size plane in the Caribbean as an avocation and a
747 for a major airline as a vocation. Neither plane is better
or more important than the other, but each is suited to a dif-
ferent purpose. The commuter plane is appropriate when
the destinations are close, there are few passengers, some
precision maneuvering may be required, or the space avail-
able for landing is minimal. The 747 is appropriate in exactly
the opposite situation (that is, when large numbers of people
need to be transported great distances, when there is ample
space for turns, and so on).

E-learning can come in many different flavors—different
configurations that dictate the depth of the needs assess-
ment. The simple e-learning implementations, such as those
following an application service provider (ASP) model, will
not necessarily look any different from a resource-require-
ment perspective, than traditional classroom training. This is
e-learning as commuter plane.

On the other hand, an e-learning implementation can be an
enormous undertaking. Like a 747, these require significant-
ly more preparation due to their increased scope, higher in-
terdependence, and visibility. The factors described below
are the reasons why a needs assessment for an e-learning ini-
tiative looks different from a needs assessment for a pro-
gram delivered in the classroom.

■ Scope
When developing an e-learning initiative, the sheer magni-
tude of the undertaking is typically much larger than when
developing a classroom program. The expense, number of
people, development time, technological requirements, and
delivery options are of greater magnitude in the typical e-
learning program than in the typical classroom program.

■ Interdependence
It is possible, even common, for you to conduct a classroom
program without the knowledge of anyone but the partici-
pants, their immediate managers, and the training provider.
In contrast, even the most minute e-learning program re-
quires the involvement of a wider audience—and the imple-
mentation requires the involvement of a larger scope of peo-
ple. Ranging from representatives from the information
technology and human resources departments to an organiza-
tion-wide task force, the scope of the project often dictates
that there are more decision makers, more stakeholders, and
more links between previously unrelated departments. 

■ Visibility
If a traditional training program goes “bad,” word of mouth
is the only medium through which the participants’ dissatis-
faction will be voiced. The only people who will express dis-
satisfaction will be the participants and, maybe at a later
date, the people directly affected by their work. Again, due
to the scope of the undertaking (especially the high budget
and number of resources required), you disseminate the ef-
ficacy of an e-learning program to a larger group of people,
through a wider variety of channels, than a traditional class-
room program.

What’s So Different About E-Learning? 
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■ TPP Manager
The direct manager of the target participant population
(TPP) is most immediately affected by the system. Her con-
cern is stellar performance, which translates into maintaining
current productivity and quality objectives while preparing
the workforce for future demands. The manager seeks a sys-
tem that:

● leads to measurable gains in productivity and quality

● provides a concrete method of reporting gains in a voice
that the manager’s audience (that is, CEO, shareholders) 
can hear

● can be implemented and used with minimal work 
interruption

Anything that veers from these requirements will either be
vetoed, sabotaged, or met with great resistance. 

■ IT Manager
Information technology (IT) departments are stretched to
capacity. Memories of disastrous enterprise resource plan-
ning (ERP) software implementations are still strong (if not
constantly fueled through continuing problems), and the idea
of working with multiple vendors who bring their own IT
“expert” can be less than appealing. This stakeholder is pri-
marily interested in decreasing problems—not increasing
benefits. He will be grateful for an e-learning system that re-
duces the need for IT assistance. If you try to sell a program
that IT managers perceive as even a small burden, you will
have a hard sell.

■ VP Finance Stakeholder
The finance stakeholder is concerned about reporting bot-
tom-line numbers to upper management, shareholders, and
other tertiary audiences. Having an e-learning program with
a well designed learning management system that integrates
into a larger ERP enables this stakeholder to run reports that
establish a relationship between a bottom-line factor (for ex-
ample, sales, productivity, and customer service rating) and
training activities. A poorly designed system, or one that does
not involve her, may drain a large pool of financial and hu-
man resources from the organization. 

■ Union Representative
The union representative is an advocate for the employee.
Working conditions, salary, advancement opportunities, and
other fairness issues are topics that concern him. He welcomes
a system that allows employees to enhance their employability
and quality of life. He is not likely, however, to embrace
changes in work expectations that result in the following:

● lead to different work conditions for employees—such as
the expectation that the employee will participate in e-
learning during free unpaid time or will increase their
work week without a commensurate salary increase

● go against “fair” or “equal” standards practices—such as
allowing a privileged group better access to the learning
opportunities or allowing some people betterment op-
portunities based upon performance in the e-learning
program

● are new and unfamiliar—tracking employees or other-
wise monitoring their progress in cultures where this has
not been done will lead to resistance

■ SME
A subject matter expert (SME) wants to get a job done. She
has many years of experience in her field, has gained a great
deal of knowledge and competence, and is most likely al-
ready an informal educator. She will welcome a system that
maintains or increases the level of quality and productivity
she considers “right”—as long as it does not add an extra bur-
den to her or render her obsolete. A system that requires her
to continue to do her regular job, but also to take on addi-
tional responsibilities and tasks—without what she considers
“adequate” additional compensation—is a threat.

■ Vendor Stakeholder
The vendor has much to gain from this project. If a good sys-
tem is implemented, he will receive financial compensation,
inspire positive word of mouth, cut business development
costs, and potentially make the company more profitable.
The vendor is concerned about all the issues facing the other
stakeholders, but his primary concern is either profit (if he is
a part of an established brand) or esteem (if he is an emerg-
ing vendor). A system that is poorly planned or implemented
will require unplanned revisions or modification, which cost
him money and time. A system that does not meet expecta-
tions (or promises) will lead to negative press and word of
mouth, which may cost him prospects and increase his busi-
ness development costs.

Stakeholder Assessment Process 



Technical Skills Readiness

This factor is also located on the easier side of the
assessment spectrum because it is almost as tangi-
ble as equipment readiness. Most stakeholders fall
into the category of user (VP finance, TPP man-
agers) or developer/supporter (vendor, IT, SMEs).
Assess the users as you assessed the TPP. The de-
velopers and supporters, however, need an entirely
different set of competencies. You must determine
whether they have the skills to create, develop, im-
plement, and maintain the system.

Simplify this task by splitting it into two. First, as-
sess the fundamental skills that are relatively con-
stant. Focus on the actual and measurable generic
activities that your organization has performed in
the past—not on the specific applications of those
skills. For example, focus on programming experi-
ence and network maintenance experience; do not
focus on particular programming and networking
experience.

Once you are closer to deciding what your system
will encompass, then you should focus on the skills
that seem to change with the wind. Assessing these
skills can be difficult because you are aiming at a
moving target. Here are some tips that should
make it easier:

● Join listservs and discussion groups that focus
on training and e-learning. Read over the
archived posts to see what skills were needed.
Post the question to the listservs and discus-
sion groups.

● Look at job descriptions posted on a broad,
cross section of e-learning vendor sites. What
technical skills and competencies are they
seeking?

● Read articles and interview people associated
with not-for-profit training organizations.

● Find educational conferences and institutions
aimed at technical people. Read over the
course titles and descriptions and degree re-
quirements.

Once you have determined what technical skills
are necessary, do everything you can to make sure
the key developer stakeholders have these skills.
This is one area that can destroy your project—or
at least your credibility. E-learning, and most of

the technology it uses, is a new field for most ven-
dors. Many, eager to make the sale and enthusias-
tic about their competencies, are not aware of
their own limitations. The easiest way to prevent
the entire project from going over budget and
missing deadlines is to do a hands-on assessment
of skills. If a vendor tells you they have three Java
experts, do not stop at that:

● Ask an expert you trust who is familiar with
that technology—or at least a similar technolo-
gy—to evaluate the actual skills of the prospec-
tive developer.

● Require references and call those references.
Ask detailed questions that cover not only the
vendor’s technical skills but also the client’s re-
lationship to the vendor.

You should conduct a similar process for in-house
stakeholders. Unfortunately, you wind up watering
down your approach, as this assertive show-me-
the-money tactic is often too confrontational and
politically incorrect when assessing individuals in
the same organization. Modify the procedure to
get the same information—do not simply accept
statements of competency unless you are willing to
jeopardize your initiative.

Financial Readiness

This is quite possibly the most under-evaluated
factor in the system. All stakeholders influence the
financial readiness of the organization. While it
may be obvious how stakeholders who directly
own the purse strings influence the budget, there
are many indirect ways others influence the budg-
et. For example, some critical customers may de-
mand sales representatives or support personnel
who are better educated about your products and
solutions—causing an immediate need for train-
ing, which in turn may divert some of the funds
originally intended for your e-learning initiative. It
will be easiest to assess this factor when you are
closer to determining the budget range required to
fund the system.

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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Use the following questions as a guideline: 

● Who manages a budget that could contribute
to your initiative?

● How much might they contribute to the initia-
tive? (Do a conservative, moderate, and enthu-
siastic estimate.)

● Why would they contribute? What will they
want in return?

● What is the budget approval process and who
has the power to change the budget configura-
tion during that process?

● What is competing for that money?

● How likely is it something unexpected will
happen to divert money from your budget?

● What could be a back-up solution if this were
to happen?

● Have any relevant technical initiatives been
funded recently? If so, be sure to speak in
depth to the person who obtained the funding
to gain insight into the above questions.

HR Readiness

The twin sister of financial readiness, this factor is
concerned with the availability and design of the
support system for your e-learning program. After
you perform a curricular assessment and have an
idea what your e-learning options might be, you
must assess the system’s ability to support your 
options. 

Unless your organization is currently residing on
Mars, chances are you face the same constraints as
most organizations: 

● It is difficult to find skilled workers.

● There is not enough “headcount” to staff up
properly—even if there were budget to pay
people.

● There is not enough budget to hire, retain, and
train the best and the brightest. You are forced
to either go without or accept less than ideal
service and productivity levels.

● The staff to customer ratio is not adequate,
leading to less than ideal customer service.

If they exist, it is important to recognize and ac-
knowledge these limitations because they will di-
rectly impact your e-learning initiative. There are
two forms of HR you will need to make your initia-
tive a success:

1. People to design and implement your system.

2. People who will support it.

At this point, you should have created macro-level
objectives, assessed learners, and assessed factors
in the system other than the TTP. The last step is
to convert your information into action by creating
micro-level objectives that address specific ele-
ments of the e-learning program. 

Your objectives should include, at a bare 
minimum:

● content to cover

● delivery methods

● timeframe

● stakeholder involvement 

● obstacle avoidance tactics

● metrics (what you will use to measure effec-
tiveness of the program)

Once this is completed, you should change one or
two of the macro-level objectives you wrote at the
beginning of the process to reflect the more edu-
cated vision of how the e-learning program will
achieve business results. 

Needs Assessment for E-Learning

Copyright © December 2000, Info-line, ASTD.14



Needs Assessment for E-Learning

Abernathy, Donna. “www.online.learning.”
Training & Development, September
1999, pp. 36-41.

Anon. “Assess? Yes.” Lakewood Report
on Technology for Learning, June
2000, p. 3.

Anon. “Needs Assessment of Online
Learning.” Multimedia & Internet
Training Newsletter, March 1999, 
pp. 6-7.

Ball, Joan. “Learn and Earn.” E-
Learning, May/June 2000, pp. 44.

Farrell, James N. “Long Live C-
Learning.” Training & Development,
September 2000, pp. 43-46.

Garger, Eileen M. “Goodbye Training,
Hello Learning.” Workforce,
November 1999, pp. 35-42.

Grzanka, Len. “Just-In-Time Learning.”
Knowledge Management, December
2000, pp. 20-22.

Hall, Brandon. “Across the Enterprise:
How to Create an Enterprise-Wide
Strategy for E-Learning.” E-Learning,
May/June 2000, pp. 38-39.

———. “‘Blending’: How to Combine
In-Person and Online Learning.”
Multimedia & Internet Training
Newsletter, September 1999, p. 1.

———. “How to Embark on Your E-
Learning Adventure.” E-Learning,
January/March 2000, pp. 10-16.

———. “Thinking Big: How to Make
Your Case for Enterprise-Wide E-
Learning.” Lakewood Report on
Technology for Learning, May 2000,
pp. 1-3.

Harley, Darin. “All Aboard the E-
Learning Train.” Training &
Development, July 2000, pp. 37-42.

Kooyman, Jill D. “Keeping Up With
Changing Technology.” Executive
Update, February 1999, pp. S10-S15.

Articles Lewis, Nancy, and Peter Orton. “The
Five Attributes of Innovative E-
Learning.” Training & Development,
June 2000, pp. 47-51.

Moran, John V. “Top Ten E-Learning
Myths.” Training & Development,
September 2000, pp. 32-33.

Redmon, John, and Jennifer Salopek. “A
Year in the Life of an E-Learning
Project.” Training & Development,
September 2000, pp. 36-41.

Rossett, Allison. “Knowledge Management
Meets Analysis.” Training & Develop-
ment, May 1999, pp. 63-68.

Salopek, Jennifer. “Digital Collaboration.”
Training & Development, June 2000,
pp. 38-43.

Books

Piskurich, George M., Peter Beckschi,
and Brandon Hall, eds. The ASTD
Handbook of Training Design and
Delivery. New York: McGraw-Hill,
2000.

Gupta, Kavita. A Practical Guide to
Needs Assessment. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass Pfeiffer, 1999.

Harrison, Michael, and Arie Shirom.
Organizational Diagnosis and
Assessment: Bridging Theory and
Practice. Sage Publications, 1998.

Mager, Robert F. The New Mager Six
Pack Making Instruction Work,
Preparing Instructional Objectives,
Analyzing Performance Problems,
Developing Attitude Towards
Learning. (out of print)

Pipe, Peter, and Robert F. Mager.
Analyzing Performance Problems: Or
You Really Oughta Wanna. Center for
Effective Performance, 1997.

Stadius, Ruth, ed. ASTD Trainer’s
Toolkit: Still More Needs Assessment
Instruments. Alexandria, VA: ASTD,
1999.

Info-lines

Austin, Mary. “Needs Assessment by
Focus Group.” No. 9401 (revised
1998).

Chalofsky, Neal. “How to Conduct a
Focus Group.” No. 9907.

Sander, Ethan. “Learning Technologies.”
No. 9902.

Sparhawk, Sally. “Strategic Needs
Analysis.” No. 9408 (revised 1999).

Tanquist, Stu. “Evaluating E-Learning.”
No. 0009.

References & Resources

15Copyright © December 2000, Info-line, ASTD.



Psychological Readiness

1. Are the TPP’s learning styles well suited for e-learning?

□ Yes (1)
□ Most (2)
□ Some (3)

2. What has been the response of the TPP to any transitions
such as reorganizations, mergers, management changes,
conversions to computer systems, and so on?

□ Most embrace it (1)
□ Most accepted it in time (2)
□ Most resisted (3)

3. Where would you place most of the TPP on Michael
Porter/Geoffrey Moore’s Technology Adoption Curve?

□ Most are innovators/enthusiasts (2)
□ Most are early adopters/visionaries (1)
□ Most are pragmatists (3)
□ Most are conservatives (4)
□ Most are skeptics/luddites (5)

4. What has been the involvement of the TPPs in the plan-
ning and design process?

□ Most directly involved (1)
□ Most opinion leaders involved (2)
□ A few representative members involved (3)
□ None are involved (4)

Psychological Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here__________________________________________

Sociological Readiness

1. Has a pilot been included in the plan or completed?

□ Pilot completed (1)
□ Included in plan (2)
□ Not planned (3)

2. Have managers been heard to say anything similar to the 
following:

● This is great! They can take classes in their free time 
or at home!

● I just want to make sure they don’t spend all day on 
the Internet or sending emails.

● As long as it does not affect their productivity.
□ Nothing similar to this (1)
□ Something similar to one phrase (2)
□ Something similar to most phrases (3)

3. How is the TPP currently monitored or appraised? 

□ Anonymously (2)
□ Not appraised or no records maintained (3)
□ Records kept confidentially in HR department (2)
□ Records kept confidentially with manager/

department (3)
□ Emails and Internet use monitored (2)
□ Phone calls monitored and recorded (1)

4. Is there a noticeable tendency to embrace homogeneity?
(for example, in dress, hobbies, possessions, conversation)

□ Yes, much overlap between individuals (3)
□ 50/50 (2)
□ No, the group is very diverse in many ways (1)

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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E-Learning Needs Assessment
This assessment is divided into eight sections, corresponding with the e-learning readiness factors. Within each section are
questions designed to stimulate thought on a particular aspect of that factor. Select only one response for each question, mak-
ing sure the response is the one most representative of the reality of your situation. You should respond to all of the questions
without regard to the order in which they appear below.

There is a number in parenthesis (point value) to the right of each response. After selecting a response for each question, total
your points for the section. Write that number in the space allotted at the bottom of each section. When you have completed
all the questions, total the section points for a cumulative score.



Sociological Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here ________________________________________

Environment Readiness

1. Are there any large external political or legal barriers you
need to surmount before you can implement any part of
your e-learning program (for example, unions)?

□ Yes, numerous large barriers (3)
□ Yes, some large barriers (2)
□ Yes, a few large barriers (1)
□ No barriers we have not surmounted 

in the past (1)

2. Does the target audience include people who speak 
significantly different languages?

□ Yes, many speak different primary languages (3)
□ A few speak different primary languages (2)
□ Most speak the same second language fluently (2)
□ A few speak the same second language fluently (3)
□ Most speak the same primary language (1)

3. Does your gut instinct tell you the time is right for 
e-learning?

□ Yes (1)
□ No (2)

4. What is the organization’s attitude towards training?

□ It is an unnecessary cost center (4)
□ It is a necessary evil (3)
□ It helps us indirectly (2)
□ It is a critical part of our success (1)

5. What is the revenue model of the planned e-learning 
initiative?

□ There is no model yet (3)
□ A cost funded by HR (3)
□ A cost funded departmentally (2)
□ A source of revenue (1)

Environmental Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here ________________________________________

Human Resources Readiness

1. Does the vendor have the people in place to create and
support your project?

□ Yes, well staffed, impeccable service (1)
□ Yes, reasonably staffed, good service (2)
□ No, poorly staffed or poor service (3)

2. Is there an e-learning champion on board who has both the
informal and formal power to make the project happen?

□ Yes (1)
□ No (2)

3. Is there a help desk or tutor available for TPP?

□ Yes, immediately available to TPP (1)
□ Readily available to TPP (1) 
□ Available with a wait (3)
□ No dedicated resource (4)

4. Does the vendor (or your internal department) have 
adequate human resources earmarked to provide user
training on the new system?

□ Yes, surplus resources (1)
□ Yes, adequate resources (2)
□ No, but currently staffing up (3)
□ No (4)

Human Resources Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here ________________________________________

Financial Readiness

1. Has a budget appropriate to the endeavor scope been
provided?

□ Yes, exceeds needs (1)
□ Yes, meets needs (2)
□ Budget provided but inadequate (3)
□ No budget yet (4)

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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2. Have you created macro objectives demonstrating how 
e-learning will help your organization reach its current
and near-future goals?

□ Yes, effective and convincing (1) 
□ Initial ones created, need improvement (2)
□ None created (3)

3. Did the goals originate with the CEO or another high-
influence individual?

□ Yes (1) 
□ No (2)

4. Are other technical initiatives being implemented 
due to their cost-saving potential (for example, Web 
conferencing)?

□ Yes, many (1)
□ Yes, some (2)
□ Yes, very few (2)
□ No, this is a first (3)

Financial Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here ________________________________________

Technical Skills Readiness

1. Does the target audience know how to type?

□ No (2) 
□ Yes (1)

2. Does the TPP know the basics of how to use a computer
(for example, save, open folders, launch programs)?

□ Yes (1) 
□ No (4) 
□ Some (3) 
□ Most (2)

3. How long have the TPP been using computers?

□ Less than 1 year (4)
□ 1-2 years (3)
□ 2-5 years (2) 
□ 5+ years (1)

4. Has your prospective vendor previously created exactly
what they are creating for you?

□ No (2)
□ Yes (1)

5. Is research and information discovery a regular part of
the TPP’s current job?

□ No, their jobs are mostly routine (3)
□ Yes, often need to solve simple problems in a group (2)
□ Yes, often need to solve complex problems in a 

group (1)
□ Yes, frequently need to solve complex problems by 

themselves (1)

Technical Skills Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here ________________________________________

Equipment Readiness

1. Does the TPP have better than adequate equipment?

□ No (3)
□ When we get budget (3)
□ Plan to receive it soon (2)
□ Already have it (1)

2. Does the system require anything that is “on its way” but
not readily available yet (for example, broadband)?

□ No, most elements exist (1)
□ Most elements have been in existence for a while 

(proven track record) (1)
□ Some we have, some are being developed (2)
□ Most are yet to have widespread availability (3)

3. Does your facility have online access capabilities that 
exceed what the vendor suggested?

□ Yes, far exceeds (1)
□ Yes, exceeds moderately (2)
□ Meets vendor requirements (2)
□ No, does not meet vendor requirements (3)

Needs Assessment for E-Learning
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4. Have you created a plan that outlines the details of 
acquiring, maintaining, and upgrading equipment?

□ Created, sign-off from all key stakeholders (1)
□ Created, pursuing buy-in (2)
□ Rough draft created (2)
□ Not created (3)
□ Not planned (3)

Equipment Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here ________________________________________

Content Readiness

1. Does the curriculum involve a great deal of subjectivity
and judgment calls (for example, diversity training), or is
it fairly straight-forward and objective (Newtonian
physics)?

□ Very subjective and discretionary (3)
□ Advanced content subjective, intro is straight-

forward (2)
□ Objective and straight-forward (1)

2. To what format does the TPP’s response to the subject
matter lend itself ?

□ Rigid compartment (for example, multiple choice) (1)
□ Unstructured response, verbal/prose (2) 
□ Strictly quantitative (1)
□ Open-ended opinion (3)

3. Is the TPP accustomed to learning this specific subject
matter with a live instructor?

□ Always (1)
□ Usually (2)
□ Only exposed to e-learning (3)

4. What are some of the characteristics of the existing 
content that you intend to port into e-learning?

□ Already chunked into small pieces (1)
□ Already contains metatags and Learning Object 

format (1)
□ Non-linear (2)
□ Linear and/or one rigid/established teaching method (1)

5. Will you require competency assessment upon comple-
tion of instruction?

□ Yes, for all (1)
□ For some (2)
□ No (3)

6. Is the subject matter meant to be personalized by the 
student?

□ Yes, extensively (1)
□ Yes, in a few areas (2)
□ No (3)

7. Does the desired competency goal require improvement
of motor skills (with the exception of typing)?

□ Yes (3)
□ Somewhat (2)
□ Very few to none (1)

8. What phase of its lifecycle is the desired subject matter in?

□ Not yet developed (1)
□ Exists, just need to be ported (2)

9. How much of the subject matter is already in multi- 
media format (for example, audio, video)?

□ More than 80 percent is multimedia (1)
□ More than 50 percent is multimedia (1)
□ Less than 30 percent is multimedia (2)
□ Less than 10 percent is multimedia (3)

10. How quickly does the subject matter change?

□ Constantly (1)
□ Frequently (2)
□ Often (2)
□ Very rarely (3)

Content Readiness Score

Combine the point value corresponding to your responses,
place here ________________________________________

After totaling your section points for a cumulative score, refer to
the scale on the following page to determine your e-learning
readiness.
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Score: 40-60

What are you waiting for? You are the envy of
every learning professional alive today. An overall
score this low means you have much more flexibili-
ty and choice. Given the ideal system surrounding
your initiative, you have considerable leeway in de-
termining what methods to use, when to introduce
each one, which business objectives to target, and
so on. You also have the luxury of making a few
mistakes without derailing the project. You do not,
however, have the luxury of inertia. Even in an ide-
al situation, there are things that can and will go
wrong. Continue monitoring the factors that can
most affect your project, and continue to plan as
far in advance as possible.

Score: 61-99

It could be worse. Most e-learning projects fall
somewhere in this zone. The best way to proceed
is to carefully dig deeper into each factor, trying
to pinpoint exactly what issues are cause for con-
cern and which advantages you can magnify.
Modify your plan to account for or leverage those
areas. You do not have a significant margin for er-
ror: You should address the factors that are with-
in your control and carefully and frequently mon-
itor factors that are out of your control.

Score: 100-122

Red flag time. Take a moment to reevaluate
your goals and objectives, and ask this question:
Is e-learning the best way to accomplish our
goals? If the answer is yes, select your methods
and introduction order carefully. Your situation is
sensitive: Any issue that might normally be in-
significant can easily become a showstopper.
First, alert relevant and influential stakeholders
to the risks you are facing and enlist their sup-
port. Here are some possible next steps:

1. Pinpoint and prioritize the areas of concern.
Create a plan to minimize or eliminate the
highest 5 or 10.

2. Switch your implementation plan to intro-
duce only those methods that will be least in-
trusive and “different.”

3. If you have not already created at least one
contingency plan, do so now. 
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