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W
e have all heard the horror
stories about failed e-learn-
ing and electronic perfor-
mance support systems

(EPSS) implementation efforts that have
occurred at the enterprise or organiza-
tional levels. Many companies have
invested mega-bucks, time, love, and
sweat in performance solutions that never
got off the ground. In fact, a recent report
finds that 60% of all employees offered an
e-learning course actually started it (ASTD
& the Masie Center, 2001) but only
20%–50% actually finished it (Frankola,
nd). These disappointing rates do not
include the number of courses that were
developed yet never offered online.
Although a lack of appropriate online
instructional strategies might account for
part of this dismal situation, the most
important fault lies most certainly in the
widespread lack of adequate e-learning
implementation.

Stricken with “technolust” that empha-
sizes content, hardware, and software, peo-
ple and companies believing that content
is king often forget about the welfare of the
kingdom and its citizens. Using e-learning
and EPSS to push siloed content to the

masses, these companies and organizations
fail to recognize the umbrella of e-options
that can improve performance. They treat
implementation in a narrowly defined plan
as an afterthought. Following this tradi-
tional approach, they ignore the cultural
and change management issues that lead to
project success. Implementation success is
not a miracle that may or may not occur on
completion of the development phase of a
given effort—it’s something that human
performance technology (HPT) practition-
ers need to plan from Day One of a project! 

EPSS and E-Learning

With the increased popularity of e-learn-
ing, web-based training, multimedia,
learning management systems (LMS), and
learning content management systems
(LCMS), interest in EPSS, performance
support, and performance-centered design
has, to some extent, waned. For instance,
Chapman and Hall (2001) list EPSS as one
of several potential output formats of an
LCMS. Other outputs include e-learning,
CD-ROMs, print-based instruction, and
personal digital assistants. Other defini-
tions of e-learning appear on the World
Wide Web and are summarized in Figure 1.
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We argue that these narrow
visions of e-learning are unneces-
sary, restrictive, and potentially
counterproductive. We whole-
heartedly agree with Rossett’s
“big-tent” view of e-learning,
which supports learning, infor-
mation support and coaching,
knowledge management, inter-
action and collaboration, and
guidance and tracking (2002).
We further contend that e-learn-
ing fits within a larger frame-
work of EPSS comprised of the
elements that Gery (2002) lists:
task structuring support, knowl-
edge, data, tools, and communi-
cations and collaboration.

Seen this way, e-learning is a
potential component of an EPSS
that provides users “what they
need, when they need it, in the
form they need it so they per-
form in a way that consistently
meets organizational objectives”
(Villachica & Stone, 1999).
Figure 2 depicts the potential
components of an EPSS/e-learning
performance solution.

Why is this vision of e-learning
and EPSS important to HPT
practitioners? The reason is
simple. If practitioners continue
to see e-learning in its more lim-
ited sense, we risk committing
the same errors that our HPT
founders warned us about. Tom
Gilbert ,  Bob Mager,  and Joe
Harless were right! Practitioners
cannot hope to solve every per-
formance gap they encounter
using training alone, or e-learn-
ing and job aids. Yet this cure-
all claim seems to appear in
much of the e-learning product
literature, which often treats
this tool as the panacea de jour.
EPSS/e-learning, when com-
bined with other offline inter-
ventions such as selection,
standards, task support, conse-
quences, print-based instruction,
and classroom learning—offers
practitioners the full range of
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Figure 1. E-learning Definitions and Sources.

Figure 2. Potential Components of an EPSS/E-Learning Solution.
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HPT for use in improving human and organizational perfor-
mance.

Whether EPSS, e-learning, or e-performance, effective,
enterprisewide performance solutions are:
• seamlessly integrated across the different organizations

and the processes and tools that form the work people
perform on the job

• systematically constructed as systems that support user
performance

• comprised of multiple performance interventions
designed to work together within a single, hybridized
solution

The first rule of successful implementation is: Adopt a big-tent
approach that can address enterprisewide performance gaps.

Aligning EPSS/E-Learning Implementation

This big-picture vision is important because HPT practi-
tioners ideally create EPSS/e-learning and other interven-
tions as part of performance solutions that help companies
obtain measurable results. As depicted in Figure 3, compa-
nies exist in larger competitive environments that shape
their business drivers: what a given company plans to do to
respond to its environment. To respond to these drivers,
companies formulate business objectives to obtain measur-
able results. To represent these objectives in their human
terms, HPT practitioners identify gaps between actual and
desired performances. To specify the standards associated
with the desired performances that meet business objec-
tives, practitioners specify performance requirements.
Taken together, business objectives, desired performances,
and performance requirements all work together to obtain
measurable results.

HPT practitioners know that EPSS/e-learning that is not
aligned with business objectives and targeted to close perfor-
mance gaps in measurable ways will ultimately fail. Why?
End users, managers, and executives quickly realize that any
non-aligned EPSS/e-learning solution is irrelevant and
unlikely to have any impact on the company or its business
objectives. Given the existing business climate, these indi-
viduals are more savvy and do not want to repeat the mis-
takes of the past. They will avoid using any such
EPSS/e-learning solution. The second rule of successful
EPSS/e-learning implementation is: Align thy efforts with the
company’s business objectives to produce measurable results.

Change Management = Time, Buy-In, 
and EPSS/E-Learning Readiness 

Because organizations’ business drivers, business objec-
tives, and performance requirements typically involve per-
formance gaps that travel in packs, enterprisewide EPSS/
e-learning can represent a large change. This change man-
agement effort lies at the heart of successful implementa-
tion. In the past, companies viewed implementation largely
in technological terms. Successful software rollouts
occurred when the companies possessed the computing
infrastructure and bandwidth necessary to deliver the 
application software to users’ workstations, along with any 
supporting EPSS/e-learning, classroom instruction, and
documentation. 

This traditional view of change management is relatively
simple in scope. All necessary expertise, as well as the hard-
ware and software, are readily available from a variety of
qualified sources. The primary implementation issues are
well known and logistical. Waiting for implementation to
happen until the development effort has been completed
harkens to a “if you build it, they will come” mentality. This
approach is a recipe for disaster for enterprisewide EPSS/e-
learning solutions.

HPT practitioners bundling EPSS/e-learning and other
interventions into integrated performance solutions require
a more sophisticated form of change management. By their
very nature, these efforts are more complex. They cut across
organizational silos to obtain the greatest measurable impact
on the company. Such efforts require greater change on the
parts of the people and organizations that make up the
enterprise. As Gery (1987) notes in her book on computer-
based training (CBT), technology-based solutions change
the very work people perform and the roles they play in
their organizations. EPSS/e-learning solutions can change
the nature of their jobs, how they perform them, and the
consequences of their performance. As enterprisewide
EPSS/e-learning represents one of the larger changes that
users may encounter during their job tenure, this type of
change can be particularly threatening. Users can be
expected to resist, or even sabotage, what they fear.

Figure 3. Alignment Factors Affecting Successful EPSS/E-learning
Implementation.



People naturally tend to resist change and will not change
until it is less painful to change than to keep operating
under the status quo (Conners, 1992). To support this con-
tention, consider the story of a survivor of a fire on an oil
derrick who saved himself by jumping several stories into
the oil- and flame-filled sea. He believed that jumping was
the only viable choice at the time. The potential conse-
quences of jumping were less painful than the known con-
sequences of staying on the derrick. Makers of mainframe
computers once exhibited a similar response, refusing to
support client-server and Internet architectures until the
lean economic times and unhappy customers force them to
do so. Successful enterprisewide EPSS/e-learning imple-
mentation efforts require conscientious change management
efforts that begin on Day One of the project. Such efforts
provide people across the enterprise with the time they
need to change. They allow people to buy into the change.
And these efforts are predicated on the creation of an enter-
prisewide culture of EPSS/e-learning readiness.

Time Requirements

Personal and organizational change requires time. As
depicted in Figure 4, a variety of change management mod-
els indicate that change occurs over time. Examples
include: a) Rogers’ (1995) diffusion of innovations model
that depicts the types and numbers of people who will
adopt a new innovation over time, b) the Internet Time
Group’s marketing process (Dublin & Cross, 2002) that spec-
ifies the actions that implementers of e-learning should
expedite over time and places them in a larger context of the
organization’s culture, infrastructure, resources, and demo-
graphics, c) the levels of use associated with Hall and Hord’s
(1987) concerns-based adoption model, and d) Jaffe and
Scott’s (1995) organizational transition model that depicts
people’s movement from denial to commitment, from resis-
tance to exploration over time. Stated simply, people
require time to accept new products, adopt new innova-
tions, address their concerns about them, and commit to the
change. Afterthought implementation efforts fail because
they never provide such time, let alone the complex plan-
ning it entails as people assume new jobs and roles within
the organization. In addition to alignment with business
objectives, another mechanism for ensuring successful
EPSS/e-learning implementation lies in jump-starting the
change management process on Day One to allow users and
stakeholders across the enterprise adequate time to change.

Buy-In Requirements

Successful implementation also requires that people will-
ingly accept their changed jobs and roles within the organi-
zation. People usually fail to buy into changes they feel have
been arbitrarily or capriciously mandated. However, they
will often accept changes that they have had a hand in mak-
ing. This means that users, supervisors and managers, and
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Figure 4. Models of Change Management Over Time.
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executives need to be collaboratively involved from the very
beginning of any enterprisewide EPSS/e-learning effort. The
idea here is that closing a complex pack of related perfor-
mance gaps usually requires the best thinking of all stake-
holders within the company and their consensus that they
have appropriately closed the identified performance gaps
in ways that meet business objectives. 

Think of the credits that appear at the end of a movie and how
they have grown as movie-making became more complex and
required more types of expertise. A well-implemented
EPSS/e-learning solution has a credit list that resembles the
last movie you saw! Each person whose name appears in the
credits has already accepted the change, providing a
groundswell of support for the implementation effort.

EPSS/E-Learning Readiness

From a larger standpoint, lack of time to change and appro-
priate levels of buy-in result in an organizational culture
that cannot hope to be ready to support EPSS/e-learning
throughout the enterprise. EPSS/e-learning developers can
prevent this by determining readiness and educating, com-
municating, creating success stories, and planning large-
scale implementation. Figure 5 illustrates this process. 

Phase 1. Determine E-Learning Readiness

Determining an organization’s EPSS/e-learning readiness
and formulating a business case to implement EPSS/e-learn-
ing successfully throughout the enterprise entails the fol-
lowing activities:

1.1 Conduct a Current Environmental Scan. The first step
in assessing EPSS/e-learning readiness—and the step that
frames all subsequent efforts in this assessment—is an envi-
ronmental scan of where the enterprise and the organiza-
tions comprising it are today in terms of mission, vision,
values, resources, culture, resources, stakeholder capabili-
ties, competitive pressures, business drivers, management
business objectives, and culture. Methods of conducting
this scan include one-on-one interviews with senior man-
agers and stakeholders or small-group workshops.

1.2 Determine the Desired Environment for Tomorrow’s
Organization. In addition to where an enterprise is cur-
rently, a clear vision of where it wants to go—an optimal
desired state 2–5 years from now—is also critical. By defin-
ing future EPSS/e-learning requirements, the enterprise can
envision how EPSS/e-learning will help attain those goals—
within the context of the real-world issues. This process

Figure 5. Process for Attaining EPSS/E-learning Readiness.

Phase 1: Determine E -
Learning Readiness

Phase 2: Educate,
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Phase 3: Build and
Implement across
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generally requires a review of old mental models that may
preclude the enterprise from achieving the desired state, as
well as the development team’s vision to date that will
enable the enterprise to achieve its vision. 

1.3 Conduct E-Learning Readiness Needs Assessment. The
results of the present and future environmental scans are
the foundation for the EPSS/e-learning readiness assess-
ment itself. By gathering data via interviews, workshops
(facilitated focus groups), and surveys, then analyzing that
data, the enterprise can determine the following:
• Organizational Readiness: The extent to which the

enterprise has the leadership, organization, and structure
required to implement EPSS/e-learning. To determine
organizational feasibility, work with EPSS/ e-learning
developers to determine if leadership sponsorship is ade-
quate, or if areas of organizational misalignment exist.

• Cultural Readiness: The extent to which the enterprise
possesses prior expectations, beliefs, values, and atti-
tudes that facilitate the implementation of EPSS/e-learn-
ing. In this sense, culture can be described as the way the
enterprise and its constituent organizations do things. 

• Financial Readiness: The extent to which the enterprise
is willing to fund the EPSS/e-learning initiatives at the
appropriate levels. Financial readiness includes the
extent to which the organization measures learning in
terms of class days, rather than the return on its invest-
ment in EPSS/e-learning and the extent to which the
EPSS/e-learning solution meets business objectives.

• Learner Readiness: The extent to which learners across
the enterprise possess the personal competencies and
individual learning preferences that facilitate EPSS/e-
learning implementation. Learner readiness also
addresses the broad types of learning, information, and
job support needs that enable learners to perform their
jobs in ways that meet business objectives. 

• Technical Readiness: The extent to which the enter-
prise possesses the technical infrastructures, relation-
ships with other functional teams, skills, and culture
required to implement EPSS/e-learning. Technical
readiness also includes access, bandwidth, and comput-
ing capabilities required to create, deliver, assess, and
evaluate EPSS/e-learning.

1.4 Construct an Understanding. Based on the information
gained from the preceding activities, the next step is to con-
struct an understanding of the state of EPSS/e-learning readi-
ness across the enterprise. This understanding consists of the
current and envisioned states of EPSS/e-learning, any gaps
between these states, high-level recommendations for closing
these gaps, and potential benefits the enterprise could accrue
with the successful implementation of EPSS/e-learning.

These understandings often take the form of a series of short
executive summaries, one for each organization in the enter-
prise. After review and approval of these summaries, a
workshop would verify enterprise-level commonalities and

Figure 6. A RAD-Based Development Methodology.
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build other areas of synthesis in the enterprise’s EPSS/e-
learning efforts, setting the stage for the next step: building
a business case.

1.5 Build a Business Case. All successful business cases are
unique. The people who prepare them know that success
lies in customizing the business case to the needs of the
organization and its decisionmakers. If a business case is to
be adopted, its format and components need to be jargon-
free and easy for senior management to understand. The
case must also provide a logically adequate justification for
implementing EPSS/e-learning across the enterprise.

An effective business case includes the following common
elements:
• Strategic Direction: Formulate a strategic, enterprise

approach for adopting EPSS/e-learning. This strategic
direction also provides a philosophy for addressing
industry and internal EPSS/e-learning standards.

• Current State: Summarize the current state of the enter-
prise, as determined by the environmental scan.

• Future State: Summarize the desired state of the enterprise,
as determined by the envisioned environment phase.

• Recommendations Based on Enterprise Initiatives:
Describe how EPSS/e-learning can contribute to the
enterprise initiatives.

• Road Map (Implementation Approach): Describe the
implementation plan and its rationale for the enter-
prisewide adoption of EPSS/e-learning. This roadmap
provides a framework for EPSS/e-learning and lays the

groundwork for subsequent EPSS/e-learning implemen-
tation efforts.

• Return on Investment (Exemplar Case): Describe the
potential return that the enterprise could expect to
receive from its investment in EPSS/e-learning. This sec-
tion of the business case might also describe the costs of
siloed EPSS/e-learning approaches and of doing nothing
(for example, maintaining the status quo.) As different
organizations hold different perspectives about what
return on investment (ROI) is, how to calculate it, and
how to demonstrate its value to decisionmakers, this
case will vary for each organization.

Phase 2. Educate, Communicate, Create Success Stories,
and Plan Large-Scale Implementation

With the readiness survey and business case developed, the
next task is to prepare the organization for subsequent large-
scale EPSS/e-learning development and implementation.
Education, communication, success stories, active market-
ing, attractive branding, and implementation planning are
imperative for this to happen.

2.1 Educate. Work closely with developers, stakeholders,
managers, and users who would be affected by the imple-
mentation of enterprisewide EPSS/e-learning to create a
viable education plan and associated educational events that: 
• prepare these individuals for the roles they will play in

the implementation process.
• define what EPSS/e-learning means and should mean for

the enterprise.

Figure 7, Part 1. RAD Components, Descriptions, and Implementation Implications.
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• shape expectations of how EPSS/e-learning will affect
processes and roles within the enterprise and the ways
in which people will perform their jobs.

• provide feedback to shape the business plan.

Education and marketing efforts could include electronic
brochures, “webinars,” facilitated workshops, or other
events, all of which should employ the appropriate brand-
ing. Although content will vary by enterprise, potential top-
ics include the following:
• what EPSS/e-learning is for managers and users
• benefits of EPSS/e-learning
• how EPSS/e-learning will help meet business objectives

2.2 Communicate. Timely, straightforward, and relevant
communication can ward off the rumors and political issues
that often plague EPSS/e-learning implementation efforts.
Create a communication plan and communicate the results
of all EPSS/e-learning activities on a regular basis. Good
communication will ensure that a shared mental model of
the EPSS/e-learning effort exists. 

Communication efforts could include emails, websites,
newsletters, reports, brown-bag lunches, show pieces and
other demonstrations, as well as stakeholder, manager, and
user reactions to EPSS/e-learning efforts.

2.3 Create E-Learning Success Stories. Using a series of rep-
resentative pilots identified in the business case, create a

series of success stories. Part of this process could be a col-
laborative evaluation of the ROI associated with these pilots
and concurrent high-level development standards for the
enterprise and its organizations. As these pilots become
educational and communication pieces, they also provide a
source of feedback for shaping the implementation plan and
future EPSS/e-learning endeavors.

2.4 Implementation Plan. The implementation plan acts as
a blueprint for creating and adopting EPSS/e-learning
throughout the enterprise. Validated by the EPSS/e-learning
success stories and their associated ROI, the implementa-
tion plan will systemically and systematically address
issues that encourage the adoption and dissemination of
EPSS/e-learning by producing quality efforts—on time and
within budget.

Like business cases, successful implementation plans vary
in terms of their approaches and components. Possible
functions include strategies for establishing roles, specify-
ing activities, identifying accountabilities, specifying
EPSS/e-learning infrastructure, allocating resources, speci-
fying timelines, establishing and tracking trustworthy
development metrics, and specifying evaluation measures
for subsequent ROI analysis.

Regardless of content, an implementation plan should be
developed collaboratively to offer the greatest possible like-
lihood of success.

Figure 7, Part 2. RAD Components, Descriptions, and Implementation Implications.
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Phase 3. Build and Implement Across the Enterprise 

Because corporate cultures are unique, input from develop-
ers, stakeholders, and end users is essential when building
and implementing EPSS/e-learning. The third rule of suc-
cessful EPSS/e-learning implementation is: Conscientiously
manage change to provide the time, buy-in, and level of
readiness thy company will require.

Strategies and Processes

Successful enterprisewide EPSS/e-learning solutions
require different development methodologies using strate-
gies and processes that do not treat implementation as an
afterthought. Linear instructional systems design method-
ologies such as ADDIE employ a waterfall approach that
requires practitioners to complete the analysis phase before
beginning the design, development, implementation, and
evaluation phases. This linear approach often means that
unanticipated budget and schedule over-runs can preclude
successful implementation. It’s simply too little, too late.

In contrast to the linear model, successful enterprisewide
implementation must begin from Day One of the project,
along with project oversight from a steering committee and
evaluation. In fact, strategies to ensure a successful enter-
prisewide implementation should occur in the earliest doc-
uments describing the EPSS/e-learning effort, including its
business case; request for information, proposal, or quota-
tion; and proposal.

Figure 6 on page 47 illustrates the components of a RAD-
based (rapid application development-based) methodology
(Villachica & Stone, 1998) that provides for such implemen-
tation by blending elements of the alignment, analysis,
design, development, and production phases. 

This methodology is based on five different components
that act together to form a system of checks and balances
allowing HPT practitioners to jump-start the implementa-
tion effort, while ensuring that they identify the correct
causes for the gaps and select the correct interventions to
close them in ways that meet the business needs. Moreover,
this approach provides time to assess readiness, design a
change management effort, shape expectations, and ensure
buy-in across the enterprise. Prototyping in particular
ensures that users and stakeholders see the EPSS/e-learning
solution is being built to their performance needs and stated
requests. Their ability to receive this continuous positive
feedback greatly affects their buy-in of the EPSS/e-learning
solution. Other benefits of this methodology include lower
development costs, trustworthy development metrics,
shrunken schedules, and improved quality. Figure 7 on
pages 48 and 49 describes these RAD components and their
implications for the successful implementation of enter-
prisewide EPSS/e-learning efforts.

So the fourth rule of successful EPSS/e-learning implemen-
tation is: Use a RAD-based or similar development method-
ology to guide the change management effort from Day One.

Conclusion

Successful EPSS/e-learning is not an accident that happens
because the development effort has been completed. Rather,
it’s the result of the coordinated efforts of people throughout
the enterprise. This fact is not surprising, as people tend to
be the most important component of any technology mix—
more important than the content, hardware, software, or
processes that drive the company. Especially at the enter-
prise level, successful EPSS/e-learning implementation
requires the following:
• the alignment of the performance solutions to business

objectives to ensure they meet both performance require-
ments and business objectives

• a conscientious change management effort to provide
the time, buy-in, and levels of EPSS/e-learning readiness
people will need to overcome their natural resistance to
change

• use of RAD-based or similar development methodologies
to ensure alignment, provide adequate time for change,
facilitate buy-in while reducing development costs, 
providing trustworthy development metrics, shrinking
schedule, and improving quality 
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MASTER SERIESMasters StatementMasters Statement
What advice would you give someone on the path to becom-
ing a master in his or her field?

Research in the area of expertise indicates that becom-
ing a master in any field requires about 10 years of
cumulative practice solving progressively difficult
problems that practitioners typically encounter. My
advice is to continually put yourself in situations
where you can: 
• Encounter field-specific problems in authentic 

situations.
• Obtain help from mentors, universities, and other

experts who regularly solve these problems.
• Consciously invest what you learned in tackling the

next problem you encounter.
• Become part of a larger community of practice by

assuming active leadership roles in professional
organizations such as ISPI.


