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Online learning has gained momentum throughout the 21st century.  New information communication technologies have provided the framework for organisations to expand learning opportunities in an asynchronous context, across geographical and time barriers (Patel, 2014). Cost effectiveness, flexibility and convenience (Shih et al., 2013) are among the advantages.  The reality, however, is that often there is no alternative if an organisation wishes to provide training for employees. In today’s fast-paced business environment, and with the advance of globalisation, conventional face-to-face development programmes are becoming less feasible, as managers may not be located together and cannot afford to take the required time out of their work in order to participate. The eLearning Industry (2015) reports 77% of United States companies currently offer online corporate training to improve the professional development of their employees.  Despite this, there has been very limited research conducted on development programmes delivered through an online platform.  This paper aims to address this gap.  Drawing on the experiences of participants undertaking an online course, this research identifies the factors perceived to impact on successful learning.  

Introduction
In today’s competitive business environment, human capital is recognised as a sustainable source of advantage (Nyberg et al., 2014), and as a result, organisations invest considerable resources in employee development to maximise their return. These development programmes take a variety of different forms, modes and lengths of time (Jones et al., 2013), but online learning is now a popular means used to enhance the skills and capabilities of employees. Yet research on online training within a corporate context has been dominated by case studies that describe specific contexts and programmes (Gunawardena et al., 2009). There is a need to examine the variables that lead to participation, satisfaction and transfer of knowledge (Macpherson et al., 2004). More than a decade later, this call is still unanswered.
The online learning environment has, however, been intensely researched within the school and university environments (see, for example, Comer and Lenaghan, 2012; Eom, 2009; Khanlarian and Singh, 2013).  Key arguments in favour of online learning often centre on the flexibility and time saving associated with learning online, as well as the ability to connect people in different geographic locations (Engvig, 2006).  Arguments made against online learning raise issues with the lack of face-to-face interaction and lower level of socialising that can take place online compared to workshop-based classes (Eom, 2009). There is also concern about the quality of learning and the high dropout rates (Morgan and Adams, 2009). The limited literature which does exist in the organisational context suggests that these factors are also relevant there (Admiraal and Lockhorst, 2009; Paulsen, 2009).  

Factors impacting online learning success
Understanding what participants value and what factors drive their learning success are important considerations for improving the learning, experience, mode of access, cost and deliverability of online development courses (Lee and McLaughlin, 2010). The literature suggests that there are three overarching factors which affect online learning and development. Table 1 shows an overview of the factors identified in the literature, categorised as personal, interpersonal and process factors, with an example of the components of each of these. Personal factors are those features that are unique to the individual and which occur as a result of personal characteristics.  Motivated participants are crucial for successful e-learning (Paulsen, 2009. Levels of procrastination have been shown to play a significant role in student online learning experiences (Michinov et al., 2011), with many students reporting issues with time allocation and balancing work commitments with the online course requirements (Blackmon and Major, 2012).  Tuckman (2002) suggests that reliance on learner initiative, which is often the case with online learning, can lead to procrastination and poor performance. 

Interpersonal factors impacting on learning success revolve around peer support. This comes in many forms, from practical support involving feedback and ideas, to emotional support, including working in a supportive environment and being motivated by peers (Dabbagh and Kitsantas, 2012). Social connection between peers has been highlighted as important for participants’ satisfaction, their perceptions of learning outcomes, levels of interaction and motivation (Kolb et al., 2009; Kuong, 2015).  

Insert Table 1 about here

Finally, process and contextual factors have an impact on online learning. The pedagogical content of the programme must be appropriate not only to the topic but also to the online learning platform.  Morgan and Adams (2009) warn of the dangers of becoming excited by technological possibilities at the risk of losing sight of the importance of the purpose of the programme. Technical delivery is vital in the context of online learning (Peltier et al., 2003).  Ease of use facilitates engagement, while technical issues create frustration and hinder motivation and progress (Khanlarian and Singh, 2013). In the context of corporate training, there is suggestion that the culture of the organisation offering the programme can also impact on the overall success of the learning.  The extent to which employees are willing to learn is largely dependent on the commitment and social connection individuals feel towards their organisation (Paulsen, 2009). The next section will outline the methodology used to identify the factors which influence online learning in this study.  
Methodology
The key objective of this study was to understand the factors perceived to enhance or constrain successful online learning.  The specific nature of the online programme is therefore not central to the findings but it is useful to have some context.  The course was developed from a traditional training programme, in response to ever increasing demands on professionals' time, the growing need for scalability and the increasing use and popularity of online tools in the workplace. It begins with a classroom-based workshop to outline the goals and purpose of the programme, as well as allowing participants to engage with each other before moving to the online detail.  This is followed by five modules, each of which encourages the participant to identify changes needed, be inspired by best practice theory and ideas in developing an action plan, and then conclude by implementing and reflecting on that action.  Hence, the learner is in charge of their own learning; participants get to decide what is meaningful to them, what concepts to explore further and what behaviours or actions they will focus on.

A qualitative exploratory approach was most appropriate in order to gain an in-depth understanding of individual’s personal learning experiences.  Semi-structured interviews were undertaken with a focus on the main objective, but providing sufficient flexibility for participants to describe their own individual experiences and allowing for new themes to emerge. Data was collected over an eight month period. Interviews were conducted at three stages during participants' engagement with the development programme: prior to beginning, midway and six months after completion to ensure that all variables were identified throughout the process.  The sample consisted of participants who were registered through their organisation.  Twenty participants were initially interviewed, but attrition meant that only 15 final interviews were held. Over the three stages, a total of 50 interviews were undertaken.
All interviews were recorded with consent, and subsequently fully transcribed and coded. As is often the case with qualitative research, analysis was iterative, reading and re-reading the transcribed data in order to identify potential similarities and differences, and to explore emerging themes. Analysis and coding of the data began directly after each interview had been transcribed, allowing themes to be drafted and collection techniques to be fine-tuned for each consecutive interview (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). As more interviews were concluded, themes were compared and refined.  Although initial coding was carried out on paper to get an overview of the data, the qualitative data analysis software Nvivo was used for the in-depth exploration of data, which was particularly valuable for ensuring that the final set of themes was driven by the data.
Results
This section discusses the factors perceived to influence participants' successful online mode learning . These factors are online considerations (time allocation, discipline and learning style), peer support, technical delivery and organisational culture.
Online considerations
Online considerations, namely time allocation, discipline and learning style, were the most significant factors in terms of influencing participants' learning success.  When asked in initial interviews about their perceptions of online learning, the large majority of participants cited flexibility as a positive feature.  Most participants were comfortable with online learning, arguing that they preferred it due to the ability to move at ‘their own pace’. As the programme progressed, however, this flexibility also posed considerable issues for participants, as many struggled to find the time, discipline and motivation to work through the online modules consistently, especially when external factors, such as family demands, played a role. 
I find it quite difficult to find the time and motivation to get in there and, I guess, continue, when I've got work and a young family…. It's all a bit of a balancing act. I struggled a little bit with the online side of things. I guess maybe it's a discipline thing and a timing thing. (David)
Particularly evident from participants' responses was a general perception of a lack of imposed deadlines resulting in procrastination, prioritisation of other work and lack of progress with the module.  One participant aptly summed up common difficulties with time allocation and discipline: 
We are busy and you tend to push it aside and push it aside until you find yourself doing it on a Sunday morning. Then you think you really have to get on it and you sit down and do it when you would rather be going to the beach or something. (Mark)
Four participants faced considerable external pressures outside of their normal job including changing jobs or having a new baby, making it nearly impossible to allocate time in order to complete the programme.  These participants either dropped out of the study or stalled in their progress through the online programme as a result.  
Not all participants struggled with discipline and time allocation in working through the online programme.  Several reported no procrastination, as they scheduled adequate time and adhered to their self-imposed deadlines.  One participant explained, "I would end up just blocking out some time on my calendar, so I knew that I had to do it" (Lauren). Another stated that previous experience with online learning through University enabled him to manage the workload. These participants tended to progress well in the online programme and were generally ahead of their peers on the modules.  However, the online nature of the programme was frustrating for some, as they felt they were not getting the benefit of peer interaction and support during their learning process as others lagged behind. 
Preferred learning style was also found to be an influencing factor.  Some participants explained that they liked the anonymity that working online provided, as they felt more comfortable in expressing their views from behind a monitor.  Others struggled to write, as they felt everyone could read and judge them.  One participant articulated this, describing herself as a perfectionist.
When I'm writing something... it has to sound right, it's got to look right, and if I don't have the time to do that, I'm not inspired to actually sit down and do it. I've read over and over those questions, and I've thought about them, all those things, and then it's, like, "what shall I actually say?"....it just has to sound right. (Emily)
Despite the progression difficulties created by this perfectionist tendency, Emily later suggested that it may have helped in her reflection process, as she spent a significant amount of time thinking and reflecting on her responses prior to writing them up. 
Peer support
Second to online considerations, peer support was reported to be a strong influencing factor in terms of participants' perceptions of learning success.  Positive peer support assisted participants to overcome issues with motivation and discipline. One participant sought more contact - "having more frequent get-togethers...would work a lot better. Because left to my own devices I can always put things off" (Edward). 
One participant took a leadership role within his organisation's group, maintaining contact with other participants.  This was important in keeping them motivated and on-track as his enthusiasm and insistence that the programme was not "hard" encouraged them.  This notion is captured in the interview extract below: 
Interviewer: Did you find catching up with Neil motivated you? 
Participant: Yeah it did, it actually motivated me to make a start, because up until that point I hadn't really done anything. So I actually finished the first module after talking to him. That gave me the sort of "hang on, it’s not as time consuming as what I thought"...I felt it gave me more internal motivation and pressure to get in there and do something, because otherwise time would just disappear. (David)
Despite the considerable effort that Neil put in to motivate others, he did not feel he was getting as much peer support as he would have liked.  He explains: 
I actually decided to stop to let other people catch up because I wanted the feedback and engagement from the others so I could leverage off it and I found that if you moved too quickly ...you kind of miss all that, because you're the first one to answer all the stuff.  (Neil)
The influence of flexible deadlines was evident in participant responses.  For example, those participants who did not struggle with time allocation and motivation would move ahead quickly to complete their modules, but this meant that they would not be on-par with their peers and if they had trouble or needed engagement and feedback on a particular action or experience, their peers could not provide the same level of understanding to assist.  When asked to provide recommendations for improving the programme, the majority of participants suggested that deadlines be set in order to "keep people on the same page".
An alternative viewpoint was, however, also reported.  Some participants found it beneficial and motivating to benchmark themselves, either positively or negatively, against their peers. For example, Lauren explained:
I don't really want to have that 'she didn't finish that' tag... One person I know, when I had actually finished it, hadn't completed the first module...so I think it just made me a bit more willing to actually complete it (Lauren). 
The majority of participants argued that they felt that the more positive support they experienced, the better their learning outcomes, as it allowed them to exchange ideas and gain other perspectives as well as provide valuable feedback. It was not surprising that most participants stated that they would like more peer support and interaction, which would "sort of bottle that energy and motivation that the introductory workshop creates and keep it moving in the online side" (Nadine). 
Peer support could, however, also be negative in terms of learning success.  In particular, participants who were dissatisfied with the course could create a downwards spiral when they interacted with others who experienced similar or neutral feelings about the programme in general.  When asked about peer interactions, one participant observed:
We were talking about my frustrations, so I said, "how's it going with you?" and he goes "mate, tell me about it". So it was, you know, that's worse, because then you're getting two people of the same view and that will get a momentum. So, then we had a talk to [another participant] and she was really, she was worse than me. So yes, that probably had a bit of a flow-on effect (Ethan).
Not all participants were negatively influenced by despondent peers, however, particularly if their motivation to learn stemmed from personal desire.  This immunity to negativity was evident with those participants who reported benchmarking themselves or competing against others, as is evidenced in the comment by Lauren about her competitive nature.  Other participants noted that they were working through the programme for themselves, rather than for others, and therefore negative comments from peers had little influence.  
Negativity from peers didn't put me off. I went, "well you know what? I'm doing it for myself"...at the end of the day they're only limiting themselves by not wanting to put themselves into it, so that's the crux of it. But no, I didn't really talk to anyone else about it, because they weren't positive (Tamara).
Hence, although negative comments had little effect on these participants, it did limit peer interaction.
Technical delivery
Technical delivery is positively linked to learning experience. When technical delivery is good, participants tend to gloss over the influence of delivery on their learning.  Most participants reported positive experiences with the delivery of the programme, stating that the online software was "easy to use" in general. However, the significance of delivery on perceived success was more apparent when there were technical delivery issues.  Some participants experienced a few technical issues during the initial phases of the programme which had a considerable impact on their motivation and learning success, especially when coupled with other influencing factors. 
In summary, the online considerations of motivation and discipline were perceived to be the most significant influencing factor during the actual process of the online programme. Participants also explained that technical delivery issues were considerable negative influencing factors in terms of engagement.  Brian commented, "You know, you finally find time, you sit down and it's not working...that's frustrating. Then you have to wait again until it's sorted" (Brian).  Lauren linked the technical issues directly to the lack of enthusiasm for the programme - "I think because of all the technical issues... [that was] a big reason why people just got over it very quickly...They were like "oh stupid thing" (Lauren).  
Although poor delivery experience affected participants' performance, the extent to which it negatively influenced their success was mitigated by the level of peer support that they received.  In particular, positive support mitigated the issue, while negative comments from colleagues exacerbated the issue. This reinforces the interconnectedness of the factors impacting on the successful delivery of the online programme.
Organisational culture
Although the role of organisational culture has not been discussed in the literature with reference to employee development, we anticipated that the level of engagement of senior management could impact on the motivation to participate in the programme.  Although the relatively small numbers of participants limited available data, there were some remarks of relevance. Some participants commented that the programme was something that the company wanted everyone to do, and they felt they were being pushed into participating against their will.  Although the organisation was attempting to engage in company-wide employee development, the participants did not feel it was important to them.  They did not have a clear understanding about why the company wanted them to go through the programme and this made it more difficult to justify spending time on it.  This finding illustrates a misalignment between the purpose of the collective development initiative and the organisational culture understood by participants. 
Discussion and conclusions
This paper explores the experiences of participants who undertook an online learning programme and their perceptions of the factors that facilitated or hindered their learning. Many of the findings here are reflected in the extant literature on distance education. Our first major contribution therefore, is to transfer knowledge about online learning from an educational context into the organisation.  Online considerations - time allocation and discipline - were perceived as having the greatest influence on participants' organisational learning success. Many participants reported experiencing difficulties allocating time effectively to work through the programme, particularly due to a lack of imposed deadlines resulted in procrastinating or prioritising other work. The issue of discipline and procrastination is common within online learning (Willging and Johnson, 2009). Similarly, a lack of supervision and reliance on learner initiative often lead to procrastination and reduced performance (Park and Choi, 2009) and this was also apparent in this study. Not all participants experienced difficulties with time allocation, but those who worked ahead of their peers reported missing out on the peer support and interaction they valued. 
As found in studies of university students (Blackmon and Major, 2012; Michinov et al., 2011), findings from the organisational context also suggest that peer support generally had a positive effect on motivation and time allocation. This finding is significant, as it shows that peer support and interaction is an essential component of online learning in all contexts. However it should be noted that negative feedback from peers can stymie progress, although this is mediated by the participants' individual levels of personal motivation. 
Nevertheless, most participants expressed a desire for increased peer support and interaction, although some found it difficult to interact with participants who appeared to be struggling, as they did not feel comfortable enough to attempt to motivate them. This sentiment illustrates a fundamental issue with online learning that has been widely studied (see, for example, Kolb et al., 2009; Kuong, 2015), that closeness to peers results in better contributions to peer interaction in online programmes. 
In terms of process factors, technical delivery had a significant role in participants’ learning outcomes. Technical issues resulted in decreased motivation, and intensified when coupled with other negative factors. This finding reiterates Khanlarian and Singh’s (2013) research in universities. 
The need for congruence between the organisation and the promoters of a traditional organisational training programme has long been recognised (Burke and Hutchins, 2007; Gunawardena et al., 2010). Our findings suggest that this congruence is also essential for online training, but further studies would need to be conducted to assess the full impact of this. 
A second contribution is that this study highlights the synergistic effects of the perceived factors impacting on learning success, and stresses the need to acknowledge effects of the interplays between factors. For example, for a person struggling to find both time and motivation to complete an online programme, technical issues with the delivery of that programme may be the factor that results in abandonment of the programme.  Further research should examine the positive, negative and mitigating effects that these interplays can create.  
The third contribution is methodological. The motivation for this study was the lack of information about the variables of successful online learning in an organisational context.  Our methodology incorporated variables identified at all phases of the online programme - before, during and after.  It therefore extends beyond best practice and assesses the factors impacting the application of the programme as people were engaging with it. 
This research is exploratory, however, and our understanding of online learning in organisations is far from complete. Further longitudinal studies are needed to examine the long term effects of online learning. Study designs which allow for a breakdown of the impact of the factors influencing learning by age, gender and work experience, which all influence learning style, is necessary, so that online programmes can be developed to best suit a diverse workforce.  

(Van Velsor et al., 2010)
(Avolio and Hannah, 2008; Avolio et al., 2009) (Boyatzis, 2008; Hannah et al., 2008; Ready and Conger, 2003)
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