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ABSTRACT 

e-learning has received a consistent upswing during the last years. Promising individualized and cost-

effective facilitation of knowledge transfer, many business organizations have already adopted e-

learning initiatives. Despite this importance, however, the study situation covering its success factors 

is fragmented. A large majority studied e-learning in the university context, while others focused on 

the influence of specific factors, resulting in findings that are only partially transferable. Following a 

natural science research approach, this study seeks to close this research gap and provide a better 

understanding of e-learning success in (business) organizations. By conducting extensive literature 

research, it first identifies the most prevalent success factors for organizational e-learning and groups 

them into four domains. A bibliographical analysis then unveils four potential interrelationships among 

these domains.  Based on these findings, eight assumptions are developed and consolidated into a 

research model. Through a focus group study with six participants experienced in organizational e-

learning, the model is consequently validated. The results show that all four identified success domains 

and their respective success factors exert a significant influence on organizational e-learning success. 

In addition, three of the four identified interrelationships between these success domains are 

confirmed. Ultimately, the adapted success model provides an actionable and holistic reference point 

for e-learning decision-makers to optimize their organizational e-learning initiatives. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

While e-learning first emerged as a subset of distance learning in the 1980s, it experienced a 

persistent upswing with the expansion of the internet from the 1990s onwards (Hassanzadeh, Kanaani 

& Elahi, 2012). e-learning is hereby defined as “a system of learning that uses electronic media, typically 

over the internet” (Oxford Dictionary Online, 2020). Compared to traditional learning methods, it 

enables a more individual as well as time and place independent learning. Nowadays, a multitude of 

organizations have adopted e-learning methods to respond to new expectations resulting from the 

ever-present access to information and ongoing connectivity (Mohammadi, 2015). These methods 

range from easily available online teaching materials to online lectures in which students or 

professionals can participate at any place with internet access (Schweizer, 2004).  

While e-learning typically gets associated with universities, the business world is among the most 

important adopters. Nowadays, the concept of lifelong learning and a comprehensive range of further 

education and training programs are part of everyday life in the modern workplace (Collins, Buhalis & 

Peters, 2003). For this reason, digital teaching and learning approaches are also gaining importance in 

the corporate environment. In practice, they promise more individualized and thus potentially more 

effective teaching, while still enabling significant cost savings for the firm in the long run (Collins, 

Buhalis & Peters, 2003). Furthermore, e-learning has not only been imposed as the new standard for 

universities and schools during the Covid19 pandemic but also for business organizations looking to 

further develop the skill set of their employees. 

Despite the great importance of e-learning for business organizations, the study situation covering its 

success determinants is fragmented. In the past, most studies focus on the context of e-learning in 

universities. While these provide some indicators for corporate organizations, the results should be 

handled with caution. As business organizations diverge from universities in terms of their specific 

characteristics, the further testing of identified success factors within the business context is an aspect 

strongly advocated for by existing studies (Wang, Wang & Shee, 2003; Sela & Sivan, 2009). Next to the 

limited number of studies within the academic world, the existing studies took on diverging 

perspectives. Resulting from different definitions of success and methodologies, the findings lack 

uniformity. 

While the forced shift towards e-learning through Covid19 certainly made the transition more 

complicated for business organizations, even under previous regular conditions most projects were 

not able to deliver the expected organizational value. As Netteland (2008, p.11) put it, “Taking e-

learning into use in the workplace, represents a major challenge for the adopter organization. In 
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practice, many e-learning implementations do not achieve the expected outcomes.”. In combination 

with the previously identified research gap, modern business leaders lack a clear guideline on how to 

optimize their e-learning initiatives. Ultimately, solving this knowledge gap is the main motivation for 

this master thesis. By extending previous research on this topic, it seeks to investigate the following 

research question: Which factors lead to the success of e-learning initiatives in corporate 

organizations? Thereby, the methodological approach is within the context of natural research science, 

as it seeks to explain the reality of e-learning success in organizations. The methodology comprises an 

extensive literature review and a bibliographical analysis, which are used to identify the most 

important e-learning success factors and their interdependencies. Based on these insights, eight 

assumptions are developed and consolidated into a holistic research model. Lastly, this proposed 

model is empirically tested through a qualitative study in form of a focus group study (FGS) with people 

who actively use e-learning in their workplace.  

The results show that all four success categories have a significant influence on organizational e-

learning success. Moreover, three cross-relationships between the four categories are successfully 

validated. On a theoretical level, the identified research gap is filled, and, to the best knowledge of the 

author, the first aggregated success model for organizations is successfully proposed. On a practical 

level, this provides e-learning decision-makers with an actionable guideline to optimize their 

organizational e-learning initiatives. 

The structure of this master thesis is organized into seven sections. First, a review of the existing 

literature in the field is provided. Second, the findings of the literature review are presented and, 

consequently, consolidated into a research model. Third, the methodology of the research is explained. 

Fourth, the instrument for the FGS is introduced. Fifth, the results of the analysis are presented, 

followed by a discussion. Sixth, a conclusion is drawn outlining the limitations of the research and 

recommendations for future research. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

With the ongoing shift towards a service economy in industrialized economies, value creation 

has shifted significantly for most organizations. While physical labor, capital, and access to raw 

materials used to be the key resources, knowledge is continuously gaining in importance in helping 

organizations to achieve a competitive advantage (Maier & Hadrich, 2011). Several factors promote 

this development. First, organizations are becoming increasingly complex and globally dispersed. To 

capitalize on resulting economies of scale and synergies, however, an efficient transfer of knowledge 

across all units is required. Second, the increasing global competition and shorter product life cycles 

create significant pressure on organizations to continuously innovate. As the expertise required for 

this is increasingly distributed among various specialists and business units, rapid knowledge transfer 

is in turn a prerequisite for not falling behind the competition (Maier & Hadrich, 2011).  

Subsequently, the creation, diffusion, and retainment of knowledge have been among the top 

priorities of modern organizations. The approach to doing this is called knowledge management (KM). 

Although several definitions for the term exist nowadays, there are noticeable similarities and overlaps 

among them. As Wild, Griggs & Downing (2002, p. 371) noticed, “In particular, there is general 

agreement that the primary objectives of KM are to identify and leverage the collective knowledge in 

an organization to achieve the overriding goal of helping organizations compete and survive”. While 

the importance of KM for modern organizations is undoubted, the application is challenging. Especially 

the tacit knowledge, which according to some studies makes up to 90% of all organizational 

knowledge, proves to be difficult to grasp and disseminate (Smith, 2001). 

One solution identified hereby has been the application of specialized information systems. These so-

called knowledge management systems (KMS) focus on gathering and organizing the organizational 

knowledge, instead of solely capturing data or information (Alavi & Leidner, 1999). Gallupe (2001, p. 

63) defines KMS as “systems designed and developed to give decision-makers/users in organizations 

the knowledge they need to make their decisions and perform their tasks”. In practice, the most 

common applications for KMS are (1) the codification and storage of corporate knowledge, (2) the 

sharing of best practices, and (3) the facilitation of knowledge networks (Alavi & Leidner, 2001).  

One of the most important use cases of information systems enabling KM has been e-learning. Defined 

as “the use of Internet technologies to deliver a broad array of solutions that enhance knowledge and 

performance“ (Rosenberg, 2001, p. 28), the goal of e-learning is to facilitate knowledge sharing in an 

organization (Chen & Hsiang, 2007). Hereby, the e-learning applications can be categorized along the 

dimensions of time and format (Romiszowski, 2001). Thereby, the dimension of time depicts whether 
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students engage in learning synchronously, such as in live online lectures, or asynchronously, for 

instance by using case studies or other course material. Format on the other hand corresponds to 

whether the students engage in individual self-study or collaborative group formats (Romiszowski, 

2001).  

 

2.1. RESEARCH ON E-LEARNING SUCCESS FACTORS 

Throughout the years, scholars have researched what makes leads to the success of e-learning 

systems. Their focus was on critical success factors, which “are those few things that must go well for 

a manager or organization, and, therefore, they represent those managerial or enterprise areas that 

must be given special and continual attention to bring about high performance“ (Boynton & Zmud, 

1984, p. 17). Within the scope of e-learning success factors, the studies can be divided into those 

researching in the context of universities and those researching within the (business) organization 

context. The focus of this master thesis will hereby lay on the latter organizational context. 

First, the scholars Sela & Sivan (2011) and Sridharan, Deng & Corbitt (2010) intended to discover the 

success determinants for enterprise e-learning. A key goal hereby was to “deepen the theoretical and 

practical understanding of e-learning implementation and recognize mandatory aspects to be 

considered in this process” (Sela & Sivan, 2011, p. 336). First, the authors constructed a new success 

model by distilling the most important success factors from literature. Afterward, the new model was 

validated through interviews with twelve e-learning experts from the field. This unveiled the factors 

usefulness and ease of use, marketing, management support, organizational culture as well as a real 

need to be most important. Sridharan, Deng & Corbitt (2010) also started with a literature review, in 

which they recognized the dimensions pedagogies, associated technologies, and management of 

learning resources to be of especial relevance. Consequently, a new model building upon these 

dimensions was developed and field-tested through interviews with 29 industry experts. Within this 

domain, the success factors pedagogical strategy, technology, management factors, e-learning impact, 

and management impact proved to hold within the qualitative study. Furthermore, the interviews 

unveiled that certain barriers had to be overcome: The technological implementation without an 

underlying pedagogical strategy, a lack of awareness or recognition of e-learning systems, and lastly 

ineffective learning strategies. 

Other scholars approached the research on e-learning success factors from a more practical angle. 

Analyzing best practices of 134 companies from a variety of sectors, the authors Beinicke and Kyndt 

(2020) contributed to the e-learning science-practice gap by identifying best practices for maximizing 
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corporate e-learning effectiveness. Thereby, they focused specifically on the importance of actions 

taken before and after the training for ensuring learning effectiveness. The results indicated that nearly 

all companies implemented before-training actions, such as establishing attendance policies or 

preparing the supervisors. After-training actions on the contrary were implemented less frequently. 

As these actions are crucial for ensuring the learning transfer, the authors highly recommend the 

integration into e-learning initiatives. Building upon this recommendation, the study proposed the 

following success factors: Before-training actions, after-training initiatives, enabling the right mindset 

of trainees, following appropriate instructional principles, using technology ‘wisely’, and trainee 

characteristics.  

Instead of focusing on the enterprise level, Chen and Hsiang (2006) analyzed e-learning success from 

the perspective of knowledge transfer within learner communities. Noticing the importance of 

communities in establishing a knowledge organization, the authors conducted a case study analysis of 

a manufacturing company. The main goal thereby was to derive the most important strategical 

prerequisites for establishing corporate-wide learning culture. Grouped within the four areas of 

strategy, technology, process, and personnel, the authors identified the following success factors: 

Participation of key personnel, Procedural design needs to complement current work, technology 

should be learner-focused, establish a learning culture, develop a knowledge strategy, establish loop 

of knowledge-sharing, Use knowledge community to support business goals, implement new 

strategies to reduce initial resistance, provide learning time in the company, and establish mutual 

trust. Marjanovic, Delic & Lalic (2015) chose a similar path and examined the success of an e-learning 

system in a company from the perspective of its employees. Hereby, they developed their model 

building upon the DeLone and McLean (1992) IS success model. In the following, the model was tested 

by collecting surveys from and tracking the e-learning progress of 1100 employees of a large energy 

company in eastern Europe. Next to the adopted success factors of system quality, use, user 

satisfaction, and net benefits, they found user performance to be a statistically significant determinant 

for e-learning success. Lastly, Joo, Lim & Kim (2012) investigated the determinants of learning flow and 

achievement incorporating online training within their study. To gather the data, 263 e-learners from 

a Korean corporate organization were questioned on their experiences. Validating their responses 

within their developed model, the most significant success factors identified were self-efficacy, 

intrinsic value, text anxiety, perceived usefulness, and ease of use. 

While the previously mentioned studies regarded success from the perspective of learning 

performance and system usage, Bhuasiri, Xaymoungkhoun, Zo, Rho & Ciganek (2012) viewed it from 

the perspective of system adoption. By conducting interviews with 79 ICT experts from 24 developing 

countries, the authors were able to identify twenty factors influencing the adoption of e-learning 
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systems. By further aggregation, a comprehensive success model with the following dimensions was 

developed: e learners’ characteristics, instructors’ characteristics, institution and service quality, 

infrastructure and system quality, course and information quality, and motivation. Ultimately, the 

authors advise executives to focus on 1) enhancing the broadband internet infrastructure, 2) 

promoting e-learning system awareness, and 3) increasing the reliability by designing robust e-learning 

systems. 

Upon closer analysis of the different studies of determinants for the success of e-learning within 

organizations, a severe lack of uniformity can be identified. This can primarily be attributed to the 

differences of perspectives taken by the scholars, which led to the diverging results. Aparicio, Bacao, 

and Oliviera (2016) hereby proposed to classify the academic studies into the following three 

categories: Those researching the success factors within the implementation process of e-learning 

system, others that researched the success factors contributing to e-learning system usage, and lastly 

studies that identified the success dimensions for the learning performance of users. As the research 

goal is to propose a holistic framework on how to optimize e-learning initiatives, all three cycles of the 

life stage shall be considered in the literature review.  

By aggregating existing research in the field, this master thesis aims to unveil similarities and trends 

within the domain of e-learning performance success factors. For this, it utilizes a slightly adapted 

categorization of Philipps (2002) to assign e-learning success factors into four distinct categories: 1) 

Pedagogical success factors (PSF), 2) IT system success factors (ITSF), 3) learner success factors (LSF), 

and 4) organizational success factors (OSF). The following table provides the categorized overview of 

the thirty-two studies deemed most relevant. Thereby, the selection was based upon the criteria of 

citations, academic fit, journal ranking at least within the Q2 quartile, methodology, and publishing 

date within the last twenty years. 
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Table 1 – Categorization of studies within the respective success domains 

No. Authors Research 
domain 

Identified Success domains 

Pedagogical IT system Learner Organization 

1) Alhabeeb & Rowle, 
2018 

University X X X  

2) Alhomod & Shafi, 2013 University X X X X 

3) Aparicio, Bacao & 
Oliveira, 2016 

University X X X X 

4) Aparicio, Bacao & 
Oliveira, 2017 

University  X X  

5) Basak, Wotto & 
Bélanger, 2016 

University X X  X 

6) Beinicke & Kyndt, 2020 Organization X X X X 

7) Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012 Organization X X X X 

8) Castillo-Merino & 
Serradell-López, 2014 

University X X X  

9) Chen & Hsiang, 2007 Organization X X  X 

10) Cidral, Oliveira, Di 
Felice & Aparicio, 2018 

University X X X  

11) Dorobat, 2014 Literature 
review 

 X X X 

12) Eom & Ashill, 2018 University X  X  

13) Freeze et. Al., 2019 University  X X X 

14) Govindasamy, 2001 University X   X 

15) Hassanzadeh, Kanaani 
& Elahi, 2012 

University X X X  

16) Joo, Lim & Kim, 2012 University  X X  

17) Keramati, Afshari-
Mofrad & Kamrani, 
2011 

Organization 
X X X X 

18) Kurt, 2019 University  X X  

19) Lee-Post, 2009 University  X X  

20) Marjanovic, Delic & 
Lalic, 2015 

Organization  X X X 

21) McGill, Klobas & Renzi, 
2014 

University  X  X 

22) Mohammadi, 2015 University X X X  

23) Ozkan & Koseler, 2009 University X X X  

24) Puri, 2012 University X X  X 

25) Sela & Sivan, 2011 Organization  X X X 
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No. Authors Research 
domain 

Identified Success domains 

Pedagogical IT system Learner Organization 

26) Selim, 2007 University X X X X 

27) Selim, 2007 University X X X X 

28) Seta et. Al., 2018 University  X X X 

29) Shee & Wang, 2008 Organization X X   

30 Sridharan, Deng & 
Corbitt, 2010 

Organization 
X X X X 

31) Wang & Chiu, 2011 University  X X  

32) Wang, Wang & Shee, 
2007 

Organization 
 X X  

 

One notable finding is the predominance of the categories of IT system and learner within the 

overview. This can be attributed to twelve of the thirty-two scholars using (adjusted) versions of the 

DeLone and McLean (2003) Model of Information Systems Success, which encompasses these two 

dimensions. It is considered one of the most important models in the field of information systems and 

provides a comprehensive and widely accepted model for evaluating the success of information 

systems (DeLone & McLean, 2003), which is well suited for e-learning systems. Moreover, it is 

noticeable that only a few papers encompassed all four categories. This supports the claim that 

modern business leaders lack a holistic guideline on how to optimize their e-learning initiatives.  

The next table depicts a deeper analysis of the aforementioned studies. Hereby, the success factors 

are allocated to their respective category and study they were referenced in. It must be noted that all 

success factors mentioned below were found to be statistically significant. Furthermore, similar 

success factors have been aggregated to allow for better representability. Lastly, the table shows the 

five success factors with the most references per category. For the full overview, please refer to 

appendix A. 
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Table 2 – Identification of the most prevalent success factors for each domain 

Success factors Referenced in studies 

Pedagogical factors 1), 2), 5), 6), 7), 8), 9), 10), 12), 14), 15), 17), 21), 22), 23), 24), 26), 27), 
28), 29), 30) 

Instructor characteristics 1), 7), 10), 12), 17), 23), 26), 27) 

Course educational quality 7), 12), 14), 15), 22), 28) 

Pedagogical strategy 5), 6), 21), 24), 30) 

Social interaction and learning 
community 

5), 10), 12), 29) 

Evaluation and assessment 5), 14), 24) 

IT system factors 1), 2), 3), 4), 5), 6), 7), 8), 9), 10), 11), 13), 15), 16), 17), 18), 19), 20), 21), 
22), 23), 24), 25), 26), 28), 29), 30), 31), 32) 

System quality 1), 4), 7), 10), 11), 13), 15), 18), 19), 20), 21), 23), 28), 31), 32) 

User satisfaction 3), 4), 10), 11), 13), 15), 18), 19), 20), 21), 22), 28), 31), 32) 

Content/ Information quality 4), 7), 10), 13), 15), 18), 19), 22), 23), 28), 29), 31), 32) 

Service quality 2), 4), 7), 10), 15), 19), 21), 22), 23), 31), 32) 

Ease of use/ interface design 2), 16), 21), 22), 24), 25), 29) 

Learner factors 1), 2), 3), 4), 6), 7), 8), 10), 12), 13), 15), 16), 17), 18), 19), 20), 22), 23), 
25), 26), 28), 30), 31) 

Use 3), 4), 10), 13), 15), 18), 19), 20), 26), 28), 32) 

Student characteristics 1), 2), 6), 7), 8), 11), 17), 26), 27) 

Motivation/ intention to use 6), 7), 12), 15), 22) 

Perceived usefulness 16), 22), 23), 25) 

Loyalty to the system 15), 31) 

Organizational factors 2), 3), 5), 7), 9), 11), 13), 14), 17), 21), 24), 25), 26), 27), 30) 

Institutional/ Management 
Support 

2), 5), 7), 14), 17), 21), 24), 25), 26), 27), 30)  

Organizational impact 3), 13), 21), 25), 30) 

Availability of (human) resources 2), 5), 9) 

Establish learning culture 9), 25) 

Institutional-administrative 
affairs 

24) 

 

For the pedagogical category, the five success factors with the most references are instructor 

characteristics, course educational quality, Pedagogical strategy, social interaction and learning 

community, as well as evaluation and assessment. Instructor characteristics include aspects such as 

the attitude towards students, the technical affinity, and the interaction with the learners (Selim, 

2007). Course educational quality corresponds to the structure of the course, the content quality, and 
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depth as well as the course flexibility (Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012). The pedagogical strategy considers 

learning styles, the teacher in the role of a facilitator, the use of multimedia tools/technologies, and 

alternative forms for submission of assignments (Puri, 2012). Course interaction and learning 

community cover the social and cultural interaction within the learners’ group and with their 

instructors. (Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016). Lastly, evaluation and assessment comprise tracking of 

student successes, giving constructive and meaningful feedback, and providing students with 

opportunities to reflect upon their learning performance (Govindasamy, 2001). 

Within the category of IT system success factors, the most mentioned ones are system quality, user 

satisfaction, content/ information quality, service quality, and ease of use/ interface design. Apart from 

ease of use/ interface design, all success factors can be backtracked to the DeLone and McLean (1992) 

model. System success thereby comprises the systems performance metrics such as reliability or 

response time (DeLone & McLean, 1992). Information quality considers the accuracy, meaningfulness, 

and timeliness of the information used by the system (DeLone & McLean, 1992). Service quality covers 

the end-user support metrics such as responsiveness, reliability, or assurance (DeLone & McLean, 

2003). User satisfaction depicts the user’s perception of the system as fun (DeLone & McLean, 2003). 

Finally, ease of use/ interface design depicts how easy users can effectively interact with the system 

and the engagement level (Sela & Sivan, 2011). 

Use, individual impact/ net benefit, student characteristics, motivation/ intention to use, and 

perceived usefulness were the success factors most often mentioned within the learner’s category. 

Use, taken from the DeLone and McLean model, corresponds to the effective and frequent use of the 

system (DeLone & McLean, 1992). Individual impact, which has later been renamed to net benefits in 

the updated DeLone and McLean (2003) model, encompasses the impact on the individual user, the 

group, the consumer, and further stakeholders (DeLone & McLean, 2003). Student characteristics 

cover the cognitive ability of the student, the academic background, his/her attitude towards the 

course, and the effort put in (Castillo-Merino & Serradell-López, 2014). Motivation/ intention to use 

represents the learner’s motivation towards using the system (Keramati, Afshari-Mofrad & Kamrani, 

2011). Perceived usefulness deals with the learners' perceived relevance of the system in achieving 

his/her goals (Ozkan & Koseler, 2009). 

For the last category of organization, the five most referenced success factors are institutional/ 

management support, organizational impact, availability of (human) resources, establishing a learning 

culture, and institutional-administrative affairs. Institutional/ management support comprises the 

commitment of the management and the organization to achieve the desired learning success 

(Sridharan, Deng & Corbitt, 2010). Organizational impact refers to the impact of the learner's 
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performance on the organization (Freeze et. Al., 2019). Availability of (human) resources includes 

granting the learners the necessary equipment, system environment, space, and time as well as 

providing sufficient support staff (Chen & Hsiang, 2007). Establishing a learning culture means making 

employees’ competencies an organizational priority, promoting interaction among learners, and 

explaining the e-learning initiatives to all employees (Sela & Sivan, 2009). At last, institutional-

administrative affairs considers the staff's willingness to learn with the new system, availability of 

learner training, administrative affairs, academic affairs, and learners’ services (Puri, 2012). Concluding 

the literature review, the previously identified factors have proven to be the most widely accepted 

ones within the current state of academia.  

 

2.2. BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ANALYSIS  

The previously conducted literature review provided a thorough understanding of the most 

important success factors for each respective success domain. Yet, it did not provide any insights into 

the relationships across these domains. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of e-learning, however, 

understanding these connections is crucial for developing a holistic success guideline. To close this gap, 

a bibliographic analysis is conducted to achieve a deeper understanding of this interconnectedness. 

The next paragraphs will describe the bibliographic analysis methodology and elaborate on how it is 

used in the context of this study. 

The bibliographical analysis is a quantitative method to assess the study situation in a particular 

academic field (Merigo, Gil-Lafuente & Yager, 2015). Using secondary data collected from a digital 

database provides a systemic and objective process to review academic literature (Ding & Yang, 2020). 

In general, it can be applied to uncover “developments in knowledge of a specific subject and assesses 

the scientific quality and influence of works and sources” (Albort-Morant & Ribeiro-Soriano, 2016, p. 

1776). The bibliographic analysis conducted in this study follows a two-step process. In the first one, 

relevant studies are identified from a bibliographical database. In the second step, the identified 

studies are visualized in a bibliometric network based on the co-occurrence of research keywords. 

Hereby, the keywords and their co-occurrence are used as a proxy for success factor connections. By 

assessing which clusters show the highest overlaps and the interconnectedness between the different 

ones, the study attempts to unveil important interrelationships within e-learning. 

For the first step, the data was exported using the Scopus database on the 13th of May 2021. Hereby, 

the search for applicable documents was limited to research from 2001 to 2021. Due to the fast-

changing nature of information systems and e-learning, older ones were disregarded as they can be 
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considered outdated by modern standards. With regards to the document type, articles, conference 

papers, and books were accepted. Furthermore, the query was refined with the keyword combination 

of “e-learning” AND (organization OR company). This was done to ensure that all studies considered 

fit the notion of this dissertation to focus on e-learning in business organizations. Ultimately, this led 

to 11,550 studies and their respective keywords as the starting point for the bibliographic analysis.  

 

Table 3 - Summary of data source and collection 

Data Source Scopus 

Searching period 2001 - 2021 

Searching keywords E-learning and organization or company 

Exact keywords “E-learning” or “Learning systems” 

Document types Article, conference paper, book chapter 

Sample size 11,550 

 

 

The software of choice for the bibliographical analysis has been VOSviewer, primarily due to the 

superior ability to visualize larger datasets. As van Eck and Waltman (2010, p. 286) stated, “the viewing 

capabilities of VOSviewer are especially useful for maps containing at least a moderately large number 

of items (e.g., at least 100 items). Most computer programs that are used for bibliometric mapping do 

not satisfactorily display such maps.”. In general, VOSviewer can be used to analyze a variety of 

bibliographic parameters such as co-authorship, co-occurrence, citation, bibliographic coupling, co-

citation, and themes (Van Eck & Waltman, 2014). However, as the goal of the bibliographic analysis 

has been to identify interrelationship across e-learning success dimensions, only the co-occurrence of 

keywords was considered. 

Uploading the dataset constructed according to the parameters defined in the previous section of data 

gathering resulted in 4.470 keywords meeting the threshold. As this is arguably too much for a deeper 

analysis and the human eye to process, the number of keywords selected was reduced to the five 

hundred ones with the greatest total link strength. Moreover, the keyword “e-learning” was 
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disregarded, as it was distorting the results due to overrepresentation. Ultimately, this led to the 

following bibliographic network being constructed: 

 

 

Figure 1 – Bibliographic network analysis visualization 

Source: VOSviewer visualization, 2021 

 

Taking a closer look, five distinct clusters can be identified. The first, and largest one with 141 keywords 

in total, is visualized in red. Hereby, the keywords with the strongest links are “students”, “teaching”, 

“education”, “engineering education”, and “curricula”. Considering also other keywords with strong 

links such as “higher education”, “blended learning”, “personnel training” or “teaching and learning”, 

it can be derived that this cluster corresponds to the pedagogical aspect and learning formats of e-

learning. Within the literature research, this cluster is reflected in the dimension of PSF. Located 

relatively in the center of the bibliographic map, this cluster can be considered the center one 

connecting all other ones. Furthermore, it appears to blend in with the yellow and green clusters to a 

larger extent. Therefore, it can be derived that these clusters seem to be strongly connected in 

literature. Notably, it is also the only cluster with a significant linkage to the third blue cluster. 
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The second cluster comprises 134 keywords and is visualized in green. It features the strongest-linked 

keyword “learning systems” alongside “information systems”, “learning environments”, “online 

learning”, and “multimedia systems” as the most-linked keywords. The common theme among these 

keywords appears to be the technologies supporting or enabling e-learning. This idea is further 

supported when considering other prominent keywords such as “technology”, “artificial intelligence”, 

or “learning algorithms”. To conclude, this cluster refers to the technologies used and their respective 

management. This is in line with the success dimension ITSF identified within the literature research. 

As a cluster, it shares the highest overlaps with the first cluster in red and the fourth cluster in yellow. 

Moreover, a few associations to the third blue cluster can be identified. 

The third cluster is visualized in blue and is notably the most isolated one with its 118 keywords. 

Moreover, it is also the most difficult one to classify according to one theme. With the five strongest-

linked keywords of “human”, “learning”, “internet”, “humans” as well as “article”, a possible theme 

could be the human element in e-learning. This claim is further supported by other prominent 

keywords such as “student satisfaction”, “human experiment”, “questionnaires” or “article”. However, 

this cluster also has an association to the organizational domain, as illustrated by the two strongly-

linked keywords “organization and management” and “organization”. While it shows a connection to 

the red pedagogical-themed dimension, most of the keywords within the cluster are not connected 

across the clusters. Connecting it to the success dimensions, this cluster overlaps mostly with LSF and 

OSF. 

The fourth cluster is visualized in yellow and includes 81 keywords. The ones with the strongest links 

are “computer-aided instruction”, “knowledge management”, “surveys”, “social networking (online)”, 

and “collaborative learning”. The associated domain within this cluster appears to be the combination 

of education and technology. This is further supported by considering other strong-linked keywords 

within this cluster such as “knowledge sharing”, “e-learning technology”, “lifelong learning” and 

“online learning environment”. Additionally, it seems to be more focused on learning in the 

professional world, as no references to universities or other educational facilities can be found.  

Following this classification, it can be best considered a blend between the first cluster and the second 

cluster. This is in line with the strongest linkages to be found between these two clusters. Referring to 

the success dimensions from the literature review, it can be classified as a mix between PSF and ITSF. 

Lastly, the fifth and purple cluster comprises 24 keywords. With the five most prominent keywords 

“mobile learning”, “mobile devices”, “m-learning”, “human-computer interaction”, and “mobile 

communication system”, this cluster appears to be focused on smartphone adoption of e-learning. The 

cluster shares the highest overlap with the first technology-focused cluster, closely followed by a 
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strong connection with the green pedagogical-themed cluster. This is the first cluster that has not been 

captured within the success dimensions of the literature review. 

In a second step, the different clusters were analyzed according to their historical development. The 

following visualization thereby illustrates in which year the different keywords primarily emerged 

within the twenty years considered: 

 

 

Figure 2 - Bibliographic overlay analysis visualization 

Source: VOSviewer visualization, 2021 

 

Some clear tendencies can be identified in this historical overview. The first pedagogical cluster is 

primarily colored in light green, indicating that these keywords received the most exposure around 

three to five years ago. Apparently, the academic interest in the pedagogical element of e-learning 

primarily arose only around five years ago. Despite the technological focus, the keywords of the second 

cluster appear to be the ones dating the furthest in the past. With multiple keywords being colored in 

blue, this means that the exposure primarily occurred during 2005. However, it must be noted that 
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certain keywords such as “machine learning”, “big data”, and “decision trees” experienced significant 

exposure within recent years, as indicated by the light yellow. Intuitively, this makes sense as these 

technologies are rather novel. The third organizational cluster is the one with the most recent 

exposure, as indicated by the high degree of light yellow. Especially the keywords “pandemic” and 

“covid-19” emerged very recently in the studies. However, also aspects such as “human”, “human 

experiment” or “psychology” received more attention in recent years. The fourth cluster is a blend 

between the IT system and pedagogical dimensions. Again, it can be observed that the pedagogical 

aspects such as “collaborative learning“ or “learning performance” emerged rather recently, while the 

technological elements such as “knowledge management“ or “information systems“ date back further. 

Lastly, the fifth cluster seems to be dating back to a similar timespan as the first cluster, namely three 

to five years. The time and keyword occurrence, therefore, appear to be highly correlated. Concluding, 

it can be identified that especially the organizational domain with the Covid19-pandemic as well as 

new technologies have received the most recent attention in organizational e-learning. Beforehand 

and about three to five years ago, the study situation was primarily concerned with pedagogical 

aspects. The keywords dating back the most are IT systems, indicating that the IT aspect of e-learning 

has been rather focused on in the past when compared to the other dimensions.  

To summarize the bibliographical analysis, several domain insights and important relationships across 

the different success factor domains were unveiled. On the one hand, the bibliographical analysis 

supported the output of the literature analysis in 2.1, as every success domain has been identified in 

the keyword clusters. On the other hand, multiple important associations have been uncovered. First 

of all, there appears to be a strong connection between the success factor domains PSF and ITSF. This 

is reflected by the strong interlinkage of the red, yellow, and green clusters. Connecting it to the 

application might imply that decision-makers would have to pay special attention to aligning the 

technological and the pedagogical side of e-learning. Second, the LSF and OSF domains only display 

weak linkages to the ITSF and PSF ones but seem to be highly interconnected. Within the 

bibliographical analysis, this is reflected in the blue clusters being relatively isolated and merging 

keywords from both the LSF and OSF. 

Concluding the literature review, several key contributions shall be highlighted. First, this dissertation 

identified the most widely accepted success factors in e-learning through a comprehensive literature 

review. Moreover, these key success factors were grouped according to four distinct domains: 

pedagogical factors, IT system factors, learner factors, and organizational factors. Through conducting 

a bibliographical analysis, two key relationships across the domains were identified: The TF and PSF as 

well as the LSF and OSF seem to be closely interconnected.  
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3. METHODOLOGY 

This master thesis aims to provide a framework explaining the success of e-learning in business 

organizations. Consequently, the adequate methodological approach identified has been within the 

natural science research (NSR) on information systems. The authors March and Smith (1995, p. 3) 

classify NSR as “aimed at understanding reality. Natural scientists develop sets of concepts, or 

specialized language, with which to characterize phenomena. These are used in higher-order 

constructions - laws, models, and theories - that make claims about the nature of reality”. Applying the 

NSR to the context of this master thesis, the reality to understand is the success drivers of e-learning 

initiatives within business organizations. 

Following this NSR methodology, two major phases can be identified. The first one, the discovery 

phase, consists of generating or proposing scientific claims. For this phase, the NSR does not propose 

a strict guideline and emphasizes the importance of creative freedom within the discovery process 

(March & Smith, 1995). In the second phase, the justification phase, the developed scientific claims 

are tested for validity. Hereby, on the contrary, the scholar is strongly advised to follow logical 

procedures and compare observable hypotheses with field data (March & Smith, 1995). 

Within the context of this master thesis, the discovery phase has been covered by the previous 

literature review. Thereby, the most widely adopted success factors for e-learning, respective 

categories, and relationships across them have been identified. Afterward, eight assumptions built on 

the literature review are proposed and merged into a holistic model explaining the reality of 

organizational e-learning success. This development of the assumptions and the theoretical research 

model marks the last step of the discovery phase. For the subsequent validation phase, a qualitative 

evaluation through a focus group is used.  

This method is considered especially suited when trying to understand a phenomenon holistically from 

diverse perspectives (Krueger & Casey, 2004). As e-learning is a rather broad term and respective 

initiatives significantly differ based on organizations' needs and industries, this method seems 

adequate. In addition, Krueger and Casey (2004) see an advantage of the method in that it allows 

researchers to gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of individuals (Krueger & Casey, 2004). 

This is also supported by Wilkinson (1998, p. 186), who stated “As a self-contained method, focus 

groups can be used either to explore new areas or research questions or to examine existing areas or 

research questions from research participants' perspectives. While often used in the former way (i.e. as 

an exploratory device), the particular strengths of focus groups lie in the latter use (i.e. as a tool for 
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explicitly phenomenological research)”. As most studies identified in the literature review validated 

success factors by consent through a quantitative survey, this method fills the research gap in the field. 



19 

4. MODEL DEVELOPMENT 

Within the following chapter, a success model for e-learning in business organizations is 

developed. Thereby, the learnings from the literature review and the bibliographical analysis are first 

transferred into research assumptions. Following, the research assumptions are set in context and 

merged into a success model. This marks the end of the discovery phase within NSR. 

 

4.1. RESEARCH ASSUMPTIONS 

The learnings from the literature review in chapter 2. provide the basis for developing the 

research assumptions (A). A key contribution in chapter 2.1 was the classification of the most relevant 

e-learning success factors within four distinct success domains. Hereby, each category comprises the 

five most often validated success factors within the literature. This classification was then further 

validated within chapter 2.2, as all four dimensions could be identified within the bibliographical 

analysis. Following, the first four research assumptions state: 

 

A1. Pedagogical success factors affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

PSF represent success factors such as instructor characteristics, course educational quality, 

pedagogical strategy, social interaction, and evaluation. These were found as significant influences of 

e-learning success by from among others, but not limited to, Alhabeeb & Rowle (2018), Bhuasiri et. Al. 

(2012), McGill, Klobas & Renzi (2014), Puri (2012), and Sridharan, Deng & Corbitt (2010). For a full 

overview, please refer to appendix A. 

 

A2. IT system success factors affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

ITSF represent success factors such as system quality, user satisfaction, content/ information quality, 

service quality, and ease of use. These were found as significant influences of e-learning success by 

among others, but not limited to, Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira (2017), Dorobat (2014), Hassanzadeh, 

Kanaani & Elahi (2012), Lee-Post (2009), and Shee & Wang (2008). For a full overview, please refer to 

appendix A. 
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A3. Learner success factors affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

LSF represent success factors such as use, student characteristics, motivation/ intention to use, 

perceived usefulness, and loyalty to the system. These were found as significant influences of e-

learning success by among others, but not limited to, Beinicke & Kyndt (2020), Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice 

& Aparicio (2018), Eom & Ashill (2018), and Wang & Chiu (2011). For a full overview, please refer to 

appendix A. 

 

A4. Organizational success factors affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

OSF represent success factors such as institutional/ management support, organizational impact, 

availability of (human) resources, establishing a learning culture, and institutional-administrative 

affairs. These were found as significant influences of e-learning success by among others, but not 

limited to, Alhomod & Shafi (2013), Basak, Wotto & Bélanger (2016), Freeze et. Al. (2019), Puri (2012), 

and Sela & Sivan (2011). For a full overview, please refer to appendix A. 

 

Within chapter 2.2, two key relationships between the different success domains were identified. First, 

the IT system- and pedagogical success domains share an interconnection. Second, the learner- and 

organizational success domains also appear to be interconnected. Therefore, it can be further assumed 

that: 

 

A5a. Pedagogical success factors positively influence IT system success factors. 

A5b. IT system success factors positively influence pedagogical success factors. 

The two hypotheses 5a) and 5b) were derived from the studies analyzed within the bibliographical 

analysis, such as McLoughlin & Lee (2007), Chaikina, Shevchenko, Mukhina, Katkova & Kutepova 

(2018), or Harper, Chen & Yen (2007). 

 

A6a. Organizational success factors positively influence learner success factors. 

A6b. Learner success factors positively influence organizational success factors. 

The two hypotheses 6a) and 6b) were derived from the studies analyzed within the bibliographical 

analysis, such as Procter (2006), Prasopoulou & Pouloudi (2005), or Stickney, Bento, Aggarwal & 

Adlakha (2019). 
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4.2. RESEARCH MODEL 

Before the assumptions can be consolidated into a research model, the definition of “success 

of e-learning initiatives” must be clarified. Within academia, different definitions for e-learning success 

exist. For the sake of this research, the dissertation will use “individual impact” from the DeLone and 

McLean (1992) IS success model. Foremost, a high percentage (12 of 32) of studies referenced in the 

literature review 2.1 is based upon the model and therefore provides a strong academic justification. 

Moreover, the DeLone and McLean (1992) information system success model has been validated 

within the e-learning context and is widely accepted within information systems research.  

In contrast to the DeLone and McLean (1992) IS success model, however, “Individual impact” serves 

as a standalone variable and is not interdependent on use and user satisfaction. As no clear 

assumptions could be derived on the relationships between the different success factor domains and 

usage or user satisfaction, this aspect was purposely left out. Ultimately, this results in the following 

research model: 

 

 

Figure 3 - Research model 

Source: Own illustration, based on DeLone & McLean (1992) 
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5. MEASUREMENT INSTRUMENT 

To validate the model, the qualitative method of focus group research was chosen. The 

following table summarizes the question guideline used to direct the discussion. As the focus group is 

a semi-structured interview form, the discussion might deviate from them if considered appropriate 

or relevant for the research question. The assumptions and research model developed in the previous 

parts hereby set the framework to be explored. The focus group hereby followed the subsequent 

procedure: First, the participants were briefed about the focus group interview in a phone call. After 

their expressed interest, and invite and scheduling mail was sent out, including more details about the 

study. In a 90 minutes session elaborated on in a later paragraph, the interviewees were then 

presented with the following question guideline: 

 

Table 4 – Question guideline for the focus group study 

# Question Associated assumptions 

Q1 Do you consider e-learning to be effective in the workplace? Overarching 

Q2 Do you think the underlying pedagogy of the e-learning initiative affects 
the learning outcome? 

Assumption 1 

Q3 Do you think the e-learning IT system affects the learning outcome? Assumption 2 

Q4 Do you think the individual characteristics of the learner affect the 
learning outcome? 

Assumption 3 

Q5 Do you think the characteristics of the organization affect the learning 
outcome? 

Assumption 4 

Q6 Do you see a relationship between the underlying pedagogy and the IT 
system of the e-learning initiative? 

Assumptions 5a and 5b 

Q7 Do you see a relationship between the characteristics of the learner and 
the characteristics of the organizations? 

Assumptions 6a and 6b 

 

Krueger and Casey (2004) emphasize several characteristics for selecting appropriate participants for 

a FGS. First, the group size should be limited to six to eight people. Second, the participants should 

encompass diverse backgrounds to enrich the discussion. Third, power imbalances among the 

individuals should be avoided to ensure every participant feels comfortable voicing his or her opinion. 

Following these recommendations, the focus group interview was conducted with six participants as 

the recommended minimum number to account for the inexperience of the moderator. To ensure the 

diverse backgrounds, the selected participants came from a variety of industries. Moreover, the 

participants had similar levels of seniority to avoid potential power imbalances. Lastly, it shall be noted 
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that all participants selected had exposure to e-learning in the workplace at a previous point. Albeit 

through different formats, each participant had partaken in some form of e-learning initiative before. 

The following table displays a brief description of the focus group participants as well as the context 

of the e-learning initiatives they took part in. 

 

Table 5 – Participants of the focus group study 

# Industry Exposure to e-learning Context of e-learning initiatives participated in 

P1 Consulting 3 years Online soft skills training for client management 

P2 Pharmaceutical 2 years Online coding training for data scientists 

P3 Technology 4 years 
Virtual classroom to understand competitor’s 
business models 

P4 Engineering 2 years Online educational training for IoT platforms 

P5 Healthcare 4 years 
Virtual classroom to understand the implications 
of a new legislation  

P6 Financial 3 years Online financial analysis training  

 

The focus group interview was held on the 8th of August from 17:00 to 18:30 CET. As the Covid19 

pandemic restricted meetings of larger groups and the participants were spread over different 

countries, it was held in a virtual format via Google Meet. After gaining written approval to be 

interviewed and record the audio transcript, verbal approval was also asked by everyone before the 

focus group started. Moreover, everyone was assured that the participation is voluntary, and everyone 

is free to leave at any moment if desired. The audio transcript was later encrypted with a password to 

ensure privacy and no names were mentioned in the interview. This was done to ensure the privacy 

and anonymity of all participants and fulfill the ethical standards.  

To support the focus group moderation, a PowerPoint presentation was used. It first presented the 

theoretical model with the assumptions and it was explained to the participants how their participation 

in this study is used. Afterwards, the moderator posed the questions provided in table 4 sequentially 

and asked follow-up or clarification questions when considered helpful. The slides supported 

moderation by always highlighting the current question being discussed and if the discussion was stuck 

or the participants were not certain how the success dimensions had to be understood, the five 

subdimensions were blended in sequentially via the “animation” function. In the following part, the 

most important results and findings are presented. 
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6. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 Within the following chapter, the insights and takeaways from the FGS are presented. 

Afterward, the research model developed in section 4.2 is critically evaluated based on the new 

findings and updated as needed. Furthermore, the results are interpreted and compared to the 

findings of the literature review. 

 

6.1. RESULTS OF THE FOCUS GROUP STUDY 

For better readability, the results of the FGS are clustered under the respective assumption 

they refer to. As the discussion of assumptions 5a and 5b as well as 6a and 6b was held within one 

question respectively, the results are presented in an aggregated answer. 

 

A1: PSF affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

Depending on their nature and complexity, the PSF of e-learning were evaluated as beneficial or 

detrimental to learning success. For more technical training, the participants found e-learning to be 

highly effective. Hereby, one interviewee stated: “We always record the training, so I can rewatch them 

and rewind the parts until I fully understand the lines of code. This has helped me greatly in the last 

year. In presence training, however, I often did not feel confident enough to speak up and raise 

questions as I was one of the youngest of the group.” Thereby, the applicability of the learning materials 

played a crucial role. All participants reported higher satisfaction and learning outcomes when the 

docents managed to connect the learning materials to real applications. In practice, this could for 

instance imply a case study or solving previous challenges of the employees with the new knowledge 

or skills. Interestingly, there appeared to be no difference in the learning success depending on 

whether the learners witnessed the docent in the presence of an online format.  

Nonetheless, the interviewees also reported shortcomings for more complex tasks that relied on 

collaboration to solve. While all interviewees hereby agreed that group work led to higher learning 

outcomes, they reported it to be significantly more challenging in e-learning formats compared to in-

presence ones. Thereby, the more difficult communication and the perceived lack of accountability 

due to not seeing each other in person were found to be the two most important factors to overcome. 

Connected to that, social interaction was identified as another PSF contributing to the success of 

organizational e-learning initiatives. Especially when compared to in-person formats, this factor was 

often overlooked and consequently resulted in suboptimal learning experiences. As one interviewee 



25 

said: “When a training session via Zoom is over, you simply hang up and open your mail or another 

browser tab. After classroom training, on the other hand, you talk to your colleagues about what you've 

learned and how you can implement it. This has helped my learning progress a lot in the past.”. To 

summarize, all participants could agree on the positive influence of PSF on the success of 

organizational e-learning. However, it was noted multiple times that the pedagogy had to be adapted 

to the online formats to ensure its effectiveness. Simply transferring a working pedagogical strategy 

from an in-presence format to e-learning did not work well for the participants in the past. 

 

A2: ITSF affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

An important aspect regarding the ITSF was how well the instructors prepared and adapted their 

learning materials for the respective learning platform used. For instance, multiple interviewees 

reported that Zoom meetings with someone presenting slides or similar became very frequent during 

the Covid19 pandemic, despite often not being suited for the content. One interviewee recounted his 

experience as follows: “We had one financial modeling training in Excel, where the docent just scrolled 

through his Excel file via the screen sharing function. While simply presenting this file would have 

worked well on a big screen, it was merely visible on my laptop screen. The docent should have at least 

visually accentuated key aspects and formulas, as it was fairly difficult to follow along.” The other 

participants agreed on this aspect and stressed the importance of incorporating a variety of tools to 

account for different exercise types and content. One interviewee followed up with the following: 

“Depending on whether you want to teach complex topics or simply memorize the new GDPR rules, you 

should integrate different systems. However, this would come at the expense of scalability, which 

should also be taken into account.” Similarly, the proficiency of the docent in the IT system used was 

reported to be an important factor facilitating learning success. 

One of the most mentioned and agreed-upon ITSF was the ease of use/ interface design. In this regard, 

several respondents indicated that a smooth experience and an interface optimized for e-learning lead 

to higher learning success and longer engagement. Hereby, website response time and a structured 

layout were mentioned as two important factors promoting a good user experience. Interestingly, the 

success factor support quality was not recognized as critical for learning success. It does not play the 

same role for e-learning systems as it does for other information systems. To summarize, all 

respondents agreed upon the influence of the ITSF for e-learning success. Hereby, they strongly 

advocated selecting the learning system based on the material to be taught and adapting the 

visualization to the chosen format. Finally, when selecting the right e-learning IT system, companies 
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should carefully balance individual optimization and scalability to ensure that higher learning returns 

do not come at the expense of exponential costs. 

 

A3: LSF affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

Overall, all respondents confirmed that personal attitudes toward the e-learning initiative are essential 

to reaping the benefits and engaging with the initiative. This entails intrinsic motivation, as well as grit 

and discipline. While grit and discipline depend on the characteristics of each learner, intrinsic 

motivation can be influenced by the organization by tailoring the e-learning course to the interests of 

the learners. One participant phrased it like the following: “If I see the value for myself, the barrier to 

dropping out is significantly higher. In contrast, if the benefits are not aligned with my personal goals, 

my motivation drops. Sometimes, this might even be offset by simply communicating and rewarding 

the completion of the e-learning course properly, it does not always have to encompass massive 

personalization of the latter.” Interestingly, social and peer pressure was also cited as a factor 

influencing motivation. When respondents saw their colleagues progressing faster in e-learning 

courses, it motivated them to continue. Sometimes even simple gestures like turning on the camera 

during Zoom training sessions helped increase accountability and, thus, learning success. 

Compared to classroom training, however, the participants found it in general more difficult to stick to 

the learning progress for e-learning formats. Hereby, one interviewee reported: “While resilience and 

intrinsic motivation are of course also important for in-presence learning, they become even more 

important for e-learning as you can more easily be diverted. It is way easier to lose your focus in the 

digital context and, therefore, having these characteristics is key to sticking to the course. Although, 

tailoring the course more precisely to the learner should also help to address this issue.”.  Weekly check-

ins and group sessions were identified to have helped the learners to stay on track and fully complete 

the organizational e-learning courses in the past. Concluding, the LSF were reported to have a 

significant influence on the overall learning success. Intrinsic motivation, as well as grit and discipline, 

were cited as key factors in whether learners complete e-learning initiatives. Although most of these 

factors were stated as beyond the organization's control, some can be influenced, as the examples are 

given by respondents indicate. 

 

A4: OSF affect positively the success of e-learning initiatives. 

One of the most important aspects mentioned with regards to the OSF has been organizational 

support. One participant recounted a scenario, in which he couldn’t complete an e-learning course due 
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to insufficient support from his manager: “Despite my interest in pursuing a course from our training 

library, my supervisor did not free up the required resources for it. In the end, I could not take the time 

off that would have been required for it. At work, this support from management is even more critical 

to provide people with the time and freedom from other duties required to successfully participate in 

e-learning.” Another interviewee agreed upon this point and stated his thoughts as follows: “This has 

to be promoted top-down and everyone needs to be provided with sufficient time, regardless of 

whether it is a coding, soft skills, or industry training. If you are supplied with x hours every week, e-

learning becomes way more impactful. In the end, I think every person wants to learn more and get 

better at his or her job. The employer has to provide the time for it.” In general, an organizational 

culture supporting e-learning was perceived very positively by the participants and seen as a 

determinator for long-term e-learning success. Therefore, and in conclusion, management should 

provide the necessary resources, clearly communicate the benefits, and align the e-learning initiatives 

with tangible organizational goals. 

 

A5a: PSF positively influence ITSF. & A5b: ITSF positively influence PSF. 

In their professional experience, the participants witnessed a one-sided relationship between the two 

factors. Thereby, they attested PSF to have a positive influence on ITSF, while the ITSF had no 

significant impact on the PSF. One interviewee phrased it like this: “A good pedagogy can make up for 

a poorly visualized presentation or a poor IT system, but unfortunately it doesn't work the other way 

around.” Nevertheless, the participants advocated for a threshold of IT system quality, otherwise, the 

PSF are negatively influenced. Thereby, one participant recounted: “About two weeks ago, we had a 

training where the docent simply could not connect and got kicked out of the meeting every thirty 

seconds. In the end, we did not learn anything and eight people blocked an hour of their schedule for 

nothing.” The other interviewees agreed to this point but stated that if a minimum level of IT system 

quality is given, the further influence on PSF can be effectively neglected. Concluding, only PSF were 

found to provide a positive influence by the participants. If you exclude certain edge cases of system 

non-functionality, ITSF were not found to influence the participants' perspectives. 

 

A6a: OSF positively influence LSF. & A6b: LSF positively influence OSF. 

In their professional experience, the participants saw a strong relationship between the individual LSF 

and the OSF. This particularly boiled down to the close connection between the personal and 

organizational goals, which were often perceived as overlapping by the participants. One respondent 
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mentioned the following aspect: “There is a strong supporting element between your personal and 

your organizational goals. This should be leveraged by always having a reference for the e-learning 

initiatives. If you have applications of the learnings in your daily work, you can drastically increase your 

learning curve. To provide an example for this, it does not help to simply look at an Excel formula, but 

it does help to look at an Excel formula and apply it to a problem you are facing in your daily work. 

Following, you have a success that helps you in your daily work, but also helps your employer in the 

organizational or project level context.”  

Next to that, the argument of bonuses was brought in here. If learners witness that the e-learning 

courses help them to perform better on the job and consequently get better evaluations for future 

promotions or their variable salary, it creates a strong incentive to engage in these e-learning 

initiatives. One interviewee further argued for a certain flexibility and influenceability between the two 

factors: "Even if the tasks don't quite match the daily work, you can put them in context as an employer. 

In my case as a management consultant, for example, I have to meet certain technical and personal 

qualifications to move up to the next level. If my employer then tells me, 'These are the training you 

need to complete for the next career step,' then, of course, I'm more motivated to complete them." 

Ultimately, the positive influence between LSF and OSF was supported by all participants and should 

therefore be leveraged in planning e-learning initiatives. 

 

6.2. DISCUSSION 

The present study investigated the research question: Which factors lead to the success of e-

learning initiatives in corporate organizations? Thereby, an extensive literature review identified the 

most widely accepted success factors in e-learning. Following, the identified key success factors were 

grouped in four distinct domains. Moreover, a bibliographical analysis unveiled important relationships 

between the different success factor domains. Lastly, this research model was validated and enriched 

with new insights from organizational e-learning users through the FGS.  

In the context of research on e-learning success factors for organizations, this fills two important gaps. 

First, it provided an actionable overview of the most relevant success factors for decision-makers. In 

the past, scholars have taken a variety of different approaches to studying e-learning success. With a 

multitude of studies originating in a university context (Alhabeeb & Rowle, 2018; Castillo-Merino & 

Serradell-López, 2014; Dorobat, 2014; Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012; Lee, 2009; etc.) the insights 

derived had to be transferred cautiously to the business organizational context. Additionally, many 

scholars just researched the influence of very specific factors (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2017; 
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Govindasamy, 2001; Joo, Lim & Kim, 2012; Keramati, Afshari-Mofrad & Kamrani, 2011; etc.). As a 

result, the applicability of the studies was somewhat limited for an organizational e-learning initiative. 

Next to that, the number of studies and identified success factors in the field of e-learning were simply 

too many to be scanned through in a reasonable amount of time. For reference, the full success factor 

overview of the thirty-two studies considered comprises fifty-four different factors across the four 

domains. Even though this is far too large a quantity to optimize for, it should be noted that pre-

aggregation has already taken place beforehand. Originally, even more, success factors were 

identified. Thus, decision-makers willing to engage in e-learning initiatives were overwhelmed with 

information on what to optimize for. To the best knowledge of the author, this is one of the first studies 

that fills this gap and comprises this multitude of existing studies on e-learning success factors.  

Second, the study field-tested and consequently validated the research model within a FGS. This 

qualitative validation approach has not been used much in the academic world of e-learning so far. 

The studies usually made use of a survey sent to respondents from universities or very rarely from 

business organizations (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013; Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012; Freeze et. Al., 2019; Kurt, 2019; 

McGill, Klobas & Renzi, 2014). However, since all the success factors extracted from the literature had 

already been validated previously, a new quantitative study added little value in the context of this 

study. The FGS, on the other hand, helped to better understand the perspective of an organization's 

e-learning users and led to a deeper comprehension of the field.  

The results of the FGS are in general consistent with the findings of the literature review. Hereby, the 

success domains and corresponding success factors were agreed upon by the participants and, 

consequently, all major assumptions 1 to 4 from the literature review were approved. As these 

assumptions were derived from a multitude of the most frequently cited and important studies in the 

field, this result was expected.  

Validating the findings in a FGS confirmed the applicability of the results further. The success domains 

and factors, therefore, provide decision-makers with a clear understanding of the constituents leading 

to the success of organizational e-learning initiatives. Of the assumptions derived from the 

bibliographical analysis, the assumptions 5a, 6a, and 6b were validated successfully. This indicates the 

existence of cross-relationships, and under consideration of the qualitative results, details how to 

leverage them effectively. On a more surprising note, assumption 5b could not be successfully 

validated by the participants. Interestingly hereby, the interviewees uniformly did not see a significant 

influence apart from certain edge cases. This provides decision-makers with an important takeaway 

for designing their e-learning initiatives. Namely, while a certain level of IT system quality must be 

ensured, the e-learning pedagogy is in the end the more important aspect to optimize for.  
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Ultimately, the discussion provided a deeper understanding of the success domains and their 

respective factors influencing e-learning success. Based upon these new insights, the model proposed 

in 4.2 was adapted accordingly: 

 

 

Figure 4 – Updated research model 

Source: Own illustration 
 

 

By aggregating this updated model with the respective success factors identified in the literature 

review, the final model for organizational e-learning success was proposed: 
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Figure 5 – Final success model 

Source: Own illustration 

 

Comparing this new research model to some of the recent studies in the field unveils interesting 

aspects. Alshaikh, Maasher, Bayazed, Saleem, Badri & Fakieh (2021) for instance studied the impact 

and challenges of e-learning in Saudi Arabia. Hereby, they collected survey responses from 150 

students to assess how effective Saudi Arabian universities implemented e-learning during the 

pandemic. Based on the results, they derived and integrated them into a research model for e-learning 

success in universities. Interestingly, the research model developed comprises dimensions similar to 

the ones identified by this study: Environmental factors, organizational factors, and pedagogical 

factors. While environmental factors were not included in the research model of this study as such, 

the underlying factors of “student environment”, “group management” or “student skills” have great 

similarities to the LSF. Following, this new dimension seems to cover aspects also considered within 
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this study, it just categorizes them differently. This suggests that the results of this study appear to 

have a broad validity and are also more comprehensive than comparable studies. 

Wang, Zhang, Liu, Jiang, Tang & Liu (2021) researched the implementation of e-learning for health 

works in China. Methodologically, the authors gathered and analyzed data from different projects, 

expert interviews, and focus group studies. Overall, the e-learning initiatives were regarded as 

economical and time-saving. However, several barriers were identified, that had to be overcome for 

e-learning success. These include 1) matching supply and demand, 2) organizational coordination, 3) 

internet technology, 4) motivations, and 5) sustainability. Moreover, the two facilitators of training 

format and training content were identified as driving e-learning implementation success. As the study 

focused more on barriers than success factors, the results must be compared with caution. 

Nevertheless, it can be found that all barriers and facilitators are included in the research model. 

Matching supply and demand, training format, and training content are considered within the PSF. 

Organizational coordination and sustainability (see “availability of (human) resources”) are 

encompassed by the OSF. Lastly, internet technology is considered in ITSF and motivations by LSF. 

Concluding, it can be attested that the results achieved within this study also hold true compared to 

the recent study situation and achieve similar, albeit more holistic, findings. 

Overall, this new success model fills the identified gap in the research. By consolidating the most 

important and validated success factors into a comprehensive model, it provides a universally 

applicable and complete model for organizational e-learning success. This has not been done before 

and can therefore be considered a significant contribution to the academic literature. Scholars wishing 

to get a better understanding of the constituents of e-learning success can refer to the model as a 

validated and holistic reference point. Instead of having to analyze the 32 different studies 

consolidated, the model provides a consolidated version of the most often validated success factors 

across four categories. Thereby, it accomplished to distill the results of the heterogeneous studies from 

university and business organizations into a comprehensive model and field-tested it to ensure that 

the results are validated for future research. In the long term, this model will facilitate an easier 

diffusion of knowledge in the e-learning success context and provide a building block for future 

research. As no similar aggregated studies exist, it can be expected that the consolidated success 

model could find great appeal.  

Moreover, the results provide significant value for the organizational world. Practitioners trying to 

improve the effectiveness of their e-learning initiatives can hereby rely on this field-tested model as a 

clear guideline. The individual success factors added from the literature review provide a more 

thorough understanding and give a clear idea of the different levers available to improve e-learning 
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success. This contribution is especially valuable, as the adoption and importance of e-learning can only 

be expected to increase with the Covid19-pandemic. Nevertheless, certain limitations must be 

considered, which are elaborated on under 7.2. 
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7. CONCLUSIONS 

Despite its growing significance and widespread application, organizational e-learning and 

what constitutes its success have not seen much coverage in academia.  This study filled this gap by 

following a structured approach. First, a literature review spanning the most important publications 

identified the most important success factors for organizational e-learning across four dimensions. 

Afterward, a bibliographical analysis helped to understand the relationships between these four 

success dimensions better and proposed four key interrelationships among them. Based on these 

insights, eight assumptions were developed and consolidated into a holistic model for organizational 

e-learning success. Through a FGS with six professionals experienced in e-learning, this model and the 

underlying assumptions were then tested. Of the eight assumptions, seven were hereby validated 

successfully. The success domains and their respective success factors were all attested as having a 

significant influence on the overall e-learning success. From the four interrelationships between the 

different domains, three were approved as significant. 

Only the influence of the IT system domain on the pedagogy domain was considered neglectable apart 

from certain edge cases. It can therefore be concluded that the PSF, ITSF, LSF, and OSF positively 

influence organizational e-learning success. In addition, a positive relationship between LSF and OSF 

and a one-way positive relationship of PSF to ITSF were found. These findings fill the identified research 

gap and are to date the first consolidated guideline to organizational e-learning success. Furthermore, 

the proposed model provides an actionable and holistic reference point for e-learning decision-makers 

to optimize their organizational e-learning initiatives. Within the focus group, the model was greatly 

received and multiple interviewees asked for providing them with the final results of the study.  

  

7.1. RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

In the context of this research, two primary limitations apply. The first one refers to the lack of 

studies researching the success of e-learning in an organizational context. Of the thirty-two studies 

identified, twenty-one originated in a university context. While including these studies was deemed 

favorable to increase the expressiveness and further identify the most important success factors, it 

presents a suboptimal base for analysis. Within the university context, the learning pedagogies, learner 

goals, and motivation as well as dynamics differ from the organizational context and are, therefore, 

not perfectly transferable. However, an exclusive consideration of studies from the organizational 

context was not deemed possible, as the number was simply too small. Additionally, most of the 

studies researched e-learning success in western, industrialized countries. Since cultural factors have 
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been shown to have a significant impact on attitudes and preferences regarding e-learning, the results 

of this study should be taken with caution when applied to other contexts. 

The second limitation corresponds to the FGS. Hereby, the homogenous group composition required 

for the focus group leads to potentially biased results. While the insights derived depicted a better 

understanding of the target group, they might not be directly transferable to other demographics or 

individual backgrounds. Since it was also the first focus group for the moderator, subconscious 

influence and moderation flaws cannot be ruled out. However, through a detailed examination of 

possible sources of error and thorough training with a focus group expert beforehand, these were 

prevented or reduced as much as possible to the best of the author's ability. Nevertheless, decision-

makers should carefully consider whether the characteristics of their e-learning audience match those 

of the focus group and how any differences should be addressed. 

 

7.2. FUTURE WORK 

Based upon the limitations identified, future work should focus on further validating the results 

achieved by this study. This would foremost include the quantitative validation of the proposed success 

model, preferably in the context of multiple business organizations. Hereby, a ranking of the four 

validated categories according to their perceived impact would be beneficial. This would help to 

further identify the most important subfactors and provide a better understanding of the success 

contributions of each category. Methodologically, a mixed-method study is advised for this goal. 

Additionally, further focus groups could be leveraged to enrich the quantitative results further. Hereby, 

the validation within different cultural settings would be encouraged. Moreover, assembling a group 

of professionals in more senior stages of their careers would promote the generalizability of the 

results. At last, future work should incorporate the learnings from the Covid19-pandemic. Since 

working remotely has become the (mandatory) norm for employees all over the globe in the last year, 

the use and importance of e-learning in organizations have increased greatly. Following this, it is 

expected that a variety of new studies with interesting results will be published soon, which should 

then be integrated into this study. 
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX A – BREAKDOWN OF ALL IDENTIFIED SUCCESS FACTORS PER SUCCESS DOMAIN 

Success factors Referenced in studies 

Pedagogical factors 

Instructor characteristics (Alhabeeb & Rowle, 2018), (Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Cidral, Oliveira, 
Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018), (Eom & Ashill, 2018), (Keramati, 
Afshari-Mofrad & Kamrani, 2011), (Ozkan & Koseler, 2009), (Selim, 
2007), (Selim, 2007) 

Course educational quality (Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Eom & Ashill, 2018), (Govindasamy, 2001), 
(Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012), (Mohammadi, 2015), (Seta 
et. Al., 2018) 

Pedagogical strategy (Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016), (Beinicke & Kyndt, 2020), 
(McGill, Klobas & Renzi, 2014), (Puri, 2012), (Sridharan, Deng & 
Corbitt, 2010) 

Social interaction and learning 
community 

(Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016), (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & 
Aparicio, 2018), (Eom & Ashill, 2018), (Shee & Wang, 2008) 

Evaluation and assessment (Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016), (Govindasamy, 2001), (Puri, 
2012) 

Learner support (Alhabeeb & Rowle, 2018), (Govindasamy, 2001), (Ozkan & 
Koseler, 2009) 

Teaching and learning methodology (Castillo-Merino & Serradell-López, 2014), (Govindasamy, 2001) 

Online learning resources (Alhabeeb & Rowle, 2018), (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013) 

Personalization (Shee & Wang, 2008) 

Diversity assessment (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018) 

Alignment between procedural design 
and current work 

(Chen & Hsiang, 2007) 

Before-training actions (Beinicke & Kyndt, 2020) 

After-training actions (Beinicke & Kyndt, 2020)   

IT system factors 

System quality (Alhabeeb & Rowle, 2018), (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2017), 
(Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018), 
(Dorobat, 2014), (Freeze et. Al., 2019), (Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & 
Elahi, 2012), (Kurt, 2019), (Lee-Post, 2009), (Marjanovic, Delic & 
Lalic, 2015), (McGill, Klobas & Renzi, 2014), (Ozkan & Koseler, 
2009), (Seta et. Al., 2018), (Wang & Chiu, 2011), (Wang, Wang & 
Shee, 2007) 
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Success factors Referenced in studies 

IT system factors 

User satisfaction (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2016), (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 
2017), (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018), (Dorobat, 
2014), (Freeze et. Al., 2019), (Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012), 
(Kurt, 2019), (Lee-Post, 2009), (Marjanovic, Delic & Lalic, 2015), 
(McGill, Klobas & Renzi, 2014), (Mohammadi, 2015), (Seta et. Al., 
2018), (Wang & Chiu, 2011), (Wang, Wang & Shee, 2007) 

Content/ Information quality (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2017), (Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Cidral, 
Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018), (Freeze et. Al., 2019), 
(Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012), (Kurt, 2019), (Lee-Post, 
2009), (Mohammadi, 2015), (Ozkan & Koseler, 2009), (Seta et. Al., 
2018), (Shee & Wang, 2008), (Wang & Chiu, 2011), (Wang, Wang & 
Shee, 2007) 

Service quality (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013), (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2017), 
(Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018), 
(Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012), (Lee-Post, 2009), (McGill, 
Klobas & Renzi, 2014), (Mohammadi, 2015), (Ozkan & Koseler, 
2009), (Wang & Chiu, 2011), (Wang, Wang & Shee, 2007) 

Ease of use/ interface design (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013), (Joo, Lim & Kim, 2012), (McGill, Klobas & 
Renzi, 2014), (Mohammadi, 2015), (Puri, 2012), (Sela & Sivan, 
2011), (Shee & Wang, 2008) 

Technological factors (Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016), (Keramati, Afshari-Mofrad & 
Kamrani, 2011), (Puri, 2012), (Selim, 2007), (Selim, 2007), 
(Sridharan, Deng & Corbitt, 2010) 

Use of ICT tools (Castillo-Merino & Serradell-López, 2014), (Wang & Chiu, 2011) 

Learner-focussed use of technology (Beinicke & Kyndt, 2020), (Chen & Hsiang, 2007) 

Technology infrastructure (Alhabeeb & Rowle, 2018), (Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012) 

System success (Kurt, 2019) 

User training (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013) 

Administrator training (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013) 

Learner factors 

Use (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2016), (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 
2017), (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018), (Freeze et. Al., 
2019), (Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012), (Kurt, 2019), (Lee-
Post, 2009), (Marjanovic, Delic & Lalic, 2015), (Selim, 2007), (Seta 
et. Al., 2018), (Wang, Wang & Shee, 2007) 

Student characteristics (Alhabeeb & Rowle, 2018), (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013), (Beinicke & 
Kyndt, 2020), (Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Castillo-Merino & Serradell-
López, 2014), (Dorobat, 2014), (Keramati, Afshari-Mofrad & 
Kamrani, 2011), (Selim, 2007), (Selim, 2007) 
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Success factors Referenced in studies 

Learner factors 

Motivation/ intention to use (Beinicke & Kyndt, 2020), (Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Eom & Ashill, 
2018), (Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012), (Mohammadi, 2015) 

Perceived usefulness (Joo, Lim & Kim, 2012), (Mohammadi, 2015), (Ozkan & Koseler, 
2009), (Sela & Sivan, 2011) 

Loyalty to the system (Hassanzadeh, Kanaani & Elahi, 2012), (Wang & Chiu, 2011) 

Self-efficacy (Beinicke & Kyndt, 2020), (Joo, Lim & Kim, 2012) 

User performance (Marjanovic, Delic & Lalic, 2015) 

Intrinsic value (Joo, Lim & Kim, 2012) 

Self-regulated learning (Eom & Ashill, 2018) 

User perceived Control (Dorobat, 2014) 

User perceived interaction with others (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018)  

User computer anxiety (Cidral, Oliveira, Di Felice & Aparicio, 2018) 

Grit (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2017) 

Perseverance effort (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2017) 

Consistency of effort (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2017) 

Individualism/ collectivism (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2016) 

Organizational factors 

Institutional/ Management Support (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013), (Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016), 
(Bhuasiri et. Al., 2012), (Chen & Hsiang, 2007), (Govindasamy, 
2001), (Keramati, Afshari-Mofrad & Kamrani, 2011), (McGill, 
Klobas & Renzi, 2014), (Puri, 2012), (Sela & Sivan, 2011), (Selim, 
2007), (Selim, 2007), (Sridharan, Deng & Corbitt, 2010) 

Organizational impact (Aparicio, Bacao & Oliveira, 2016), (Freeze et. Al., 2019), (McGill, 
Klobas & Renzi, 2014), (Sela & Sivan, 2011), (Sridharan, Deng & 
Corbitt, 2010) 

Availability of (human) resources (Alhomod & Shafi, 2013), (Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016),  (Chen 
& Hsiang, 2007) 

Establish learning culture (Chen & Hsiang, 2007), (Sela & Sivan, 2011) 

Institutional-administrative affairs (Puri, 2012) 

Cost level (McGill, Klobas & Renzi, 2014) 

Social factors and benefits of using the 
e-learning systems 

(Dorobat, 2014) 

Establish loop of knowledge-sharing (Chen & Hsiang, 2007) 

Develop a knowledge strategy (Chen & Hsiang, 2007) 

Use knowledge community to support 
business goals 

(Chen & Hsiang, 2007) 

Establish mutual trust (Chen & Hsiang, 2007) 

Strategies to reduce initial resistance (Chen & Hsiang, 2007) 
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Success factors Referenced in studies 

Organizational factors 

Ethical factors (Basak, Wotto & Bélanger, 2016) 
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