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ABSTRACT

E-learningisofincreasingimportanceindeliveringflexibleanddistributedprogrammesforworkforce
skilldevelopmentsuchasinduction,productknowledge,systemscompliance,andcustomerservice.
Thisresearchconsistsofadesktopexploratoryreviewofe-learningconcepts,policies,surveys,and
asetofproposalsandrecommendationsfromresearchintoe-learningintheretailsector.Thearticle
presentsinternationalandlocalexperience,relevantpost-schooleducationandtrainingpoliciesand
keyvariablesandthemesthatimpactone-learning.Institutionalapproachesinsupportinge-learning
withindifferentcountriesarealsocontrasted.Theoutcomesaregeneralrecommendationsregarding
thefocus,alignmentandintegrationofe-learningfortheretailsector,withactivitiesproposedto
supporte-learning.
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INTRodUCTIoN

ThewholesaleandretailindustryarethefourthlargestcontributortoSouthAfrica´sGrossDomestic
Productwhileemployingapproximately21%ofthetotalworkforce(W&RSETA,2014).Allcompanies
in South Africa contribute via a levy to fund sector education and training authorities (SETAs)
which facilitate training in their specific industries.TheWholesale andRetailSectorEducation
andTrainingAuthority(W&RSETA)facilitatesskillsdevelopmentthroughtheimplementationof
learningprogrammes,disbursementofgrantsandmonitoringofeducationandtraining(W&RSETA,
2016).OneoftheW&RSETAstrategicobjectivesisthedevelopmentofacomprehensivee-learning
systemtosupportthewholesaleandretailsector.ResearchconductedfortheW&RSETAsetoutto
obtaine-learningperspectivesandinformationfromtheretailindustryregardingaccessandattitudes
ofcompaniestoe-learningandalsotoevaluatecompanies’readinessfore-learning.Findingsfrom
thesurveysshowedthatacomprehensiveandsystematicapproachtoformulationofane-learning
strategyforthewholesaleandretailindustryisneeded(TrainingRoomonline,2014).

Achangeistakingplaceintheprovisionofpostschooleducation,withashiftinapproachwith
regardtopostschooleducationandtraining.WithsomeexceptionssuchasAustralia,mostpolicies
focus on formal academic tertiary institutions as opposed to vocational training and non-formal
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e-learningexperiences.Anumberofprivatetrainingorganisationsandlargecorporationsareusing
e-learning(Ettinger,Holton,&Blass,2005).ThischangeisalsohappeninginSouthAfricasoan
e-learningsystemandsupportforthewholesaleandretailsectore-learningisneeded.Asaresult,
astrategyandane-learningapproachisrequiredtoenabletheW&RSETAtocreateane-learning
systemtofacilitateskillsdevelopmentwithinthewholesaleandretailindustryandtogiveguidance
totheindustry.

Intheretailworkplacelearningreferstotheongoingprocessofimprovingemployeecompetence
andperformancethroughtraining,socialization,anddevelopmentwithinanorganizationalcontext.
Thebenefitsofe-learningfromaworkplaceperspectivecanbegroupedintothreebroadcategories:
inthefirstinstance,e-learningimprovesaccesstotrainingandallowstrainingtobedeliveredflexibly
in termsof timeandplace inorder tomeet theneedsof theemployer andemployee; secondly,
e-learningisseenasmeansofensuringconsistentandscalabletraining,whileensuringcompliance
withstandardsandbestpractice;andthirdlye-learningisseenassustainableandcosteffectiveand
resultsinminimalstoppagesandtime-off-task.E-learningalsohelpsimproveandincreasethebasic
skillsofemployees,providing theorganisationwithacompetitiveadvantage (Clayton&Elliott,
2008).ThesebenefitsareconfirmedinternationallyandwithinaSouthAfricaretailcontextwhere
e-learningisstatedtohavedecreasedthecostsofup-skillingaworkforcebyreducingtraveland
employeetimeawayfromwork(Callahan,2010;Shoprite,2015)andisusefulforageographically
dispersedworkforcebecause it candeliveraconsistent trainingexperience (Becker,Fleming,&
Keijsers,2012;Brown&Charlier,2013).

Theobjectiveofthisresearchprojectwasthereforetoprovideabackgroundforthedevelopment
andimplementationofane-learningstrategyforthewholesaleandretailindustryinSouthAfrica,a
developingcountrythatisleadingthewayinretailingontheAfricancontinent.Specificoutcomes
fromthestudyare:

• Acommonunderstandingofthee-learningconceptinaretailcontext;
• Specificactivitiesfore-learningintheretailsector;
• Provideguidelinesfortheimplementationofe-learning.

METHodoLoGy

Thepurposeofthestudywasexploration,usingsecondarydataassourcesofinformation.Mostof
thisdatawasessentiallyqualitativeandareviewofextantliteraturewasemployedasthecollection
methodology(Sekaran&Bougie,2013).Suchliteraturestudiesseektoestablishwhichinformation
existsasitpertainstoaspecificresearchtopicandtherelatedwidersubjectarea.Thismethodology
isusedbecauseofthehighlevelsofuncertaintyregardingtheconceptofe-learningwithintheSouth
Africanwholesaleandretailcontextandalsobecauseoftheuncertaintyastohowimplementationof
e-learningwithinaworkplacecontextshouldbesupportedintheindustry.Suchexploratoryresearch
iswarrantedwheretheintentionistogainabetterunderstandingofatopicwheresomefactsare
knownbutmoredetailsareneededtobetterunderstandthesituation(Sekaran&Bougie,2013).Thus,
thisstudyconsistsofareviewofe-learningconcepts,policiesande-learning-relatedSouthAfrican
legislation.Workplacelearningandthewholesaleandretailsectorwerethefocusofthesecondary
datacollectionintermsofthescopeandobjectivesoftheproject.

data Collection, Sources and Selection of Literature
Priortoprojectinitiation,ethicsapprovalwasreceivedfromtheCPUTResearchEthicscommittee,
asperEthicalClearancecertificatenumber2015FBREC330.

Datacollectionmadeuseof twomethodsof literaturesearch;first,searchesfor information
originallycollectedasprimarydatainpeerreviewedjournalarticles,dissertationsande-learning
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reportsanduseofthesnowballtechniquetoacquirefurtherdata,andsecond,searchesforsecondary
sourcesofinformation,documentsandreportsthatapplytoe-learningspecifictotheSouthAfrican
situation.Datacollectionbeganinlate2016andcontinuedinto2018withdatacollectionandanalysis
beingconductedasaniterativeprocessassuggestedbyHenning,vanRensburgandSmit(2004).

Thesearchesmadeuseofonlinedatabases(EBSCOhostBusinessSourcePremier,SpringerLink,
ProQuestEducation,OpenAccessDigitalLibrary,Wileyonline,GaleCengageOneFile,Taylorand
FrancisJournals,Elsevier,andEmeraldjournalcollection)usingthefollowingkeytermsasgeneral
searchcriteria:

• e-learningdefinitions
• e-learningframeworks
• e-learningandvocationaleducation
• e-learningandworkplacelearning
• e-learningandretailing
• e-learningpolicy
• e-learningsupportorganisations
• SouthAfricane-learningpolicies
• e-learninginAfrica

Additionalsearchesforsourcesofinformation,documentsandreportsthatapplytoe-learning
inSouthAfricawereundertakenwithinthefollowingsources:

• Asearchofinternationalretailandhumanresourcestradejournalswascompletedwithspecific
referencetoe-learningandretailing;

• TheSouthAfricanGovernment’sofficialwebsitetoaccessrelevanteducationandtrainingwhite
papersorreports;

• Asearchofwebsitesofalistoforganisationssupportinge-learninginternationally;
• Previous research commissioned by the W&RSETA with large and small retailers to

assesse-learning;
• Glossariesthatrefertoe-learningterminology.

Followingtheinitialsearchoftheliteratureforsecondarydata,aprocessofrefiningdocumentsto
beusedinthereviewwasundertaken.Theobjectivesoftheresearchproject,mandateandworkplace
focusoftheW&RSETAguidedtheinclusionorexclusionofliteraturecollected:

• Thekeyobjectiveof the researchwas todeterminewhat approaches couldbe takenby the
W&RSETAtosupporte-learningwithintheSouthAfricanwholesaleandretailsector.This
madedocumentssuchascross-countrye-learningpoliciesandbibliometricanalysisofe-learning
researchparticularlyrelevant;

• ThelegislatedmandateoftheW&RSETAisimplementation,disbursementandmonitoringof
learningactivities.Reportsreferringspecificallytosupportfore-learningtrainingandeducation
andqualityassuranceinaretailcontextweresought;

• ThefocusofW&RSETAactivitiesisonhigherandoccupationaleducationlevel.This,toalarge
extent,excludedpedagogicandsecondaryeducationapplications,generale-learningsystemsand
specifictechnologies.Documentsreferringtohighereducationandoccupationalorvocational
educationwereviewedasrelevant.

Inclusion: Documents that provided bibliometric analysis of e-learning research and annotated
bibliographiesofe-learning,crosscountryreportsone-learningandeducational technology
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policy,highereducationandvocationaleducationarticlesandreports.Reportsincludedwere
thosespecificallyreferringtoe-learningwithintheinternationalretailindustry.

Exclusion:Documentsaddressingpedagogicaspectsofe-learning,documentsaddressinge-learning
for secondary education, organisation specific studies, e-learning benchmarking surveys,
e-learningdesigndocumentationand tools,analysisofspecific technologiessuchas learner
managementsystems(LMS)orothertechnologies.Alsoexcludedwereinternationaleducation
andtrainingpoliciesanddocumentsandgeneraldocumentationandarticlesonqualityassurance
ine-learning.

Restrictions: Inaddition toexclusions, thefollowingrestrictionswereplacedon theselection
ofrelevantdata.Generally,secondarydatainEnglishaboute-learninginSouthAfricaand
to technology was restricted to about the previous 5 years, although literature relevant to
definitionsandexplanationofprocesses,policiesandguidelinesgoingback10yearswas
consideredwherenecessary.

Analysis and Interpretation
Sincethiswasessentiallyaqualitativestudy,contentanalysisusinga prioricoding,wasusedto
analysethedata(Maree,2010).ThedeconstructionandreconstructionapproachsuggestedbyLee
(1999)wasusedtobreakeachdatasourcedownaccordingtothespecificfocusorthemecodes,
andthenreconstructedintoeachthemeorfocusarea.Howthiswasconductedisexplainedbelow.

Literaturesourcesincludedinthereviewweresortedintothreethemes,orfocusareasaligned
tothescopeandoutcomesoftheproject.Theareasoffocuswere:

Area 1:E-learningconcepts,definitionsandframeworks,workplaceliteratureandretailindustry
relatede-learningexperience.

Area 2:Internationale-learningpolicyexperiencesincludingSouthAfricanlegislationrelatedto
postschoolingeducationandtrainingwherereferenceismadetoe-learning.

Area 3:Methodsofsupportinge-learningineducationandtrainingprogrammesthatareinternationally
employedandfeedbackfromtheSouthAfricanretailindustry.

Afocusareacentredapproachwasused to reviewandanalyse the literaturecollected.This
involvedthecreationofatableormatrixforeachareaidentified.Studies,reportsandlegislation
artefactsweregroupedintothethreeareasinordertoorganise,reviewandcriticallyanalysethe
literature.Pointsofdeparture(POD)wereidentifiedforeachofthefocusareas.Informationwas
recordedthroughareviewandanalysisofthefulltextofarticlesand/orreportsthatformedpartof
aspecificgroup:

• BibliometricanalysisofliteratureandannotatedbibliographieswereutilisedasPODinarea1
toidentifyandconfirmkeythemesandfindings.Sourceliteraturewasconsultedduringanalysis
whenidentifiedtoberelevant;

• Internationalreportsreferringtoe-learningpolicyandSouthAfricanspecificlegislationrelated
toeducationandtrainingwereutilisedasPODinarea2.Fulltextsofreportsandlegislation
werereviewed,analysedandsummarized;

• Internationalexpertinputintolistsoforganisationssupportinge-learningwereutilisedasPODfor
area3inadditiontotworesearchreportscommissionedbytheW&RSETAin2014.Verification
ofthelistofsupportorganisationsandroleswasconfirmedbyareviewofthewebsitesor/and
annualreportsofrelevantorganisations.
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Trustworthiness of the Study
Ensuringtrustworthinessfocussesondeterminingwhether thefindingsarecredibleorplausible.
‘Method-appropriatecriteria’,namelydatatriangulation(useofmultipledatasources),peerdebriefing
(involvementof co-author,other colleagues, and industrymembers in reviewinganalysis results
viaapost hocfocusgroup)validatedtheprocedures,increasingrigorandtrustworthiness(Flick,
1998).Thesemethods also ensured transferability.According toBabbie andMouton (2001) the
trustworthinessofaqualitativestudyisensuredthroughachievingcredibilityandtransferability.

A SySTEMS FRAMEWoRK oF E-LEARNING ANd WoRKPLACE LEARNING

Inordertogainaclearerperspectiveofthee-learningecosystemanditslinkagetotheworkplace,a
systemsbasedtheoreticalframeworkrecentlydevelopedbyAparacio(2016)canbeusedtoexplain
thecomponentsofe-learningandtohighlightsomeofthedifferentresearchstreamsinthefield.
Thisframeworkiscomplementedbyanapproachtounderstandinge-learningusesbyBatesand
Planning(2001)whichindicatese-learningcouldbeusedforpurposesofworkplacelearning.In
termsofasystemsapproachtounderstandingthee-learningecosystem,systems’thinkingrequires
thate-learningbeseeninitsoverallcontextwhichismadeupofvariousinternalsystems,eachof
whichpotentiallyinfluencesorisinfluencedbytheothers(Nichols&Anderson,2005;Aparicioet
al.,2016).Figure1summarisesthee-learningfieldandprovideshighlevelinsightsintermsofthe

threedimensionsassertedtobethemaindimensionsofe-learning,namely,people,technologiesand
services(Aparicioetal.2016).

Theframeworkidentifiesanumberofe-learningsystemsstakeholderswhichmaybeinternalor
externalstakeholdersthatimpacton,orareimpactedonby,e-learning.Successfulimplementation
ofe-learningisdependentontheextenttowhichtheneedsandconcernsofthestakeholdergroups
involvedareunderstoodandaddressedandtheclarificationoftheresponsibilitiesofstakeholders
(Wagner et al., 2015). The formulation of a policy for e-learning directly involves stakeholder
participation.Thepedagogicalmodelsthatunderpine-learningareextensivelyresearched,discussed

Figure 1. Holistic e-learning systems theoretical framework (Source: Aparicio et al., 2016, p. 302)
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anddebatedinthetexts,asaretheinstructionalstrategies,andthelearningtechnologies.Thesethree
componentsenablethelinkagebetweenwho(openlearning,distributedlearning,orcommunitiesof
practice,amongothers)thelearningprocessistargetedat,withthewayinwhichthesefeaturesinteract
(collaborating,articulation,reflecting,exploring)andthetechnologiesthroughwhichthelearning
occurs(synchronous,asynchronous,communicationtoolsorcoursemanagementtools,amongothers).

Afurtherapproachtounderstandinge-learningthatbringsthediscussionclosertoworkplace
learningaddressesthereasonsforuseofe-learningisputforwardbyBatesandPlanning(2001),
whoidentifiesthreemaintypesofusesofe-learning:(a)technology-enhancedclassroomteaching,
(b) distance education and (c) distributed or flexible learning. The first refers to technological
innovationsinexistingface-to-facesettings.Aseconduseisindistanceeducation,whichrecognises
theneedtomakeprovisionforaccesstoeducationalservicesforstudentsstudyingatadistanceor
forthosewhocannotattendface-to-facecoursesforwhateverreasons.Athirduseofe-learningthat
appearsparticularlyrelevantfromaW&RSETAandretailindustryperspectiveiswheree-learning
isusedfordistributedorflexiblelearning.Distributedorflexiblelearningmakesitpossibletooffer
moreflexibleformsofdeliverythantraditionalclassroomteaching.Thekeypointisthatflexible
learningdoesnotservethesamepurposeasdistanceeducationandthisdistinctionhasnotbeenwell
articulatedinmosttexts(Bates&Planning,2001).DistributedLearningisaninstructionalmodel
thatallowsinstructor,students,andcontenttobelocatedindifferent,non-centralizedlocationsso
thatinstructionandlearningcanoccurasasynchronouslearning.E-learningcanprovidedistributed
orflexiblelearningoptionsforemployeesandallowthemtoup-skillmorerapidly(Anderson,2011).
Distributedorflexibleformsoftrainingdeliveryasofferedbye-learningsystemsareparticularly
relevantinaworkplacecontextandequallywithinawholesaleandretailindustrycontext.

WHoLESALE ANd RETAIL WoRKPLACE PERSPECTIVES oN E-LEARNING

TounderstandthecontextwithinwhichtheW&RSETAwillimplementitse-learningapproachwithin
thewholesaleandretailsectors,itisimportanttoreviewe-learningfromaworkplaceapproachboth
inaninternationalandSouthAfricanwholesaleandretailcontext.

Intheworkplaceorretailindustry,learningreferstotheongoingprocessofimprovingemployee
competenceandperformancethroughtraining,socialization,anddevelopmentwithinanorganizational
context.Thedrivers,benefitsandbarriers toe-learningfromaworkplaceperspectivehavebeen
extensivelyresearchedanddocumentedinliteratureandaresummarisedinFigure2.

Ofparticularsignificanceisthatthefactorsdrivingandimpactingone-learningareparticularly
relevanttotheSouthAfricanwholesaleandretailindustryandshouldformpartoftheW&RSETA
approach to supporting the industry.These factors are equally true in international retailingand
areidentifiedduringthecourseofe-learningreadinesssurveysconductedatlargeandsmallSouth
Africanretailers.

E-learningexperienceisspecificallyreviewedinwholesaleandretailby:

• Reviewinge-learningstudiesintheUK,USAandCanadianretailsectorthatdetailtypesof
training,barriers,driversandtechnologies;

• Reviewingthecurrentstatusofe-learningbymajorSouthAfricanretailersandthee-learning
readinessatlargeandsmallSouthAfricanretailers;

• Identifyingandcontrastingsupportstrategiesthatareinternationallyemployedbyarangeof
organisationstosupporte-learningprovidersandprogrammes.

International Experience
A number of benchmarking surveys from a human resources or training perspective have been
completedinvolvingretailorganisationsintheUK,USAandCanada,ofwhichinexcessof60%
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employedmorethan5000staffmembers.Thesesurveyswerecompletedbetween2011and2015and
provideinsightsintotheinternationalretaile-learningexperience.Anumberofkeyissuesfroma
retailorbusinessperspectivewereidentified-thesebeingthemovetowardsblendedlearning,barriers
anddrivers,wheree-learningisused,andtechnologiesbeingusedinretail.AsshowninTable1,

e-learningappearstobegrowinginuseatretailworkplacesinternationallywithanestimate38%of
traininginUKretailersbeingonlinein2015(Dixon&Overton,2015)andupto96%ofretailersin
Canadamakinguseofe-learning(RetailCouncilofCanada,2015).Theapproachofusinge-learning
asaflexibleanddistributedapproachtotrainingisevidentfromtheshiftfromclassroomorfaceto
facelearningtoblendedlearning,withtheUSAmovingbeyondblendedlearningtotrainingthatis
purelyon-line(Trainingmag,2014).Itappearsthat,internationally,thebulkofe-learningtraining
atretailersnowtakesplaceonablendedapproachwhichisconsistentwiththemovetoe-learning
thatisbeingreportedbySouthAfricanretailers(Shoprite,2015).

Figure 2. Drivers, benefits and barriers of workplace e-learning

Table 1. Types of learning modality by retail sector

UK USA Canada

Classroomorface-to-facelearning 14% 37%

Blendofclassroomandonlinelearning 84% 25% 76%

Onlineonly 2% 38%

(Source: Adapted from: Retail Council of Canada (2015); Dixon and Overton (2015); Trainingmag (2014))
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Arecurrentthemeininternationalretaile-learningsurveysisthatspecifictypesoftrainingare
favouredinthee-learningenvironment.Compliancetrainingsuchashealthandsafetyandindustry
specificregulatorycomplianceappearstobeamajorsourceofe-learningandisthenumberonearea
ofe-learningamongCanadianretailerssurveyed(RetailCouncilofCanada,2015),with72%ofUSA
companiesdoingthistypeoftrainingonline(Trainingmag,2014),while64%ofcompliancetraining
inUKretailersisdoneonline(Dixon&Overton,2015).Acomparisonoftrainingofferedonlinein
Table2indicatesthatawiderangeofskillsareofferedonlinebyretailers.

Barriers and drivers of e-learning, from a structural or management perspective specific to
retailing,aretoalargeextentconsistentwithbarriersanddriversthatareexperiencedinternationally
bybusinessesingeneral.Theyarehighlightedintheliteratureasrelatedtoconnectivity,contentand
capability.Thebarriersaredetailedasreportedinspecificretailcompanye-learningsurveysand
matchedwiththespecificfactorsthatarethesourceofthebarrierasperClayton’sanalysisofstructural
barrierstoe-learning(Clayton&Elliott,2008).Staffbarriersalsoalignwithfactors,established
throughresearch,thatapplyingeneraltomostbusinesseswheree-learningisimplementedandare
contrastedwiththerestrainingfactorsthatinhibituseofe-learningbystaffwithinaretailcontextas
identifiedbyRabakandCleveland-Innes(2006).ThesebarriersaresummarisedinTable3.

Thedriversofe-learning,identifiedwithinaretailcontext,emphasizetheimportanceofprovision
of information to staff, inductionof staff and sales focus (Pappas,2015).Thedrivers identified
specificallyinretailingarecontrastedwiththegeneraldriversinTable4.

Table 2. Skills training offered via e-learning internationally in wholesale and retail

Skills Being Offered via E-Learning UK USA Canada

Leadershipandmanagementskills x x x

Induction x x x

Healthandsafety x x x

GeneralITandwebuserskills x x

Teamworking/Workingwithothers x

Communication/Interpersonalskills x x

Industryspecificregulatoryrequirements x x

Customerhandling/service x x x

Salesandmarketing x x

Companyspecificskills(notprovided x x

Foreignlanguageskills x

Basicskills(literacy,numeracy,English) x

ITprofessionalskills x x

Problemsolving x

Improvingownlearningandperformance x

(Researchanddevelopmentskills) x

Internalsystemsandprocesses x x

Project/servicemanagement x x

(Source: Adapted from: Fiehl, Diaz, & Solom (2011); Dixon and Overton (2015); Retail Council of Canada (2015); Trainingmag (2014))
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Theprevalenceoflearningmanagementsystemsastechnologiestodelivercontentandtoassist
inmanagementof e-learning is shown inTable5. Importantwithin thecontextof e-learningat
retailersistotakecognisanceofthefactthatonlineassessmentinaworkplacecontextisnotcurrently
extensivelyutilisedinternationallyotherthanintheUKretailers.

South African Wholesale and Retail Industry
FactorsthatconstrainskillsdevelopmentprogrammeswithintheSouthAfricanwholesaleand
retail(W&R)sectorare:thesizeanddiversityofthesector;thelargenumbersofemployees;
geographical disparities; costs and a lack of standardisation and accessibility of training
activities.Inattemptingtoovercometheseconstraints,retailersareincreasinglyusinginformation
communicationtechnologies(ICTs)toreducetrainingcostsandimproveeffectiveness(Shoprite,
2015).Technologyenhancedlearning(TEL)(AustralianFlexibleLearningFramework,2011)
appears tobegrowing inpopularityanduse in this sector.Evidenceof the increaseduseof
technologyforofferingtrainingintheretailindustryisdemonstratedinthefollowingextracts
fromsixnationalretailer’sannualreportsandwebsites:

1. “Our new e-learning methodology assists us in the rapid roll out of induction; product
knowledge; compliance; and customer service related training. The implementation of
e-learninginourSupermarketstoreenvironmentleadstoasubstantial increaseintraining
interventions(45%)andbeneficiaries(27%).Itenablesustotakelearningtopeopleasopposed

Table 3. Barriers to e-learning in wholesale and retail compared to general barriers in e-learning

Structural and Management Barriers as Identified in Retail E-Learning Surveys Driver/Barrier

Unreliableinfrastructure/lowbandwidth/technicalfactors Connectivity

Costofset-up,developmentandmaintenance Connectivity

Lackofskillsamongstemployeestomanageownlearning Capability

LackofskillsamongstL&Dstafftoimplementandmanagee-learning Capability

Insufficientstaffaccesstocomputerstobeworthwhile Connectivity

LackofsupportfromITdepartment Capability

Notseenasamanagementpriority Capability

Pastexperienceofe-learninghasn’tfulfilledourexpectations Capability

Lackofattractivehigh-qualitye-learningthatsupportsourbusinessgoals Content

Staff Related Barriers as Identified in Retail E-Learning Surveys Limiting Factors

Existingcontrolandcommandculture/Policy-related Concernaboutemployer
monitoring

TechnologyorITsecurityrelated Fearoftechnology

Issuesofusersafety,identifyortrust Unsuccessfulinprevious
training

Socialmediaisthedomainofotherdepartments

“Headinthesand”mentality–itwillgoaway Resistanttochange

L&Dstaffwon’tfacilitatesociallearning Concernaboutemployer
monitoring

Ourlearnersareunwillingtosharewitheachother Lowself-confidence

(Source: Adapted from: Clayton and Elliott (2008); Rabak and Cleveland-Innes (2006))
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Table 4. Drivers of e-learning in international retailing

Drivers of E-Learning in a Retail Context E-Learning Drivers

Improveinductionprocess Information

Increaselearningaccessandflexibility Information

Increaseabilitytoadaptprogrammetobusinessrequirements Returnoninvestment

Developabetterqualifiedworkforce Returnoninvestment

Complywithnewregulationsandlegalrequirements Compliance

Helpimplementnewprocessesornewproducts Compliance

Increaseonthejobproductivity Returnoninvestment

Improvecustomersatisfaction Returnoninvestment

Improvestaffretention Returnoninvestment

HelpimplementnewITsystems Compliance

Supportorganisationalchange Compliance

Informcustomers/suppliersofnewproducts/services Returnoninvestment

Engagenewtypesoflearners Information

Provideafasterresponsetochanging Information

Speedupandimprovetheapplicationoflearning Technology

Reducetimetocompetence Technology

Increasetheongoingsharingofgoodpractice Information

Pushupdatedinformationtoemployees Information

Improvetalent/performancemanagement Returnoninvestment

Improveemployeeengagementwithlearning Technology

Improveeffectivenessofface-to-facelearning Returnoninvestment

Improvestaffmotivation Returnoninvestment

Extendlearningtoremoteworkers Technology

(Source: Adapted from: Fiehl et al. (2011); Retail Council of Canada (2015); Trainingmag (2014); Dixon and Overton (2015))

Table 5. E-learning technologies used internationally by wholesalers and retailers

Technologies Being Used for E-Learning UK USA Canada

Learningmanagementsystems x x x

Surveysandquestionnaires x

Onlineassessment x

Custom-madee-learningobjects x x

Virtualmeetings x x

Bestpractice(internal)videos x

Externalsocialnetworkingsites x

Rapidapplicationdevelopmenttools x x

Openeducationresources x x

(Source: Adapted from: Fiehl et al. (2011); Retail Council of Canada (2015); Trainingmag (2014); Dixon and Overton (2015))
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todrivingpeopletolearningfacilitiesandthereforecreatesmassivesavingsthroughreduced
travelandaccommodationcosts,lesstimeoutofproduction,andlessfacilitationandlearner
administration time. It facilitates a paperless environment that saves tremendous printing,
courierandenvironmentalcosts”(Shoprite,2015);

2. “Inthepastyear,providedretailerswithtabletdevicesthatcontainthe“FreshStudio”–afull,
onlinemanualthatprovidesinformationabouteverydepartment,itsproductsandsystems.It
includesallrelevantlegislation,recipes,foodlabelling,merchandising,display,aswellascosting
recommendations”(Spar,2014);

3. “Over 330 training programmes offered to employees, ranging from basic literacy and
numeracythroughtocomputer-basedtrainingandmanagementandleadershipprogrammes”
(Pick’nPay,2014);

4. “R5.1millionspentone-learninginthecurrentyear(R29.7millionspenttodate).Thistechnology
makestrainingavailabletoassociatesonadailybasisregardlessofwheretheyaregeographically
located”(MrPrice,2015);

5. “Implementation of an enterprise knowledge and collaboration solution for group
employees”(TFG,2014);

6. “Our virtual university has access to renowned content experts and faculty from local and
overseasinstitutions.Allourmaterialsaredesignedbycontentexpertsandcompanysubject
matterexperts”(Massmart,2013).

Therefore,giventherapidgrowthoftechnologybasedinitiativesinthissector,thereadiness
ofthelocalindustryandtheabsenceofnationalorindustryguidelinesone-learningpolicies,the
industry,asamatterofurgency,requiresthatastrategyandapolicyfore-learningbedeveloped
inordertoguidetheimplementationofe-learningintrainingfortheachievementoftheindustry’s
strategies.TwosurveyscommissionedbytheW&RSETA,oneofsmallretailersandtheotherof
largeretailers,foundthatacomprehensiveandsystematicapproachtoformulationofane-leaning
strategyandpolicythataddressessectordemandandsupplysideconsiderationsisneeded(Training
Roomonline,2014).Thisissupportedininternationalliteratureinastudywhichevaluatedsuccessful
e-learningstrategies(Anderson,Brown,Murray,Simpson,&Mentis,2006;DepartmentofIndustry,
Innovation,Science,2012).IntheSouthAfricacontext,nospecificnationale-learningpolicyexists,
otherthanthatwithinthecontextofdistanceeducation(CouncilonHigherEducation,2012),against
whichtobenchmarkandcomplywithindesigninge-learningpractices.Table6summarisessomeof
thepertinentfindingsthatindicatereadinessofthelargeandsmallretailersfore-learning.

KeyrecommendationsweremadefromthetwoW&RSETAsurveys,basedontheinputsofa
broadspectrumofemployeesfromtheretailers,regardingtherolethattheW&RSETAcouldplay
withrespecttoe-learning.Theseincluded:providingane-learningplatform(hostaplatform,create
aplatformforqualificationsandmaintainaplatform);capacitybuilding(whichincludestrainingof
keyemployeesandprovidingtechnicalsupport);developingandprovidingresources(developinga
budgetandprovinglearningresources);andimplementingpolicyandstrategy(havingapolicyand
strategyanddevelopingabusinesscase)–seeFigure3.

The above results give insight into e-learning readiness of large and small retailers and
recommendationsontherolethattheW&RSETAcouldplaywithrespecttoe-learning.Theseinsights
couldbeusedbyalllargeandsmallretailersinSouthAfricawhoareimplementing,orplanningto
implement,e-learningintheirtrainingpractices.

Sector Training Authorities
AreviewofthewebsitesofthemajorityofSETAsdidnotindicatethatanyspecificpoliciesfor
e-learningare inplace.INSETAhasproducedaguidelinedocumentfore-learningaccreditation
withachecklistthatislinkedtotheSAQAqualitycriteria(InsuranceSETA,2014).Theguideline
documentidentifiesaccreditation,monitoringandverificationrequirementsandmakesuseofMassey
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UniversitybenchmarksofqualitydevelopedfortheNewZealandMinistryofEducationandMassey
University’sE-learningpolicyresearch.

International Practice in the Support of E-Learning
Adesktopreviewofstrategy,policydocumentsandapproachestosupportinge-learningofanumber
ofinternationalbodiesororganisationsthatregulatesandsupportse-learningwascompleted.The
purposeofthereviewwastoestablishemergingthemesthatformpartofthestrategicapproachto

Figure 3. Key recommendations on role that W&RSETA could play with respect to e-learning

Table 6. E-learning readiness of South African large and small retailers

Aspect Large Retailers Small Retailers

Supportfor
e-learningat
management
level

Companymanagementisgenerally
supportiveofe-learningforemployees
(65.9%).Theyrealisethevalue(73.2%)and
benefitsofe-learning(75.7%).

Companymanagementisgenerallysupportiveof
e-learningforemployees(77.6%).Theyrealisethe
value(84.1%)andbenefitsofe-learning(81.3%).

Useof
e-learning

Currentlythecompaniesarenotusing
e-learningaspartofitstotaltrainingplan
(65.9%)andinvestingine-learningfor
employees(63.4%).Thismeansthat34%of
companiesareusinge-usinge-learning.

Currentlythecompaniesarenotusinge-learningas
partofitstotaltrainingplan(67.3%)andinvesting
ineLearningforemployees(61%).Thismeansthat
33%ofcompaniesareusinge-learning

Infrastructure
andstaffability

About41.4%ofcompanieshavean
ITinfrastructurethatcansupportthe
implementationofeLearningand43.9%
ofemployeeshavebasicskillstooperatea
computer

Alargeproportionofsmallbusinessesdonothave
computerswhichmakee-learningachallenge.About
6.1%ofemployeeshavebasicskillstooperatea
computer;54%canusetheinternetand46%have
technicalsupportfore-learning

Supportrequired

Thecompaniesrequiresupportintraining;
guidelines,strategyandplanforthe
implementationofe-learning;facilitator
development;resourcing;trainingneeds
analysis;technicalsupport;connectivity

Companiesrequiresupportintraining;guidelines,
strategyandplanfortheimplementationof
e-learning;facilitatordevelopment;resourcing;
trainingneedsanalysis;technicalsupport;and
connectivity

Retailersview
one-learning

Respondentswereincrediblyoptimistic
aboutthevalueandbenefitsofe-learning

Respondentsshowedaverypositiveattitudeto
theconceptofe-learningwithemployeesshowing
willingnessawillingnesstosupport

(Source: Adapted from: Training Room online (2014))
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e-learningandthatareapartoforganisations’strategiesinregulating,supportingandevaluating
e-learning.Amixoforganisationswereselectedbasedonthepotentialapplicabilityoftheirworkto
workplacelearningalthoughtherewasnospecificorganisationidentifiedthathasitssolefocuson
theretailindustry.Theorganisationsidentifiedaremandatedtoensurequality,assistinimprovement
ofe-learningandsupporte-learninginawiderangeofdifferentcontextsfromvocationaleducation,
highereducation,distanceeducation,promotionoftechnologyandICTineducation,andflexible
learning.Theseinternationalorganisationsorinitiativesare:

• The Australian National Vocational Education (VET) and Training e-learning strategy
(DepartmentofIndustry,Innovation,Science,2012)whichwasconsideredgivenitsvocational,
distributedandflexibleapproachtoe-learning;

• TheQAAwhichistheQualityAssuranceAgencyforHigherEducation(QAA)anindependent
bodyentrustedwithmonitoring,andadvisingon,standardsandqualityinUKhighereducation
(SteeringGroup,2011;Ball&Manwaring,2010).TheQAAwasconsideredgivenitsoverarching
roleinensuringqualityine-learninginawiderangeofinstitutionsinternationallyandalsowithin
membercountriesoftheUK(QAA,2010);

• JointInformationSystemsCommittee(JISC)isanadvisorycommitteetothehighereducation
fundingcouncilsofEngland,Scotland,WalesandNorthernIreland.ThemissionofJISCisto
provideleadershipintheinnovativeuseofICTtosupporteducationandresearch.JISCfunds
arangeofprogrammes,servicesandactivitiesthatpromoteandsupporttheuseofe-learning
(SwedishNationalAgencyForHigherEducation,2008).JISCwasconsideredgivenitsthreefold
mandateinprovidingsharedservices,provisionofaccesstoresourcesandadviceandassistance
withrespecttoe-learning;

• AustralasianCouncilonOpen,DistanceandE-learning(ACODE)isanAustralasianorganisation
foruniversitiesthatareengagedorinterestedinopen,distance,flexibleande-learning.Itsmission
istoenhancepolicyandpracticeintheseareas(Acode,2014);

• CouncilforHigherEducationAccreditation(CHEA)isaprivatenon-profitnationalorganisation
thatcoordinatesaccreditationactivitiesintheUS.CHEAistheonlynon-governmentalhigher
educationorganisationthatconductscertificationofthequalityofregional,faith-based,private
careerandprogrammaticaccreditingorganisations(Uvalić-Trumbić,2016);

• Ako Aotearoa is New Zealand’s National Centre for Tertiary Teaching Excellence and is a
consortiumofinstitutionsheadedbyMasseyUniversitywhichincludesAUTUniversity,the
UniversityofCanterbury,ChristchurchCollegeofEducation,UniversalCollegeofLearning
(UCOL), and Manukau Institute of Technology. This organisation was considered given its
supportfocusine-learning(AkoAotearoa,2018);

• SwedishNationalAgencyforHigherVocationalEducation(SNA)hasakeyfunctiontoensure
thatvocationalprogrammesmeettheSwedishlabourmarket’sneedsforaqualifiedworkforce
(SwedishNationalAgencyforHigherEducation,2008);

• TheEuropeanCentrefortheDevelopmentofVocationalTraining(Cedefop)whichistheEuropean
Union’sreferencecentreforvocationaleducationandtrainingandprovidesinformationon,and
analysesof,vocationaleducationandtrainingsystems,policies,researchandpractice(Ehlers,
Goertz,Hildebrandt,&Pawlowski,2005).

Anumberofkeyaspectsorthemesemergedthatareconsistentwithotherfindingsofthisresearch
areindicatedinTable7.Theyinformandprovideinputsintoapossiblestrategyfore-learninginretail.

RECoMMENdATIoNS

Basedon the findingsof thisstudy, fromboth the international literatureand theSouthAfrican
context,anumberofrecommendationshavebeenmadetoassistthewholesaleandretailsectorin
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thedevelopmentofane-learningstrategyandwiththeimplementationofe-learningthroughoutthe
sector.Theserecommendationsarethefollowing.

Focus of E-Learning objectives

• Itisrecommendedthattheindustryconsiderstheadoptionofasystems-basedapproach
to e-learning that views e-learning as technologies, services and stakeholders in its
e-learningapproach;

• Itisrecommendedthattheindustrye-learningsupportshouldinitiallyfocusonlearningwithina
workplacecontext.Theconceptofdistributedlearningasinstructionalmethodwheree-learning
asmodalitymayprovidedistributedorflexiblelearningoptionsforemployeesandallowthem
toup-skillmorerapidly,allowsinstructor,students,andcontenttobelocatedindifferent,non-
centralizedlocationssothatinstructionandlearningcanoccurindependentoftimeandplace,
willbetheprimaryareaoffocus.Otherareaswheree-learningsupportslearningsuchasdistance
education,e-learningassupporttocontactbasedlearningande-learningtosupportopenlearning
whichwouldbemoreapplicableinanacademiclearningcontext,thoughnotexcluded,areareas
forlaterconsiderationandsupport;

• The support to organisations embarking on e-learning as new modality should focus
predominantlyontwoofthethreeprimarybarrierstoe-learningidentifiedinworkplace
e-learningliterature-thesebeingcontentandcapability.Thesebarriersareconsistentwith
theneedshighlightedbyindustry.Thethirdbarriertoworkplacee-learningidentifiedas
connectivitymayimplyacapitalinvestmentbyrelevantstakeholdersand/orbeimpacted
bybroaderpoliciesregardingconnectivity.Inthiscontextasectortrainingauthoritycould
playapivotalroleinsettingtechnicalstandardsofcomplianceforsystemsandtechnology
inlinewithinternationalpractice;

• Itisrecommendedthate-learningisviewedasamodalityormethodofdeliveryofpostschool
educationandtraininginlinewithothermodalitiessuchascontact,distanceandblendedlearning.
Whilealllearningmodalities(distanceeducation,resource-basedlearning,e-learning,online
learningandblendedlearning)areacknowledgedinemergingpoliciesasimportantvehiclesfor
learning,theyshouldnotbeequatedtolearning;

Table 7. Policies, support and documentation of international e-learning support organisations

VET QAA ACODE CHEA JISC AKO SNA Cedefop

Leverageanddevelopmentofexisting
trainingandeducationcapacity x x x x x x x

Requirementforguidelinesand
standards/codesofgoodpractice/
benchmarks

x x x x x x x x

AdifferentiatedapproachforSMEsand
largecompanies x x x

Collaborationandcooperationwith
othersimilarorganisationstoestablish
transferrableuniversallyaccepted
practices,standards,andskills

x x x x x x x x

Blendedlearningandflexible/distributed
approachestoworkplacelearning x x x x

Theroleofadvocacyofe-learning x x x x x x
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• E-learningshouldfocusonareasofpriorityforsupportthatarecommonlyusedinternationally
withinretailsectorssuchas:
◦ Typesofdelivery:

▪ Blendofclassroomandonlinelearning;
◦ Typesofprogrammes:

▪ Leadershipandmanagementskills;
▪ Customerhandling/service;
▪ Inductionrelatedskills;

◦ Typesoftechnology:
▪ Learningmanagementsystems;

• Creationofane-learningqualityresourcehub–anonlinecollectionofresearchpapers,quality
tools, trainingmaterials, etc.,whichcouldbeuseful to institutions seeking to improve their
qualitysystems,andtoqualityassurancereviewers.Suchahubshouldbecarefullyconsidered
toensurethatitfocusesexclusivelyonthebestresearchandtools.

Mobilise Existing Capacity in delivery of E-Learning 
for Workplace Skills development
Toachievethisobjective,organisationsshouldstartlookingattheirgoalsandtrainingplansand
evaluatinghowe-learningcanaddvaluetotheattainmentoftheirgoals.

Provide differentiated Support for E-Learning in Larger and Small Retailers
Thisincludesdevelopmentofe-learningmaterials(newandadaptionofexistingones)incollaboration
withtheserviceprovidersinordertoensurethatthematerialsarerelevanttotheneedsoftheindustry;
assistinginprovidingtechnicalsupportwithintheorganizationtoemployeeswhomaybetaking
e-learningcourses-keyemployeesshouldbetrainedtoprovidethesekindsofsupport,orthosewho
haveundergonee-learningcanhelpcolleagues;andafacilityfore-assessmentandmoderationand
publishingofgoodpracticesone-learningshouldbeprovidedintheorganization.

Provide Training Programmes for Both Large and Small Retailers
Thisincludestrainingofkeyemployeesone-learninginordertosupporte-learningintheworkplace,
andtrainingoftheworkforcetoupgradetheirskillsandcompetencesaspertheneedsofthecompanies.

Provide Information and Best Practice Support
Keyemployees,orthosewhohaveundergonee-learningtraining,shouldbetrainedtoprovidethis
kindofsupporttocolleagues.Afacilityfore-assessmentandmoderationandpublishingofgood
practicesone-learningshouldalsobeprovidedintheorganization.

Iftheaboveobjectivesarewellimplemented,theorganizationsshouldbeabletoachievethe
outcomes of increased, efficient and cost-effective ways of training staff and the development
of aquality, certified e-learningprogram.The activitiesderived from this study, and created as
recommendations,aresummarisedinFigure4.

CoNCLUSIoN

Areviewofretaile-learningstudiesintheUK,USAandCanadaidentifiedtrainingtypes,barriers,
driversandtechnologies,confirmingthatarangeofe-learningoptionshavealreadybeenimplemented
internationally in areas that are applicable to a South African wholesale and retail context. An
understandingofinternationalwholesaleandretaile-learningmayleadtofasterimplementationin
alocalwholesaleandretailcontextgiventhelevelofsimilaritybetweenformalinternationaland
localwholesaleandretail.
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ThereadinessandenthusiasmoftheSouthAfricanwholesaleandretailsectorfore-learningis
apparentwitharangeofneedsarticulatedthatarewithinthemandateoftheW&RSETA.Importantly,
anumberofissuesregardingprovisionofinfrastructure,suchastheprovisionofaplatform,maynot
bewithinthemandateoftheW&RSETAandmayrequirefurtherinvestigation.

Lastly,inidentifyingareaswheresupportcouldbeprovidedtothesector,areviewoforganisations
supportinge-learninginternationallyprovidedclarityandinternationalpracticeinunderstandingthe
mainstreamsofsupportcurrentlyrenderedtoe-learningprogrammes,suchasprioritisingtheuseand
expansionofexistinge-learningcapacity,enhancingcollaborationandadvocacyofe-learningefforts.

Figure 4. Proposed e-learning recommendations
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