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ABSTRACT 
 

This chapter examines management approaches global organizations should consider 

when developing e-learning for global use. It recognizes e-learning in the global 

environment is not simply an issue of instructional design, but a management approach 

that must take into account the cultural dimensions and technology constraints global 

organizations need to successfully address to develop and implement global e-learning 

initiatives. The chapter will introduce the COLDER® acronym which stands for 

Collaboration, Organizational Structure, Lowest Common Technology, Development and 

Design, Empathy and Results. Each element of the acronym will be discussed and its 

impact in managing the process of developing global e-learning. The COLDER acronym 

was developed based on 20 plus years working on global e-learning projects and research 

conducted by this author as part of a doctoral dissertation. In that study, using a real-

world global organization, various critical success factors in developing global e-learning 

were identified. The COLDER acronym is an attempt to organize those findings into a 

practical, useable strategic concept for developing global e-learning. The acronym 

COLDER stands for: 

Collaboration explores how various parts of the global organization can work 

together to develop global e-learning projects. 

Organizational Structure examines how to select what functions and countries within 

the global organization need to be involved in order to drive a successful development 

process for global e-learning. 

Lowest Common Technology discusses how to assess the various technology 

platforms that exist in the organization. It will suggest tactics and strategies that might be 

used to enable those parts of the organization with state of the art technology to take 
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advantage of those capabilities, while allowing lower technology platform environments 

to leverage the technology they are able to access.  

Development Process and Design reviews some of the basic aspects of project 

management and instructional design and how those steps might be altered or adapted to 

accommodate cultural variations when creating global e-learning. 

Empathy focuses on the dimensions that differentiate various cultures – recognizing 

that even within a single nation there may be multiple cultures to be considered. Further, 

the chapter examines possible strategies and tactics for accommodating cultural 

differences. 

Results looks at methods for evaluating the impact and results of global e-learning 

projects with the specific focus on examining the development process and how to use 

the results to drive process improvement for the next global e-learning development 

initiative. The chapter will conclude by summarizing the key concepts put forward 

throughout the chapter. 

 

Keywords: e-learning, projects, cross-cultural, project management, e-learning project 

development, multinational, translation, adaptation, global 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

This chapter suggests a strategic approach to developing global e-learning within an 

organization. We will examine potential approaches global organizations should consider 

when developing e-learning for global use. As time and experience has shown us, e-learning 

in the global environment is not simply an issue of “culturally aware” instructional design 

methodology, but a management approach that must take into account the cultural dimensions 

and technology constraints global organizations need to navigate in order to successfully 

develop and implement global e-learning initiatives. To be clear, instructional design is a 

critical piece of the global development equation, but managing the organizational resources 

necessary to create meaningful e-learning that will be used in numerous cultures requires a 

management strategy that many companies still struggle with. 

As is often the case, hindsight is twenty-twenty – and after 20 years of working on global 

e-learning projects, several management factors which now seem obvious, slowly emerged 

after numerous challenges, missteps and a few successes. In an effort to make these key 

process management factors memorable, I have found the acronym COLDER© to be a useful 

mnemonic device. Table 1 provides a brief description of each management factor of the 

COLDER acronym and we will look at more detailed information and practical examples of 

each factor as we move through this chapter.  

It is helpful to keep in mind that the acronym is not a process model. There is no 

particular order in which these management factors should be followed, with the possible 

exception of Collaborate and Organizational structure which are usually the primary 

considerations when initiating and driving a new global e-learning project.  

Just to be clear we are not simply talking about language differences when working 

across cultures. In fact, an important concept we will refer to in this chapter is the concept of 

localization. 
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Table 1. The COLDER© Acronym. Copyright, Edward P. Nathan 2012 

 

Management 

Factor 

Description 

Collaborate Explores how various parts of the global organization can work together to 

develop global e-learning projects by identifying which countries should be 

considered as part of the development team. A key element of collaboration is 

being able to identify and select key stakeholders from the targeted countries. 

Organizational 

Structure 

Examines how to select what organizational functions and countries within the 

global organization need to be involved in order to drive a successful 

development process for global e-learning. 

Lowest Common 

Technology 

Refers to how we can assess the various technology platforms that exist in the 

organization. It considers the tactics and strategies that might be used to enable 

those parts of the organization with state of the art technology to take 

advantage of those capabilities, while allowing lower technology platform 

environments to still take part, albeit in a modified fashion, and leverage the 

technology they are able to access. 

Development 

Process and 

Design 

Examines some of the basic aspects of project management and instructional 

design and how those steps might be altered or adapted to accommodate 

cultural variations when creating e-learning for global implementation. 

Empathy Focuses on the dimensions that differentiate the various cultures within the 

global organization – recognizing that even within a single nation there may be 

multiple cultures to be considered. Further, we will discuss possible strategies 

and tactics for being able to develop approaches for global e-learning that 

accommodate the variations required by different cultures. 

Results Considers methods for evaluating the impact and results of global e-learning 

projects with the specific focus on examining the development process and how 

to use the results to drive process improvement for the next global e-learning 

development initiative. We will also examine how learner evaluations can be 

impacted by differences in culture. 

 

The concept of localization when used within the context of this chapter will mean both 

the translation of language contained within the e-learning program and the adaptation of 

content to address local cultural requirements. Adaptation may include changing content 

images, information and processes to match local culture. We will discuss examples of these 

in more detail later in this chapter. For now, let’s begin by examining how the 6 management 

factors in our COLDER acronym can help us manage our global e-learning projects more 

effectively - ultimately yielding greater impact for our learners. 

 

 

2. THE “COLDER” ACRONYM 
 

2.1. Collaborate 
 

While it may seem like stating the obvious, the most useful tool in driving global e-

learning is collaboration. I say this because the idea of collaboration across countries and 
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divisions frequently implies a process that may delay or complicate the development 

timelines. This is a significant concern for global e-learning project managers - particularly 

when working with very aggressive timelines. There are numerous ways to utilize 

collaboration without compromising the scope and timelines of an e-learning development 

project. The underlying issue that makes collaboration so important is that by including key 

stakeholders from specific countries, e-learning project managers can identify early in a 

project, where accommodations may need to be made to localize to cultural differences. This 

principle is best demonstrated by Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People with 

the habit entitled “Begin with the end in mind” (Covey, 2003). Knowing that an e-learning 

project is going to be used in numerous cultures – and identifying potential points where 

cultural differences may require localization early in the project, makes planning for the 

necessary allowances that much easier. 

For example, let’s assume a company is preparing an e-learning program to train its 

global sales force to launch a new personal electronic product worldwide. While the product 

might ultimately be launched in 100 countries or more, we are not suggesting that 

stakeholders from all 100 countries be involved in the e-learning development process. What 

we do suggest is that key learning stakeholders from the countries of first or early launch 

from each operating region of the world, be included on the development team. For example, 

if one assumes the global organization is divided into five regions: North America, Latin 

America, Europe, Middle East-Africa and Asia, that might add 5-10 people to the global 

project team. Why two people per region? One may be a technical subject matter expert and 

the other a learning expert. Their addition to the development team will add insight as to how 

the product is likely to be used in their region and the learning requirements needed to 

develop the e-learning program into a tool that is useful and impactful to the learners in their 

region. 

 

 

2.2. Organizational Structure 
 

Understanding the organizational structure is critical for driving collaboration. If the e-

learning project manager is only familiar with their part of the organization, they will find it 

very challenging to develop e-learning that can be used globally. This is usually more of an 

issue for the first few e-learning programs a company builds for potential global use. I have 

been involved in several projects where headquarters makes the decision to develop a global 

e-learning program and in a good faith effort, assigns a top notch project manager to the 

initiative. However, these top performers don’t know what they don’t know and what they 

don’t know is that cultural differences, not simply language differences, can make or break a 

global e-learning program. To the uninformed, the initial instinct is to build the e-learning 

program and simply distribute it to the relevant countries and let the countries deal with 

translation and adaptation – not realizing that to translate and adapt the program, the initial 

core materials need to be developed in such a way as to allow for easy content access in order 

to localize the source content. 

While this touches on the development and design factor of our acronym which we will 

discuss later, the novice global e-learning project manager needs to gather relevant input from 

key countries that will be using the program. In order to identify who they need to connect 

with, it is very important that they understand the organizational structure, i.e., who does 
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what. In addition they need to know what is the organizational communication process that 

provides the proper channels of communicarion and approvals. They must also know who and 

how to involve all those in the organization who need to be involved in the project – either 

directly or indirectly. This organizational knowledge is what will allow the e-learning 

development project manager to identify which countries in each region are likely to be the 

countries of “first launch” and who in those countries they need to reach out to – both for 

identifying content issues and for obtaining local approvals which may be tied to legal 

regulations. 

 

 

2.3. Lowest Common Technology 
 

This is one of the most challenging and in many cases, frustrating factor in developing a 

global e-learning program. It is also the factor that is going to have significant impact on the 

design decisions the project team is going to have to consider in their development process. 

What we mean by “Lowest Common Technology” is the need to identify by inventorying the 

various e-learning platforms the countries involved in this project have access to. If you are 

fortunate to work for a high tech company like IBM, or HP, you will frequently see the same 

platform available globally. If however, you work for a company that has not evolved to that 

level yet, you may see a wide variety of learning platforms around the world. 

It is important to note that we are not suggesting that the e-learning program being 

developed be designed to accommodate the lowest technology platform available to the 

organization. Quite the contrary, we believe the key is to find the most common widespread 

e-learning technology platform available in the countries that are the highest priorities and 

make that the lowest technology you will design your program for. Keeping in mind that 

technology is always changing at a significant rate, no single tool or solution will address the 

needs of all organizations. That is why this strategic approach is being advocated here, so that 

the project manager can adapt to changes in technology while still following an agreed-to 

global development strategy. 

 

Table 2. Technology Issues: Factors that need to be addressed when building  

global e-learning programs 

 

Issue Considerations 

Availability 

of computers 

Obviously, if you are planning to develop an e-learning program, it is imperative that the learner 

group in each of the countries receiving the training, have access to computers AND know how 

to use them. If they are not computer literate, then you may need to begin with a basic orientation 

program to teach basic computer skills. 

If there are not enough computers for all learners, there are some creative approaches that may be 

employed: Rent computers for the required timeframe of the learning initiative. Buy a pool of 

computers that can be moved from one learner population to another. The learners will “own” 

the computers only for the duration of their training period. If computers are not available in 

some of the target countries, then an alternate form of content delivery may need to be 

considered. 

Online 

versus 

Offline 

Does the company use a Learning Management System (LMS) that is available in the target 

countries? If so, the LMS has the potential to simplify the distribution of the e-learning program. 

If the LMS is not available, do the learners have access to an intranet or the internet? There are 

companies that offer LMS hosting services which can help program distribution and learner 

tracking. If LMS services are not available, would DVD’s, CDs or various forms of flash 

memory devices be a viable distribution technology?  
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Table 2. (Continued) 

 
Issue Considerations 

 The organization would also need to be able to track who has learning media so that DVDs, CDs 

or flash memory devices do not go “astray” and end up with a competitor. It is also important to 

be able to track where content is so that any content updates are distributed when available and 

older, outdated content removed from circulation.  

Finally, being able to track learner completions may be important in terms of compliance type 

training and to insure all learners have the latest information. This can only be achieved if 

learners can be tracked on a regular basis so that necessary updates and assessments can be 

delivered in a scheduled fashion. 

Bandwidth If online distribution is the distribution method of choice, bandwidth limitations in some 

countries may also become an issue. Depending on the location of the learners, will their online 

bandwidth be sufficient to allow the program to run as designed? Bandwidth can also affect 

functionality. Video imbedded in the e-learning program may not run as intended. Once 

approach is a blended method, where by video is distributed separately on some media, or 

downloaded to the learner prior to their taking the e-learning course. The e-learning program will 

then “call up” the video from the alternate media or file location on the computer so that a more 

seamless learning delivery process can be provided when bandwidth limitations are a concern. 

Tracking Depending on the program content, any regulatory or compliance requirements, may require 

learner tracking. Again, many of the issues mentioned above may impact your ability to track 

learners using the program. To be clear, there are several options for tracking. Depending on the 

requirement, organizations may want to track course progress, course completions or post course 

assessments. In the global arena, without an LMS, tracking learner progress is a challenging 

issue. Program completions can be tracked through an online signed declaration of completion 

by the learner. While not perfect or verifiable, a signed online declaration can still be useful for 

tracking purposes. If assessment is required, the assessment process can be segregated from the 

e-learning program so that if the e-learning program requires alternate media for delivery, 

learners may still be able to access an online assessment component that is less demanding of 

infrastructure resources. In worst case scenarios, learners can take their assessment(s) as part of 

their next group meeting under proctored supervision. 

Printing Following an e-learning experience, it is often useful for learner’s to receive some sort of job aid 

that reminds them of the key points delivered in the e-learning program. This can help with the 

important “knowledge transfer” phase of learning that supports learners’ transfer of knowledge 

to application on the job. This is also important in terms of supporting sustainability. Sometimes 

it is important that upon completing an e-learning course, learners are able to print out a course 

completion certificate as proof for the local operating affiliate to earn tax credits or meet local 

requirements for demonstrating employee development processes. If any of these issues are 

critical factors in the delivery of your global e-learning initiative, then it is necessary that you 

identify printing options early in your development process. 

Lastly, there may be markets or countries where access to computers is simply impractical. In 

those situations, companies have developed two versions of their training program: an interactive 

e-learning program and a more traditional print version. While this is not an ideal solution, it is 

an approach that allows a computer based solution for those markets that have the requisite 

technology and allows technology restrained markets to still receive some level of practical 

training – with content consistent to that of their technology enabled colleagues in other 

countries. Clearly, this will add cost to program development but will allow each market to 

utilize their optimal technology solution. 

Post 

Learning 

Support and 

Sustainability 

One of the most critical factors in driving learning into practical application is the post learning 

event transfer of knowledge to application. It is absolutely critical to the success of the program 

that learners and their supervisors have the knowledge, resources and incentives to effectively 

follow up on the learning immediately following the training. Resources to do this can vary 

greatly from country to country. The key is to drive your learning culture so that the e-learning 

program is not viewed as a distinct event, but as part of an ongoing learning process – of which 

the e-learning program is just one component. Not only is this a big change in thinking across 

countries, but it is also a challenge just within a company’s own culture. For more valuable 

information about developing a learning process as part of a learning culture, please see The Six 

Disciplines of Breakthrough Learning: How to Turn Training and Development Into Business 

Results by Calhoun W. Wick, Roy Pollock and Andy Jefferson. 
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There are a variety of issues around technology that need to be considered. Please see 

Table 2 for a list of the issues and the questions that need to be asked and answered. 

The items in this table are not the only technology issues one can consider when 

managing the development of e-learning across cultures, but they are a good starting point. 

Very often simply asking the questions above with your overseas colleagues will help create a 

dialogue that will not only answer the questions being posed, but will lead to broader 

discussions supporting potential innovative solutions surrounding learning technology 

limitations when working across cultures. 

 

 

2.4. Development Process and Design 
 

2.4.1. Project Management 

When working across cultures the e-learning development process requires excellent 

project management skills. Project management is a field in its own right and contains well 

defined skills which match up against clearly defined standards. There are many project 

management skills development programs on the market from universities and professional 

organizations which are available for global e-learning project development champions to 

help them build their PM skills. As such those specific skills go beyond the scope of this 

chapter. Our focus will be on how to adapt project management skills to serve the needs of 

driving a global e-learning development project. Some project management elements that are 

especially important in a global e-learning development process include: 

 

1) Collaboration – getting the right people on the project from the right functional areas 

and the right countries. 

2) Communicate, communicate, communicate – set up regular weekly or bi-weekly 

meetings (via teleconference) with the key stakeholders from all the relevant 

countries. 

a. Keep to a mutually agreed to schedule 

b. Have an agenda 

c. Identify concrete deliverables and objectives 

d. Use the meeting to resolve disconnects that may arise. 

e. Use the meeting to identify current deliverables and who is responsible for those 

deliverables.  

f. Be sure to begin each meeting by following up on the deliverables from the 

previous meeting. 

3) Set timelines that work for everyone, not just headquarters. 

4) Clearly define the deliverables and action items each team member is responsible for 

on weekly basis. 

5) Keep project sponsors up to date on the development process. Access their support 

for major impasses that may arise and which may need their guidance and resources 

to resolve. 
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2.4.2. Design 

Designing an e-learning program for global use adds at least one critical success factor to 

your development process: LOCALIZATION. As mentioned earlier, localization is both the 

translation of content into local languages as well as adapting/changing the content to be 

culturally relevant. While instructional designers need to be a part of your project team, there 

needs to be discussions, led by an advocate who is knowledgeable in e-learning design 

strategies, about what a cross cultural e-learning design strategy should be in order to allow 

markets to localize the program for use in different cultures. 

 

2.4.3. File Structure 

From a strategic standpoint one of the easiest ways to design your e-learning content for 

cultural adaptation is to properly plan out the “back-end” of your e-learning program. If you 

are using commercial authoring tools, you may not have that flexibility – so it is important 

that whatever authoring tools are used, you can create a file structure that can be optimized 

for localization,. Specifically, you need to structure your files so that the executable files that 

run the e-learning program can pull up text, video and graphic content from specific file 

locations that only house those specific file types. This will allow your affiliates to substitute 

an English language text file with a foreign language text file. The key is that both files will 

need to have an identical file name so that the executable program will “call up” the correct 

text file. This approach to structuring the back end of the program means that a centralized 

headquarters training department can create an English language program, but then the 

affiliates can extract the English text, video and graphics files, localize them, and then replace 

them with the foreign equivalents - so long as the file names are identical to the original 

English file names. This can make localization of an e-learning program easy and fairly 

efficient. 

The approach discussed above while simple in theory, does have some complications in 

practice. For example, if there are graphics with text overlays as a label, formatting and 

positioning translated text does require some additional adaptation. That is why it is highly 

recommended that a “Localization Guide” be developed for use by the affiliates in localizing 

the e-learning program. The guide would include the background to the program, explain the 

design and file structure and then provide specific directions to address issues such as adding, 

formatting to text and positioning translated labels to graphics. Other issues that need to be 

addressed may be: 

 

1) Language length – many languages take up more space than English to convey the 

same content. Screen design to allow for longer length text needs to be considered at 

the outset. 

2) Links to outside content need to be changed or validated as appropriate for the 

affiliate. 

3) Special formatting of text in the original program (such as bold, italics, underlining, 

etc.) needs to carry over to localized text and the Localization Guide needs to explain 

how to do that. 

 

Interestingly, if you have the resources to employ an outside vendor to assist with 

managing localization, you may want to consider reaching out to any of the global translation 

companies such as Berlitz, Lionbridge and others. Over the past decade, these companies 
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have acquired a great deal of knowledge and expertise for structuring different types of 

electronic content for ease of localization. While not training experts, they do understand how 

to structure electronic content and programming in such a way as to facilitate localization. 

Working with your instructional designers they can be extremely helpful. 

 

2.4.4. Language Pairings 

In some situations it is possible that certain countries share the cost of language 

translation since they share a common or related language. For instance, Germany, Austria 

and Switzerland may be able to partner on German language translations. Similarly, France, 

Belgium and French speaking Switzerland may also be able to partner on French language 

translations. In addition, Italy and Italian speaking Switzerland may also wish to partner on 

Italian language translations. 

While it would seem that Spain and most of Latin America could share translations, there 

are some very important differences. In my experience scientific and technical language is 

fairly similar among these many countries. However, when the content requires more 

common, every day colloquial language, the differences are profound. That said, while 

Colombia and Spain speak Spanish -and there are significant differences, in general it is still 

more cost efficient to translate Spanish language program into Colombian Spanish than trying 

to translate a similar English language program into Colombian Spanish. The same issues are 

true for translating a Portugal Portuguese program into a Brazilian Portuguese program. 

Interestingly too, our Portuguese colleagues indicated they if time permitted, it was cheaper 

and easier for them to translate a Spanish language program into Portuguese than to translate 

an English program into Portuguese. 

When translating content into any of the Chinese languages, it’s important to recognize 

that the different dialects are in fact close to being different languages. The difference 

between Cantonese and Mandarin are as if they are different languages – so it is critically 

important that the project team identify which Chinese dialect(s) are important as target 

languages for the e-learning project.  

 

 

2.5. Empathy 
 

In this context, Empathy is referring to the developers being aware of and sensitive to 

cultural differences that exist between groups and/or countries the e-learning program target 

learners come from. In order to build that awareness we need to discuss several concepts: 

Culture and Cultural Dimensions. 

 

2.5.1. Culture 

There are numerous definitions of culture, many of which reflect the discipline of the 

practitioner. Therefore, anthropology, sociology, and psychology all have varying definitions 

for culture. The one I like to use with business colleagues and learners is from Geert 

Hofstede, who defines culture as follows: “the collective programming of the human mind 

that distinguishes the members of one human group from those of another. Culture in this 

sense is a system of collectively held values” (Hofstede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010, p. 6). I 

prefer this definition because it refers to the concepts of “differentiation” and “comparison,” 
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which, as we will see later, are important components in defining cultural dimensions. 

Hofstede also put forward his view of how culture might be viewed as distinct from other 

forms of human behavior such as human nature, which is largely universal and inherited, and 

personality, which is specific to the individual and both inherited and learned. Although 

Figure 1 shows clearly delineated components of human behavior, in real life, the lines may 

not be so clear when working with any single individual.  
 

 

Figure 1. Hofstede’s Three Levels of Uniqueness in Human Mental Programming, p.6. Reprinted with 

permission from Hofstede, G., Hofstede, G. J., & Minkov, M. (2010), Cultures and organizations: 

Software of the mind, 3rd edition. New York: McGraw-Hill. Copyright © Geert Hofstede BV. 

2.5.2. Cultural Dimensions: Building a Cultural GPS 

But how do we navigate the infinite variety of human interactions that are driven by 

culture? Just as we use latitude, longitude and altitude to navigate the planet, there are 

coordinates or dimensions that could help us differentiate one culture from another. Due to 

the complexity of human culture, there would need to be significantly more coordinates 

needed to help us understand the infinite variety that results from such complexity. This 

analogy is not unique and has been used by businesses who consult with and support global 

companies in training personnel who work in the international marketplace. (Nathan & 

Foster, 2011) 

In his early research Hofstede defined four “dimensions” of culture. Since then other 

practitioners have characterized additional dimensions. That said cultural “dimensions” seem 

to require three criteria: 

 

1. The dimension needs to describe two ends of a spectrum. 

2. There needs to be two exemplar cultures that represent each end of that spectrum 

3. Most other cultures need to fit within the spectrum between the two extremes. 

 

This goes back to the earlier comments about Hofstede’s definition of culture referring to 

“differentiation” or “comparison”. Specifically, while each “end” of a cultural dimension has 

a unique description of that dimension’s properties, it is further defined by its “opposite” 

description at the other end of the spectrum. (Nathan & Foster, 2011) 

Let’s take a look at some of these dimensions. Most of the dimensions that have been 

characterized and that we are currently familiar with are listed in Table 3 along with their 

descriptions. These dimensions and their descriptions come from a variety of 
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author/researchers. We’ve included an Impact on e-Learning column to help demonstrate how 

the dimensions can affect your e-learning design. 

While we have listed 10 dimensions, there are others – so the list is not complete. 

However, experience tells us these tend to be the most widely recognized and as such offer 

great practical value in understanding what factors may impact content adaptations to your e-

learning program when working across cultures. Conversely, depending on your learning 

objectives, any individual e-learning program may not require you to deal with all ten of these 

dimensions for all the cultures you are working with. In fact, it is more likely you will need to 

address just 2-4 dimensions per culture in any single program. 

 

Table 3. Descriptions of the Cultural Dimensions 

 

Dimension Description Impact on e-Learning 

Uncertainty 

Avoidance: 

Strong vs. Weak  

“Uncertainty Avoidance is the degree to 

which the members of a society feel 

uncomfortable with uncertainty and 

ambiguity. This feeling leads them to 

beliefs promising certainty and to 

maintaining institutions protecting 

conformity. Strong Uncertainty 

Avoidance societies maintain rigid codes 

of belief and behaviour and are intolerant 

towards deviant persons and ideas. Weak 

Uncertainty Avoidance societies maintain 

a more relaxed atmosphere in which 

practice counts more than principles and 

deviance is more easily tolerated. The 

fundamental issue addressed by this 

dimension is how a society reacts on the 

fact that time only runs one way and that 

the future is unknown: whether it tries to 

control the future or to let it happen. Like 

Power Distance, Uncertainty Avoidance 

has consequences for the way people 

build their institutions and organizations 

(Hofstede, 1984, pp. 83 – 84).” 

In Strong Uncertainty Avoidance 

cultures: 

People address each other very formally 

Out of the box thinking and actions are 

discouraged 

Processes and communications are very 

clearly defined. 

Age, experience and seniority are very 

important. 

Weak Uncertainty Avoidance cultures: 

Interactions are less formal 

Creativity and challenging the status quo 

is encouraged 

Process are clearly defined but are open 

to change. 

Communication channels are more open. 

Accomplishment is more important than 

age and seniority 

All these factors need to be considered 

when developing content for a global e-

learning program. This will be 

particularly true when developing content 

that focuses on interpersonal skills. 

Collectivism vs. 

Individualism 

“Individualism stands for a preference for 

a loosely knit social framework in society 

wherein individuals are supposed to take 

care of themselves and their immediate 

families only. Its opposite, Collectivism, 

stands for a preference for a tightly knit 

social framework in which individuals 

can expect their relatives, clan, or other 

in-group to look after them in exchange 

for unquestioning loyalty (it will be clear 

that the word "collectivism" is not used 

here to describe any particular political 

system). The fundamental issue 

addressed by this dimension is the degree 

of interdependence a society maintains 

among individuals. It relates to people's 

self-concept: ‘I’ or ‘we’ (Hofstede, 1984, 

p. 83).” 

Depending on the content, there may 

need to be a shift in focus from 

individual actions to group based 

actions. Engaging learners by focusing 

on individual accomplishment vs. team 

accomplishment as appropriate to the 

cultures involved. 
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Table 3. (Continued) 

 

Dimension Description Impact on e-Learning 

Large vs. Small 

Power–Distance: 

Hierarchal vs. 

Egalitarian 

“Power Distance is the extent to which 

the members of a society accept that 

power in institutions and organizations is 

distributed unequally. This affects the 

behaviour of the less powerful as well as 

of the more powerful members of 

society. People in Large Power Distance 

societies accept a hierarchical order in 

which everybody has a place which needs 

no further justification. People in Small 

Power Distance societies strive for power 

equalization and demand justification for 

power inequalities. The fundamental 

issue addressed by this dimension is how 

a society handles inequalities among 

people when they occur. This has 

obvious consequence for the way people 

build their institutions and organizations 

(Hofstede, 1984, p. 83).” 

Content that challenges hierarchal 

structures and processes may need to be 

adapted to fit a status oriented culture. 

Content that suggests a hierarchal 

structured approach to a process may 

need to be adapted to fit more egalitarian 

loosely structured cultures. 

Masculinity vs. 

Femininity  

Masculinity stands for a preference in 

society for achievement, heroism, 

assertiveness, and material success. Its 

opposite, Femininity, stands for a 

preference for relationships, modesty, 

caring for the weak, and the quality of 

life. This fundamental issue addressed by 

this dimension is the way in which a 

society allocates social (as opposed to 

biological) roles to the sexes (Hofstede, 

1984, p. 84).” 

In masculine oriented societies content 

that demonstrates opposing elements are 

frequently framed in terms of war 

scenarios or sports analogies. In 

feminine oriented societies content that 

demonstrates opposing elements may be 

presented in terms of maintaining 

balance or building consensus instead of 

confrontation. 

Low vs. High 

Context 

A low context culture “assumes a high 

degree of shared knowledge on the behalf 

of a transaction partner and this deals 

only in such tangible aspects of the deal 

as facts, figures and performance. The 

atmosphere and the personal relationship 

with the business partners means little. In 

a low context culture, business can be 

conducted without ever meeting face-to-

face (Mitchell, 2009, p. 179).”  

A high-context culture “places great 

value on the intangible aspects of a 

negotiation or a business deal. 

Individuals from such cultures look 

beyond the facts and figures and take into 

consideration such factors as personal 

relationships, atmosphere and attitudes 

towards respect, religion and trust.  

For high context cultures, intangible 

elements of content can be extremely 

important. The intangibles supply a 

context that low context cultures may 

take for granted. Therefore, content for 

use with high context cultures may need 

to be adapted to include the intangibles 

such as relationships, hierarchies, 

deference and other interpersonal 

elements that low context cultures may 

not value to the same degree. 

Low vs. High 

Context 

(continued) 

Business can never be conducted without 

a face to face meeting (Mitchell, 2009, p. 

178).” The concept of “Saving Face” is 

very important in these cultures. 
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Dimension Description Impact on e-Learning 

Inductive vs. 

Deductive 

Reasoning 

With inductive reasoning we go from 

detailed facts to establish general 

principles. For example we could say that 

all of the ice we’ve examined so far is cold 

therefore all ice is cold. Inductive 

reasoning is often attributed to Socrates 

and as such is often referred to as the 

Socratic method. 

In deductive reasoning practitioners move 

from the general to the specific. For 

example: all men are mortal. Napoleon is a 

man. Therefore, Napoleon is mortal. 

Deductive reasoning is sometimes referred 

to as Cartesian logic based on the writings 

of Renée Descartes.  

This dimension may impact the order in 

which content is presented. These 

concepts will have an influence on how 

people make decisions. By using 

different methods of logic, different 

information may be required at different 

points in the process and alternate 

conclusions reached. This dimension 

can have a significant impact on the 

flow of e-learning content. 

Relationship vs. 

Task Driven 

In a Relationship driven culture “personal 

friendships and personal chemistry are 

critical elements in order to conduct 

business. Because there is a lack of 

contract law, personal trust must be built 

into such a culture before any business can 

be conducted. In a Task driven culture 

business is conducted on an impersonal 

basis and is driven by the deal, not the 

participants. Because of the presence of a 

strong legal system, personal relationships 

are not needed to conduct business 

transactions or seal contracts (Mitchell, 

2009, p. 180).” 

When an e-learning program is 

presenting transactional content, this 

dimensional continuum can present very 

challenging options to the program 

designer. In fact, there may need to be 

two versions of the content: one that 

focuses on a relationship based 

transaction and another that focuses on a 

task based transactions. In global 

organizations, there may be an 

overriding organizational culture that 

demonstrates a preference for either a 

task oriented or relationship oriented 

approach – or even some hybrid of the 

two. That corporate norm may provide 

the direction the e-learning content 

should take. 

Time: 

Polychronic vs. 

Monochronic 

“A polychronic society uses time to 

accomplish diverse goals simultaneously 

and to interact with as many individuals as 

possible – even at the same time. In such a 

society the sequential approach to tasks is 

seen as undesirable.  

This too, is content that is difficult to 

reconcile.  

Time: 

Polychronic vs. 

Monochronic 

(continued). 

Polychronism is a characteristic of 

emerging economies. In a monochronic 

society time is used for ordering one's life, 

for setting priorities and for doing tasks in 

a sequential order – one thing at a time. 

Most of the societies of the developed 

world are monochronic (Mitchell, 2009, p. 

179).” 

However, in global organizations, there 

may be an overriding organizational 

culture that describes the norm when it 

comes to meeting times, work schedules 

and other activities that are time based. 

If that is the case, then the e-learning 

program needs to reflect those 

organizational cultural norms. 

Proxemics 

(Personal Space)  

“The formal term for the study of the 

amount of personal space that individuals 

demand or expect in their interactions with 

other people. How closely people position 

themselves to another person during a 

conversation can communicate what type 

of relationship exists between them 

(Mitchell, 2009, pp. 179 -180).” 

While this dimension may be addressed 

in the text based content of your e-

learning program, it may be better 

demonstrated by the graphics or videos 

used by the program to show the use of 

space between people as appropriate to a 

specific culture. That is why localization 

is more than simply translating text, but 

may require graphics and videos 

specific to a particular culture. 
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Table 3. (Continued) 

 

Dimension Description Impact on e-Learning 

Generational 

differences 

Some cultures have a very high degree of 

respect for the elders in their societies 

regardless of their capabilities 

achievements. Other cultures treat their 

seniors with a lack of respect or perhaps 

more appropriately described as 

“indifference”. 

The images and language used in an e-

learning program need to have the 

flexibility to adapt to these variations of 

culture if there are elements of 

generational differences as an integral 

part of the e-learning program. 

 

Just to be clear, in terms of developing global e-learning, understanding how these 

cultural dimensions may impact learner engagement and content relevance is extremely 

important in creating programs that have real meaning to learners. For instance, if we were 

developing an e-learning program on employee recruitment and selection, several of the 

dimensions may influence our program content and design. For example, if we look at the 

dimension of task oriented versus relationship oriented business interactions, there can be 

potential for serious cross cultural conflict. In societies where legal systems are not fully 

advanced, the use of personal relationships to vouch for job candidate’s suitability for a 

position is considered an appropriate contributing factor in the decision to hire someone. It’s 

like using personal references on steroids, as the primary basis for candidate selection. In 

other societies where legal systems have developed to support background checks and 

validation of academic and professional credentials, the hiring focus is more on achievements 

and deliverables that impact the business or organization. Therefore, the content of a 

recruitment and selection e-learning program may need to be adapted to provide additional 

background to learners of one culture (the relationship oriented culture in this example) to 

address their cultural preferences as you guide them to the approach utilized by the parent 

organization which uses the alternate cultural approach for this business process – in this case 

task oriented assessment. Therefore your e-learning design may have to take into account 

additional content and screens that may be “turned on” or “turned off” based on the target 

culture(s) of the program.  

It is important to note that the same accommodations will have to be considered for some 

of the other cultural dimensions as you proceed to develop your e-learning programs. 

Depending on the program’s learning objectives and the target cultures receiving the 

program, decisions will need to be made as to whether some cultural dimensions are relevant 

to the program content or not. This assessment early in your program development process 

can help you focus your localization efforts on the relevant cultural issues. 

 

 

2.6. Results 
 

2.6.1. Tracking Process Results 

Just to be clear, this topic on results is focused both on evaluating your global e-learning 

development process as well as determining the business results or impact your learners will 

have as a result of taking the e-learning program. Being able to track your development 

process will help to inform any future global e-learning efforts you may lead. Experience has 

shown that there are at least three opportunities to evaluate your development process: 1) 
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Establishing regular milestones as part of the project management process; and 2) surveying 

the key stakeholders immediately following the completion of key milestones in the project as 

ongoing, real-time “reality checks”; and 3) surveying the key stakeholder population 

immediately following the completion the entire development process. 

The key milestones help the team reconfirm that the project is moving along as needed 

and that potential changes in business needs have not required a change or realignment of 

your global e-learning content and/or development process. These milestones are often based 

on certain deliverables that need tobe completed during the project. As reported by 

stakeholders experienced in the global processes, the most stressful and challenging aspects 

of developing these global projects are the changes to deadlines or deadlines that are too tight 

or unrealistic. This issue, more than most, can also limit global key stakeholder participation 

in your project due to the perception that local needs regarding timing are not being 

considered and regardless of collaborative input, deadlines are being imposed, not negotiated. 

Surveying key contributors to your development process about their experience and 

perception of the process can be very helpful. Asking specific questions around various 

aspects of the process will allow you to possibly adapt your current procress and better 

manage any future projects. In addition, specific questions around the communication 

process, collaboration, work process, decision making process, team interaction, deliverables, 

deadlines and suggestions can all generate a lot of useful information which can help 

demonstrate to management the value of your collaborative approach. 

 

2.6.2. Measuring Learner Results 

Clearly the objective of most global e-learning programs is to get people to behave 

differently following the training event. We typically do this by measuring any learning that 

occurred and whether that learning is applied back on the job. If we look to the Kirkpatrick 4 

levels of learner evaluation (Kirkpatrick, 1998), we can adapt that model to global use –but 

with a number of caveats that might impact evaluation design due to cultural differences. 

Below please find a table that both recaps the 4 levels in the Kirkpatirck Model and includes a 

column that summarizes key cross cultural considerations that can impact your evaluation 

design. 

In all candor, evaluating training across cultures can be a book in and of itself and goes 

beyond the scope of this chapter. If you are interested in learning about measuring training 

ROI in the global environment, there is a text called Measuring ROI in Learning and 

Development: Case Studies from Global Organizations by Patricia and Jack Philips from 

ASTD Press (2012) which provides a series of ROI case studies conducted in different 

countries and across cultures. 

 

Table 4. Adapted from the Kirkpatrick Model 

 

Level Purpose Description Cultural Consideration 

1 Reaction Level 1 is meant to gauge 

learner reaction immediately 

following the learning event. 

It is very subjective but 

immediate and provides 

feedback on the learning 

process or event. 

Some cultures, especially from Asia use high 

context methods of communication which may 

preclude being able to supply direct feedback if the 

feedback is seen as “negative”. Many cultures 

have a strong sense of “saving face” and will not 

say things that are critical of the learning program, 

even if the criticism is justified. 
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Table 4. (Continued) 

 

Level Purpose Description Cultural Consideration 

   Also, in some cultures picking the extreme value 

on either end of a spectrum, as in the commonly 

used Likert scale (please circle a number between 

1 and 5 where 1 is poor and 5 is excellent), may 

provide misleading feedback since again, the 

learners in an effort to “save face” for the owners 

of the program, soften their true reaction by not 

selecting a 1 or 5 even if those selections more 

truly represent their reaction to the program. 

2 Knowledge Level 2 is intended to see if 

the learner gained the 

knowledge the program was 

intended to impart. It can be 

very objective in testing an 

increase in knowledge of the 

subject matter either against 

a standard level of 

knowledge, or in comparing 

a pre-test result to a post test 

result. 

Level 2 testing can use a number of question 

methodologies that can include multiple choice, 

matching, ordering a sequence, or open field 

questions – just to name a few. In the world of e-

learning, open field question are probably the most 

difficult to grade due to challenges in finding 

common responses - and translation issues just add 

to that complication. A challenge to multiple 

choice questions is that incorrect answers that are 

designed to be close to the correct answer, may 

prove challenging to translate and make it more 

difficult for the learner to select between 2 or more 

“close” answers – only one of which is truly 

correct. In general, the quality of translation for a 

level 2 evaluation is critical in insuring the 

integrity of the evaluation process across different 

cultures. This can make using level 2 assessments 

for standardized certification purposes more 

difficult. 

3 Application Level 3 evaluations should 

be designed to see if the 

learner actually applies what 

they learned in the program 

to their actual work 

responsibilities. 

While most companies regularly perform level 1 

and 2 evaluations on most of their programs, level 

3 requires someone to observe the learner actually 

applying their new knowledge and skills on the 

job. Or, the learner on the job activities are 

automatically monitored by some process. In the 

case of direct observation, this means the 

observers, either the learner’s supervisor or a 

colleague of the learner, need to be trained on how 

to properly observe the learner applying their skills 

and knowledge. Therefore, any checklist or 

observer form will also need to be localized for use 

in different cultures and may need to reflect 

variations in application due to cultural 

differences. 

4 Impact Level 4 attempts to measure 

the business impact which 

results from the application 

of knowledge and skills by 

the learner. This can include 

an ROI analysis and the use 

of other metrics to determine 

the impact of the learning on 

the business. 

It is important to remember that not all training 

programs need to measure their business impact. 

For example, if you know that cashiers need to be 

trained, the evaluation issue is more around which 

training program provides the best results for the 

lowest costs. So one would look at key metrics 

such as number of transactions per hour, number 

of incorrect transactions, cash handling errors, etc. 

Basically numbers that can be tracked regardless 

of culture. Cultural differences come into play 

when interpreting and communicating the results 

of those measures.  
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Level Purpose Description Cultural Consideration 

   If you are conducting an actual ROI study, you 

will need to collect data that is both quantitative 

and qualitative. As stated previously, the 

quantitative data “is what it is” and cultural 

differences will not greatly impact those results. 

However, the way the qualitative data is collected 

will be strongly influenced by cultural differences 

in the manner that questions are designed, asked 

and analyzed. Once again, cultural differences will 

impact how both quantitative and qualitative data 

is communicated to key stakeholders. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

There is no magic wand or one set of absolute principles that can guide a global e-

learning project manager through an airtight process that will avoid difficulties. Rather, we’ve 

raised some key issues and opportunities which will allow the project manager to ask critical 

questions regarding the localization requirements of target cultures. We suggest some best 

practices that involve collaboration, open communications, respect and negotiation in order to 

develop solutions specific to the global needs of the project and its key stakeholders.  

Working across cultures to develop global e-learning is a management art. It takes 

patience, great communication skills, empathy, and a willingness to avoid making 

assumptions when things go off the rails. It is driven by a shared vision of what the 

organization can accomplish by leveraging its global learning resources. It requires an 

understanding that the organizational cultural and business objectives require members to 

collaborate in a productive endeavor that respects cultural diversity while finding effective 

processes to move the organization from where it is to where it needs to be. By offering a 

simple acronym and practical examples and insights, it is our intent to help global learning 

and development teams to be more effective in working with their global colleagues in the 

development of global e-learning. 
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