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Abstract

This article investigates the use and the satisfaction derived from e-learning training by sales representatives of com-

mercial banks in France.

The research carried out among these representatives concerns a banking training scheme which was followed from
work or from home. The analysis of the data gathered from about thirty interviews shows that learners were satisfied
with this e-learning even if it is regularly checked by their superiors. They particularly appreciated the flexibility and
the interactivity of e-learning which allowed them to develop new banking skills and to be more autonomous in their

commercial function.
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Introduction

The last few years have seen a rapid expansion in
distance learning courses offered to employees.
Using Internet, or magnetic media (hereafter e-
learning), this training has two objectives: skill ac-
quisition through an individualized course and re-
duced training costs (Kalika, 2000). These two ad-
vantages of e-learning are specifically highlighted
by software engineering firms which offer complete
standard training courses that can be followed with a
minimum of assistance, such as office automation
courses. Thus, e-learning offers the right training
course, at a convenient time, for all (to suit their
level and preferred way of learning) and seems to be
one of the best solutions to overcome cost con-
straints. It is, therefore, possible to study from ones
work station with complete autonomy, and to pro-
gress at one’s own pace. However, this freedom
soon comes up against the hard reality of the profes-
sional environment. The employee, whether he has
had the training suggested by his superior or has
made himself the request, often finds himself left to
his own devices and must constantly juggle between
his training and his work. This situation is especially
pertinent for sales staff who must divide their time
between negotiations directly with customers or
potential customers, doing all their paperwork and
following their chosen training course. In France,
the human resources management of several bank-
ing networks have decided to adopt a policy of e-
learning, to enable their sales staff, to improve their
knowledge in various banking fields such as bank-
ing regulations, financial markets, and asset man-
agement. However, the results appear mixed even
within the same organisation. On an academic level,
most research has dealt with the description, advan-
tages and methods of e-learning. Little research has
focussed on the acceptance of e-learning and more

© Erick Leroux, Jean-Michel Sahut, 2010.
8

practically on the success factors. This research
aims, therefore, to better understand the success of
the factors of an e-learning course, taking into ac-
count the specific temporal constraints of sales staff,
their expectations and the fact that they may not be
totally adept at using information and communica-
tion technology.

This article is organized as follows. Section 1 defines
the concept of e-learning, its role in training and its
advantages. Section 2 reveals the results of a study
carried out on bank sales staff, using a textual analy-
sis of the semi-structured interviews we conducted. In
particular, we discuss the sales staff's perception of
their e-learning banking course as well as the moni-
toring role of the human resources management.

1. E-learning: concept, advantages, disadvantages
and risks

In this section, we start by defining the concept of e-
learning and then we look at e-learning as a learn-
ing process. Lastly, we discuss the advantages and
the limitations of this training method, and the
risk of the student abandoning the course.

1.1. Conceptual framework, definition and
concepts. According to Kaplan-Leiserson (2000),
“e-learning is a training process by which individu-
als acquire new skills or knowledge thanks to in-
formation and communication technologies” (here-
after ICT). E-learning or training, using new tech-
nology, makes distance training possible. Broadly
speaking, distance training is characterized by a
separation in the acts of teaching and learning; a
modular approach to teaching; a quasi-industrial
production of educational material and the isolation
of the learner. Distance training already existed
before ICT but the latter has taken it to another
level. Several theorists and practioners have tried to
clarify the concept of e-learning by highlighting its
main features. Keegan (1994), for example, identi-
fies six main elements:
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1. The geographical distance between the teacher
and the learner. Contrary to traditional face-to-
face teaching (F2F), in which the method of
knowledge transfer depends on the capacity of
the teacher to teach the lessons, distance training
relies mainly on putting the learner in touch with
the information through pre-prepared situations.

2. The fact that the training organisation guaran-
tees the quality of the teaching material/method
(a team of content developers conceive the
training situations), whereas in traditional teach-
ing, it is the teacher who carries out the teaching
activity in front of the learners.

3. A blended learning approach, using different
media. The training uses communication de-
vices since the totality of the course work can
only be transmitted to the learner by ICT even
when the communication between learner and
teacher is in real time.

4. Bidirectional communication is an essential
characteristic of distance training. Distance
training should not be perceived as only a tool
for sending documents as it gives learners ac-
cess to tutors (facilitators), who they can contact
directly.

5. The possibility of organizing remote meetings
(virtual classroom). This enables learners on the
same course to meet and discuss specific areas
of the coursework.

6. The integration of this practice in a system of
industrial production. E-learning is a product
whose educational material must be created,
marketed and distributed.

For the student e-learning is a vector of change. It
provides a different learning experience by acquir-
ing various levels of skills autonomously.

1.2. E-learning and training. E-learning offers the
student a personalized learning program, but this
method of training requires him, beforehand, to
possess certain skills.

1.2.1. E-learning, individualized training. ICT has
allowed learners to be more autonomous by choos-
ing individualized training courses, corresponding to
their expectations in terms of content and training
method. E-learning is not so much a demand-based
as an offer-based system, which allows all learners
to follow the training programme whatever their
level, and to use the teaching aid and the method
that they prefer. It is very flexible because of its
modular approach. In practical terms by using Inter-
net or Intranet networks, e-learning can be:

¢ Synchronous: the training is carried out in real-
time and can take several forms depending on
the degree of interaction with the teacher and

the other learners such as a lesson by videocon-
ference; a virtual class created through a learn-
ing management system (LMS); an online chat
with the teacher, etc.

¢ Asynchronous with discussion forums or a
learning management system which allows
teachers or tutors to follow the students work
through e-mail (Zornada, 2005). The learner
progresses at his own pace working on modules
which give him access to different stages of the
course, demonstrations, exercises and external
resources (links to web pages or files to be
downloaded).

Ultimately, e-learning is based on an individualized
training method. It is also a method of skill acquisi-
tion integrated in the human resource development
strategy, using electronic media to connect to a tutor
via a training centre. Although, the tool is attractive,
minimal skills are still required to be able to follow
an e-learning course.

1.2.2. Pre-requisite skills and acquired skills. Even
if e-learning allows the learner to acquire skills, he
must already possess certain skills to be able to
benefit fully (Looney, 2009). To be able to partici-
pate in an e-learning session requires confident use
of multi-media and Internet tools as well as good
writing skills, which is a precondition to the use of
any new training method (Davis et al., 1989). E-
learning allows the learner more time to make re-
marks or ask questions compared to the F2F
model. Consequently, he can think in greater depth
about the course content to identify eventual diffi-
culties which he may encounter. When the learner
is in discussion with the tutor, he makes more ef-
fort to explain his problems because the tutor will
have to understand him immediately, if it needs a
clear answer. In addition, the means of communi-
cation encourages the learner to re-read his notes
and better prepare what he wants to ask the tutor.
In the case of discussion forums, when he dis-
cusses with other learners, the student has to for-
malize his remarks well in order to interest the
other learners and to provoke a reaction. In other
words, the relevance and the clarity of the message
will encourage (or not) the other learners to answer
or start a debate. Certain training courses require
the learner to keep a learning strategy which is
imposed by the programme. This is subsequently
monitored to check that the work has been carried
out and matched the set objectives. However, other
training courses, like those for language learning,
offer the learner the possibility to follow a non-
linear progression. In other words, he can choose
between modules which focus on dialogue, gram-
mar or vocabulary.
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1.3. Advantages, disadvantages and risks for the
company. Banks attach great importance to training
members of their sales force because to a large ex-
tent the success of the sales policy depends on them.
In addition to the contents of the training, the
method of skills acquisition is just important. The
type of training course chosen (F2F or remote) de-
pends on the perceived advantages but also on the
limitations, and, in particular, on the risk of the
learners abandoning the course.

1.3.1. Advantages and limitations for the company.
The most frequently quoted argument in favour of e-
learning is primarily the reduced cost compared to F2F
training'. Indeed, e-learning enables a reduction of:

¢ costs associated with the training, such as travel-
ling expenses and accommodation;

¢ costs linked to the learner’s availability thanks
to the optimization of time management;

¢ overall costs of the training by choosing self-
study or online training for the employee in or-
der to concentrate the trainer’s contribution in
areas with greater added value (sharing experi-
ences, examples from real life situations, etc.).

By dematerializing the training space’®, e-learning
can be made cost-effective by making the e-learning
applications available on learning management sys-
tems which can be used by a large number of learn-
ers. Thus, it gives a better return on investment for
training schemes and ensures that the content of the
training courses and the message transmitted are
identical whatever the country.

1.3.2. Limits of e-learning and the risks of aban-
donment. Although, e-learning provides the firm
with numerous advantages compared to a traditional
F2F course, the limitations of this innovating
method of training should be considered. The prin-
cipal limitations of e-learning are the following:

¢ solitary learning is not appropriate for all learn-
ers. Asking questions by e-mail or Internet dis-
cussion forums is an imperfect solution to the
need for interaction and the exchange of ideas
and viewpoints;

¢ the learner has difficulty studying continually
for more than an hour;

¢ the effort required to study by e-learning is
greater than for traditional study methods. The
learner cannot be passive: he is the main player
in his training. Some learners risk falling into
‘surfing’ mode;

" http://www.llmagazine.com/e_learn/resources/pdfs/ROI_training.pdf.
2 For international companies, e-learning facilitates the training of em-
ployees working on different sites around the world.
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¢ technical constraints: each connection consti-
tutes a potential problem.

In addition, the risk of the learner is abandoning the
training.

Studies show a drop out rate of approximately 30%
for students in Britain and America (MSJC Re-
search Office, 2004). This rate remains difficult to
measure because its definition is prone to interpreta-
tion, and the organizations are reluctant to commu-
nicate on this topic, with adult learners (one can
suppose that this rate is lower because, by defini-
tion, they are more responsible). Nevertheless, they
need to find the necessary resources (time in par-
ticular) to take part in a training activity and to pro-
gress, which undeniable seems difficult for some.
Also, it is legitimate to question how well the e-
learning courses intended for bank sales advisors
achieve the goals set by the firm and the learners.

On a theoretical level, several authors have tried to
explain the drop out rate for learners. In particular,
Kember (1990) offered an explanatory model by first
asking himself what was the difference between stu-
dents who blamed their failure on not being able to
reconcile their studies with the other constraints in
their life, and those who, even with the same con-
straints, made a success of their studies. This model
takes into account the capacity of the learner to inte-
grate all the components related to his situation,
knowing that each one influences the others. Thus,
Kember’s model includes the following components:

¢ the commitment and motivation to follow the
training;

¢ the characteristics of the learner: type, age, civil
status, number of children;

¢ social elements related to work, pedagogical ap-
proach (media used) and to the style of training;

¢ various aspects such as costs related to the train-
ing and its duration, and the learner’s expecta-
tions about the benefits of the training.

2. Empirical validation, main results and discussion

This paper uses an abductive approach. The aim of
the exploratory study presented below is to better
understand the conditions for success of e-learning
courses used in the banking sector.

2.1. Presentation of methodology. As it concerns
an exploratory phase of research, we chose a quali-
tative approach allowing us to better understand the
point of view of sales staff on a banking e-learning
course. The data was collected using semi-
structured individual interviews with sales staff
working for branches of various banking networks
in France. Then we analyzed the words (copied
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down in writing) of 33 sales advisors. Written dia-
logue provides an advantage in terms of structure,
discipline and homogeneity. The totality of the cor-
pora represents approximately 18 pages in Word
format, using single-spaced Times New Roman 12.
Taking into account the total volume of the corpus
collected, the data was exploited using textual statis-
tics. We used Alceste software which is well adapted
to this type of approach. The analysis, which follows,
presents the results of the textual data processing.

2.2. Textual statistical analysis. The analysis of
the collected data was carried out using Alceste
software'. The principle of this method is as fol-
lows: the corpus to be analysed is divided into
segments of text and one can see the distribution of
full words in these segments which gives to
method the name: “Analysis of co-occurent lex-
emes in a series of the text segments” (Reinert,
1990; 1998).

Table 1. English translation of the segmentation

Class 1 (12% of ECUs) Class 4 (26% of the ECUs) Class 5 (30% of the ECUs)

Reduced forms trlfgélje;gs Khi2 Reduced forms ECg;gsthe Khi2 Reduced forms trlfchIJe;gs Khi2
hour+ 13 107.00 chronometr< 8 62.52 course 11 97.06
Intranet 11 88.65 verificat+ion 6 45.96 end+ 11 97.06
reason+ 10 79.76 service+ 5 37.93 test+ 11 87.86
character 10 79.76 know+ 5 37.93 sanction+ 10 87.33
virtu+al 10 71.25 employ+e 6 23.66 success+ 9 77.79
week+ 12 69.63 plan+ 3 22.32 deliver+ 9 77.79
teach+er 62.52 time 8 21.15 course 11 54.11
individual+ 4215 course 7 14.50 certificate 5 50.32
dynam+1 37.98 follow 7 13.20 diploma+ 6 50.32
train+ 10 35.47 access 7 13.20 advice 5 41.52
post 22.62 do+ 7 8.53 customer+ 5 41.52

Note: The original segmentation with French words is in Appendix A.

The corpus contains 609 distinct forms, 156 reduced
forms, 303 hapaxes. The first class (12% of the ECU)
is related to the fourth class and both are related to
the fifth class according to the factorial analysis.

The first class looks at e-learning courses followed by
sales staff (words include: Intranet, to teach, virtual —
intranet, animer, virtuel). In a standard sentence, we
have: “C is a training course which lasts one year.
The position held in my bank branch is adviser to
private customers. At a pace of several hours per
month, 1 am studying an e-learning training course
which is taught interactively by virtual characters”.

The forth class deals with the monitoring set up by the
HR management to make sure that the sales staff fol-
low the e-learning course regularly (with significant
words such as: chronometer, checking, knowledge,
course — chronometre, vérification, savoir, parcours).
The significant sentences are: “Each course is timed
with a chronometer. Lastly, it is important to note that
my company’s training department has access to my
training program, and can, therefore, carry out checks
to know if the course has been followed”.

The fifth class looks at the point of view of the sales
staff concerning the e-learning training which they
are following (with the words: course, test, diploma,
advice — cursus, test, diplome, conseil). An example
of a typical sentence would be: “...that allows us to
provide our customers with good quality advice.

Each training course at a professional level is
evaluated, using tests at the end of the course. A
certificate is awarded which confirms that the train-
ing course has been successfully completed”.

Table 2. English translation of the segmentation

Class 6 (12% of ECUs) Class 7 (20% of the ECUs)
ECU )
Reduoed | jpthe | kg | Peduoed | ECUIMMe | yp
class
pace+ 5 22.82 | product+ 14 78.20
company+ 7 22.57 | management< 11 75.20
method+ 4 18.08 | assets+ 11 75.20
will+ 5 17.48 | tax+ 11 75.20
fact 7 16.30 | sales+ 11 75.20
work< 3 1343 | title+ 12 68.69
share+ 3 | 1343 gﬁggassur' 8 58,53
obtain 4 12.97 | security+ 8 53.03
lesson 7 10.39 | market+ 8 53.03
salary+ 8 9.44 | financial+ 8 46.76
flexible+ 3 8.67 | internationa+l 9 45.94

Note: the original segmentation with French words is in Ap-
pendix B.

Classes 6 and 7 are linked and deal with the organiza-
tion necessary for the learner to follow the training
course, and the content of the banking training course.

! http://webu2.upmf-grenoble.fr/adest/seminaires/alceste/ AlcesteFr.htm.
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The sixth class deals with the organization necessary
for the sales staff to be able to follow their e-learning
training (with the significant words such as: pace,
method, willingness — rythme, méthode, volonté).
The significant sentences are: “Whether this training
works depends on the willingness of those who are
Jfollowing it. It is totally self-paced. For the employer
the main benefit lies in the fact that employee stays in
the company and does not cause any disruption’.

The seventh class deals with the contents of the
banking course followed by the sales staff (with the
significant words: product, management, assets,
bancassurance, international — produit, gestion,
patrimoine, bancassurance, international). The
significant sentences are: “My e-learning training is
for banking sales advisors. 1 am taking various
courses which were offered to me: taxation of bank-
ing products, safety and security, regulation of in-
ternational financial markets, marketing bancassur-
ance products and asset management’.

Our analysis mainly shows that the e-learning de-
bate on training in and improving the use of finan-
cial tools focuses on two areas:

¢ the first relates to the questions of how the
course is studied, the subject taught and how
satisfied the sales staff are to be following this
banking course since it is accessible not only
from the bank branch but also from their home;

¢ the second highlights the monitoring of the em-
ployee by the training department and the HR
department within the framework of this train-
ing, as well as the level of skills and knowledge
that he must acquire.

2.3. Discussion. Generally, e-learning is a vector of
change for the sales staff working in the banking
networks and for the firm, since it:

¢ favours the compatibility between the needs of
the learner and the training;

¢ frees itself from time and space constraints, in
particular for the sales staff whose superiors re-
quire them to remain at their work station cer-
tain days of the week, and for those who are re-
quired to travel frequently;

¢ simplifies the logistics (coordination of sched-
ules, transport, accommodation, etc.) and re-
duces the expenditure incurred with a traditional
F2F training course;

¢ offers employees more courses (number and
variety) for the same budget as F2F training.

The success of e-learning is also related to the inter-
activity between man and machine which refers us
back to a situation of man-machine dialogue (Li-
nard, 2001). Interactivity is characterized by the
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activation of any mechanisms which will allow in-
teraction in the interface. Its aim is to provide a
space, more often than not virtual, for the exchange
of information between the trainer and the trainee.
In a learning process, interactivity must primarily
guarantee three important points in an e-learning
course: the learner’s commitment, accessibility to
the information and the clarification of this informa-
tion. It enables sales staff to actively participate
remotely in a process of experiential training.

Interactivity also plays a crucial role in the online
training courses since it prevents a feeling of isola-
tion and can enable learners to ‘get together’ with-
out space-time constraints. Interactivity is first and
foremost the possibility of instantaneous communi-
cation, between two or more people, whose reac-
tions depend on the intensity of their learning ex-
perience. It also makes it possible to reduce the in-
hibiting effects of group learning. In some cases, the
sales staff can learn more easily when alone in front
of the computer than when in a group. It is the soli-
tude which is shown to be a learning accelerator due
to the elimination of the negative behaviour, which
can be observed within a group. The presence of
virtual characters (avatars) also contributes to the
success of the quality of the e-learning training for
the following reasons:

¢ the use of virtual characters provides situational
context, making it possible for the sales advisor
to picture each situation;

¢ the learning aid is animated, making it more
attractive, and the attention of learner is then
rapidly caught by the movements, the sounds of
the virtual characters and objects. The learner
has the impression that the characters talk to
him directly and that he is the sole recipient of
the information;

¢ the animation by virtual characters encourages the
sales staff to participate more actively by clicking
on them or on objects which surround them;

¢ the characters, the colours, the surroundings and
ergonomics help the sales staff to more easily
retain the contents of the training.

E-learning also raises the problem of the learner’s
commitment and of the effectiveness of the training. In
the case of distance learning courses in banking, most
are sanctioned by certificates. This facilitates the moni-
toring of the results by the HR department or the head
of training, leaving them to concentrate on monitoring
the length of time the sales staff are connected.

Conclusion

The research that we carried out on sales staff in
branch banking in France, led us to conclude that they
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perceive e-learning is an excellent device to supple-
ment their banking skills. E-learning enables them to
acquire new banking skills. For the sales staff in
branch banking e-learning is very effective since it
gives them the possibility to learn in an autonomous
way and at their own pace. E-learning ensures the sales
staff the flexibility that they are looking for, both to be
able to carry out their job as sales advisor and to learn
when they want, either in their branch or at home.
They also appreciate the presence of virtual characters

Corresponding to our expectations, we have noted
that the use of e-learning involves a new method
of supervision by the banks’ HR departments or
heads of training. They check the length of time
the sales staff are connected and they include it in
the organisation of the distance learning courses,
allowing their sales staff to be just as available for
the customers.

Lastly, the results of our research could be prolonged
by making a study of the banking institutions in order

who help them to better understand their course.

to draw up a typology of e-learning training strategies.
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Appendix A. The original segmentation with French words of the Table 1

Class 1 (12% of ECUs) Class 4 (26% of ECUs) Class 5 (30% of ECUs)

Reduced forms tEeCcLIJe\IQS Khi2 Reduced forms ECCL:a'QSthe Khi2 Reduced forms tﬁfélje:gs Khi2
heure+ 13 107.00 chronometr< 8 62.52 cursus 11 97.06
Intranet 11 88.65 verificat+ion 6 45.96 fin+ 11 97.06
raison+ 10 79.76 service+ 5 37.93 test+ 11 87.86
personnage 10 79.76 savoir+ 5 37.93 sanctionn+er 10 87.33
virtu+el 10 71.25 employ+e 6 23.66 reussite+ 9 71.79
semaine+ 12 69.63 Plan+ 3 22.32 delivrance+ 9 77.79
anim+er 62.52 temps 8 21.15 parcours 11 54.11
particulier+ 42.15 parcours 7 14.50 Attestation 5 50.32
dynam+1 37.98 suivre 7 13.20 diplome+ 6 50.32
forme+ 10 35.47 acces 7 13.20 conseil 5 41.52
poste 4 22.62 effectu+er 7 8.53 client+ 5 41.52
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Appendix B. The original segmentation with French words of the Table 2

Class 6 (12% of ECUs) Class 7 (20% of ECUs)

Reduced forms ECéIJ;gSthe Khi2 Reduced forms ECU in the class Khi2
rythme+ 5 22.82 produit+ 14 78.20
entreprise+ 7 22.57 gestion< 11 75.20
methode+ 4 18.08 patrimoine+ 1 75.20
volonte+ 5 17.48 fisca+l 11 75.20
fait 7 16.30 commercia+l 11 75.20
travail< 3 13.43 titre+ 12 68.69
part+ 3 13.43 bancassurance 8 58.53
obtenir. 4 12.97 securite+ 8 53.03
cours 7 10.39 marche+ 8 53.03
salarie+ 8 9.44 financier+ 8 46.76
souple+ 3 8.67 internationa+l 9 45.94
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