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In Finland, both public and private organizations are actively applying information and com-
munication technology (ICT) in adult education. Providing ICT-supported education, e-learn-
ing, requires focus on the virtual setting, but also on physical and human factors. Studying the
e-learning phenomenon from a service perspective gives new insights into how to provide bet-
ter learner satisfaction.
The article presents a qualitative two-case study. The cases come from Finnish organizations:

one case from a polytechnic and one case from a large company. The choice of cases gives an
excellent opportunity to compare practices between public and private sector. The cases have
been studied using participative case simulation, an action research method. This method
enables gathering of rich data, since all key players from the real-life case gather together to
share knowledge on a case that was realized in the near past. The researchers get to know
how the case was executed in its reality, and not an ideal version about how it should have
been realized.
After analyzing these cases from a service process point of view, a framework of e-learning

as service provisioning is presented in this article. This framework emphasizes the fact that
e-learning is a mixture of physical and virtual servicing. The most important service element
is the interaction between the learner and the tutor. The technology has not removed the impor-
tance of the human face; the role of a tutor is reshaping itself. Copyright # 2004 John Wiley &

Sons, Ltd.

INTRODUCTION

During the last few years, e-learning has become an
important study mode in Finnish adult education,
both in public educational institutions and private
companies. Organizations want to be recognized as
modern implementers of information and commu-
nication technology (ICT).

E-learning is believed to have an important role
in empowering learners. The rise of e-learning has
had an interesting side effect in some organiza-
tions: it has forced the management and teachers
to rethink the educational processes. The processes
that were not recognized in the past at all have

become more explicit (Moisio, 2002; Moisio et al.,
2003).

The objective of this article is to create better
understanding of e-learning as a service. In this
article, e-learning includes studying and teaching,
and the related administration that is supported
by ICT-based processes. The cases from a Finnish
polytechnic and a large Finnish company show
that e-learning extends beyond the virtual setting,
and is heavily dependent on physical service ele-
ments and human interaction. We pose the follow-
ing research questions:

� Based on two cases, which factors in the e-learn-
ing service offering are critical for learner satis-
faction?

� What implications can these cases have on the
general theories of service offerings in the
e-learning context?
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BACKGROUND THEORY

Learners as customers

The theoretical inspiration for this article is gained
mainly from the Nordic school of service manage-
ment (Grönroos and Gummesson, 1985). For a ser-
vice provider the focus of all activities is to provide
high customer satisfaction. For an educational insti-
tution, or a company that provides training, the
customer is the learner. The learner is also a mem-
ber of the organization. Therefore the service deliv-
ery process can be regarded as one application of
internal marketing (Varey, 1995; Varey and Lewis,
1999). Our research investigates the process from a
learner perspective to see how well the organiza-
tion responds to its implicit value proposition: the
organization as an e-learning service provider.

Service offering for the virtual marketplace

When developing a model for service management
in the organization, one has to fully understand
the overall setting of the service delivery process.
The model has to be observed from a customer
perspective to focus development activities on the
issues that hold the greatest value for the customer
(Grönroos, 1990, 2000).

To enhance understanding of the service as a
whole, Grönroos (1987) has designed the Augmen-
ted Service Offering model. This model was origin-
ally created for service offering in the physical
marketplace. It contains both the technical and func-
tional dimensions of the service. Later, Grönroos
et al. (2000) have refined the model into the NetOf-
fer model to meet also the needs of the Internet
age and virtual servicing. The NetOffer model
(Grönroos et al., 2000) is illustrated in Figure 1.
The model has been initially created based on a
case of Internet cinema ticketing, which is also
used in this article as an example to explain the
different elements that constitute the NetOffer
model.

Starting from the bottom level of the model, the
elements have the following characteristics:

� The development of a service starts from defin-
ing the service concept, to understand the entity
that a service organization provides. In the Inter-
net cinema ticketing example it can be formu-
lated as: ‘To offer tickets to movies supported
by value-adding information related to current
and future films easily accessible for a customer
any time or place convenient for him or her’.

� The core service is the reason for being on the mar-
ket; in our example: ‘An Internet-based way of
providing tickets to movies any time’.

The next level, facilitating and supporting service
elements, plus the user interface element, represent
the dimensions of technical quality in the model;
they answer to the basic question: What is being
offered to customers?

� Facilitating service elements are mandatory for the
usability of the core service. In the Internet cine-
ma ticketing example, online payment is one of
the facilitating service elements.

� Supporting service elements are not mandatory.
Their purpose is to differentiate the service from
competitor offerings. In our example, movie news
by e-mail represents one of the supporting service
elements. The borderline between facilitating and
supporting services is often unclear.

� In a virtual setting, the importance of a well-
functioning and appealing user interface is critical.
It has to sell the offering itself, since there are no
service personnel available. In our ticketing
example, the navigation system has a clear logic
and it is easy to use, which lowers the threshold
for online shopping.

The top elements of the model define the func-
tional or process-oriented quality of the service:
how is the service being offered? These are the aug-
mentation elements of the service.

� In Internet services, the absence of direct interac-
tion with service personnel means that the Web
site has to be easy to use and technically
advanced to take over the work of the service
personnel. Accessibility is a common feature of
virtual service points; they are open 24 hours a
day. Both getting access and interacting with
the virtual service are included in the communica-
tion element. This is different from the original
model for the physical marketplace (Grönroos,
1987) where the accessibility and interaction ele-
ments were separate entities.

� Customer participation is required in all service
processes, since service is consumed and

Figure 1 The NetOffer model for the virtual marketplace
(adapted from Grönroos et al., 2000)
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produced simultaneously. Customers often inter-
act also with each other, e.g. in discussion forums
on Web sites.

� The last element, information, cuts through all
levels of the service. This element represents
the information supply that has to be provided
when offering services on the Internet (Grönroos
et al., 2000). The information element was not
included in the original model for the physical
marketplace (Grönroos, 1987).

In this article, the NetOffer model is used as a
starting point to analyse the e-learning service ele-
ments from a learner perspective.

METHODS AND DATA COLLECTION

The two cases studied for this article enable valu-
able comparison between practices at the public
and private sector. The study is based on action
research and comparative case study methods.
The cases belong to the multidisciplinary Helmi
project at SimLab, Helsinki University of Technol-
ogy. The project’s overall objective is to research
and develop innovations in processes and business
models in Finnish networks of e-learning, both in
the private and the public sectors. The study is
based on the research tradition of SimLab, which
is a visual learning and experimentation environ-
ment for groups to enhance innovations and orga-
nizational learning in companies and public
institutions (Smeds, 1997; Smeds et al., 2003). The
participative simulation of a concrete case turns
the strategy and practices of e-learning in an orga-
nization from tacit knowledge into explicit and
enables continuous improvement. The strategy-
driven business process development methods
are based on organizational learning theories
(Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995; Wenger, 1998; Smeds
et al., 2003).

The two organizations have put forward a case
project on e-learning that was developed and rea-
lized in the near past. The research team at SimLab
formed an overall view of the case by interviewing
the key persons involved (polytechnic: n¼ 12; com-
pany: n¼ 9) in the development and realization of
the Web-based course, including management, tea-
chers, IT support personnel and students. In addi-
tion to interviews, the researchers have also had
access to the company learner feedback that had
been collected after the course.

The data from each case was visualized into a
process map that describes the activities of the dif-
ferent players and their interrelations in the pro-
gress of the project. This map was presented and
thoroughly discussed together with the case actors

(polytechnic: n¼ 24; company: n¼ 20) in participa-
tive interactive process simulation sessions that
lasted one whole day. The simulation was facili-
tated by the researchers.

Participative case simulation was used as a basis
to get a deep common understanding for all the
people involved in the case and also for people
who wanted to learn about it. In addition to discus-
sion, the participants wrote ideas on paper slips that
were collected on notice boards. The two sessions
were video-recorded. In addition, the researchers
took notes about the discussions. The material gath-
ered in the sessions was grouped and analysed by
the team of four researchers for mutual validation.

THE CASES

The polytechnic

The case organization is active in applying e-learn-
ing as a study method and has invested heavily in
e-learning competence development of the staff.
The competition for students has become more
intense during the last few years, and institutions
pay special attention to brand management issues.
E-learning is one of the tools to attract students,
who ask for flexible ways of studying. For poly-
technics e-learning is the first ICT solution to cut
through the whole institution, including the lear-
ners (Moisio, 2002). Therefore the practices of
using ICT in learning are not yet embedded in
the organization.

In the polytechnic case the learners were first-
year students of social sciences and health care.
The study module was a project assignment on
regional planning that was designed by a group
of teachers from different disciplines who also
acted as tutors on the course. The learners were
divided into small teams and each team was given
a dedicated tutor. In addition, a peer student team
was nominated for each team for exchanging com-
ments on the project work. The project assignment
was prepared according to the needs of working
life organizations (e.g. social work in municipali-
ties). The contact persons from working life also
acted as tutors for the project work, since the teams
had the possibility to meet them when preparing
the assignment.

According to the interviews, the learners had
minimal ICT skills when they started studying.
The ICT facilities were inadequate, both for lear-
ners and tutors. Furthermore, no ICT personnel
had been allocated to support the learners.

The phases of the service process are described in
Figure 2.
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The tutors carried out phase 1 of the e-learning
service provisioning process. They worked as a
team to prepare a study module on the virtual
learning environment (VLE). The content consisted
of instructions and links to authentic sources on
the Internet. To facilitate the study process, the
tutors set up project milestones for teams. There
were also team communication tools available on
the VLE.

This first phase of the service process was pre-
pared behind the learner visibility line, meaning
that the learner did not take part in this phase
of the process. The second phase, the introductory
lecture, was the first encounter between learners
and tutors from the polytechnic. The goal of the
introductory lecture was to clarify the targets of
this study module, introduce the tutors and set
up the learner project teams.

The teams started their work in phase 3. The
teams had the possibility to meet face-to face at
the polytechnic or have a virtual meeting on the
VLE. The peer student teams were asked for com-
ments on the project work plan. If questions were
raised, they were able to contact the tutors during
on-call hours, either online or face-to-face. There
was a possibility to send e-mail to tutors. They
also met with the contacts from the working life.

The project work was returned (phase 4) and
thereafter presented to peer students in a closing
lecture. The study module was finished and the
teams were assessed. The teachers requested feed-
back from the learners to be able to develop the
study module further (phase 5).

The company

The company case operates in the ICT branch and
has a rapidly changing business environment. It

arranged an extensive training programme for its
expert-level staff both to raise their understanding
of the business and the customer value chains and
to facilitate the participants’ personal contact net-
works. The target of the programme was not to
provide clear answers to difficult questions on
company business but to give to the learners
some new means how to solve these questions
themselves. Learning to use the virtual environ-
ment as a natural communication channel was
also one of the targets of the programme.

The training programme consisted of seminar
days, problem-based learning (PBL) assignments
and project work. To prepare the assignments
and the project work, the learners were divided
into teams of five members. There were several
people involved in the tutoring: the training pro-
gramme coordinator, an ICT support person and
two seminar facilitators came from outside the
company; they were members of an external train-
ing service provider. The company Human
Resources Development (HRD) manager was also
involved in the realization of the training pro-
gramme and thus visible for learners. In addition,
representatives from company business units acted
as tutors for teams in the realization of the custo-
mer-focused project work.

The learners had used ICT actively as a part of
their daily work but had not necessarily studied
online before. Each of them had a personal compu-
ter and access to the Internet. Professional ICT sup-
port was available for them.

The service process of this case is presented in
Figure 3.

The case company had outsourced the pro-
gramme to an external training service provider.
However, the high-level coordination of the pro-
gramme was kept in the company HRD function.

Figure 2 Phases of the polytechnic service process in the provisioning of e-learning

Figure 3 Phases of the company service process in the provisioning of e-learning
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Several people, including the top management of
the company, took part in the planning of the train-
ing programme (phase 1).

The programme was marketed to company
expert-level staff, mainly by Intranet. The learners
were chosen through an application process (phase
2). The programme started with an introductory
day (phase 3), where the learners were given an
overall view of the programme. They were also
instructed how to use the VLE that was offered as
a learning tool.

Phases 4 and 5 formed a module that was carried
out five times consecutively during the pro-
gramme. First there was a one-day seminar with
distinguished lecturers. At the end of the day the
learner teams were given a PBL assignment. Based
on the theme of the day, the teams were requested
to define a question that interested them and to
prepare a report that answered the question after
the seminar day. This report was stored on the
VLE. The teams were encouraged to use the VLE
also for virtual discussions throughout the pro-
gramme. There were two facilitators who tutored
the seminar days and the PBL assignments.

The role of the PBL assignments was to lead the
teams from the themes of the seminar days to the
project work. Different topics for project work
were presented (phase 6). The teams selected their
preferred subject through a voting procedure that
was performed on the VLE. The topics were real-
life business plans to be carried out in cooperation
with key customers. The teams were expected to
utilize the knowledge they had gained during the
five seminar days and PBL assignments. Selected
company business unit representatives were to
tutor the teams’ project work and arrange the first
encounter between the team and the customer. The
teams prepared a business plan and published it on
the VLE. The training programme coordinator
tutored the preparation of the project work.

The finalized project work was presented in a
closing seminar where company management and
key account managers were present (phase 7). The
training providers requested feedback on the VLE
(phase 8) to develop the programme further. The
learners were given study credits applicable in
further studies.

RESULTS

Next we take a deeper look at the cases, studying
them from a theoretical perspective. We shall use
the Augmented Service Offering framework to
create an understanding of the most critical service
elements, both virtual and physical, and identify

which elements need more attention to create high-
er learner satisfaction.

Service concept and core service

In the Augmented Service Offering and in the
further elaborated NetOffer model, the service con-
cept defines what a service organization provides
as a whole. We define the service concept of the
polytechnic process as

Offering the learners a flexible way to realize an e-
learning study module that both raises their aware-
ness on the subject matter and on ICT.

In the company process the service concept of the
training programme can be formulated as

Offering the learners methods to create new expertise
in business planning and enhancing the use of Web-
based working among the learners.

In both cases the goal was twofold; in addition to
learning the subject matter, the organizations
wanted the use of ICT as an everyday communica-
tion tool. This was natural because of the youth of
Web-based teamwork; although company learners
were more familiar with ICT than the polytechnic
learners, discussing and sharing information on
the Internet was an unfamiliar working method
for them as well.

We now define the core service looking at both
cases from an e-learning perspective. The core ser-
vice explains the reason to be on the educational
market and, particularly in these cases, why Web-
based tools are applied. For both cases the core e-
learning service is very similar and can be defined as

To offer a virtual environment for a team of learners
that supports the team communication, assignment
preparation and publishing.

The target in both cases has been not only to dis-
seminate information and publish documentation
but also to encourage the learners to communicate
on the Web. Next we shall see how well these goals
have been met.

User interface

In the NetOffer model (Grönroos et al., 2000) the
user interface is an important element of the service
package. Our research supports this fact. In both
cases the learners interviewed felt discomfort
with the user interface of the VLE and used it
mainly to publish the completed assignments.
The interaction concerning the preparation work
occurred mainly face-to-face or by e-mail. At the
polytechnic, the learners found the environment
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too complicated and wished a simpler structure.
The company learners would have preferred an
e-learning solution that is integrated into the
company Intranet, an everyday tool for them.

The first encounter between the learner and the
interface defines the image of the virtual environ-
ment. If the user interface is properly designed,
the learner will understand the structure of the
VLE and already feel confident at the first time.
This calls for simplistic overall design and clear
instructions that support the structure of the entire
training programme or study module.

Facilitating and supporting services

As was stated by Grönroos (1987), the borderline
between facilitating and supporting service ele-
ments is often fuzzy. It may be hard to define
which service elements are mandatory and which
only increase the attractiveness of the service. The
Table 1 represents our understanding of the cate-
gorization in these cases.

While the quality of the facilitating and support-
ing elements determines the technical quality of the
service, the quality of the augmentation elements
determines the functional quality of the service.

Augmentation elements of the service

According to the NetOffer model the augmentation
elements of the service consist of communication
and participation. In our research we found that
the communication element needs to be divided
into accessibility and interaction elements, accord-
ing to the original model designed for the physical
marketplace. The next subsection addresses these
elements in more detail.

Accessibility
Accessibility to facilities and the Internet, including
the VLE, proved to be very significant in the poly-
technic case.

The polytechnic learners were dependent on the
open hours of the polytechnic. They needed the
facilities for face-to-face team meetings and compu-
ter usage. Many polytechnic learners did not have a
computer at home, so they had to access the Inter-
net at the polytechnic premises. The scarcity of
computers at the polytechnic resulted in queues
in the computer classes. There were no ICT support
personnel at hand, which the learners regarded as a
considerable shortage.

Access to facilities and Internet were taken care
of in the company case. The learners were able to
use the workplace facilities whenever needed.
The employer had provided personal computers
for all learners. In principle there were no ICT
accessibility problems.

Interaction between the learner and the organization
Tutoring proved to be the focal interaction element
in the polytechnic case. The learners contacted the
tutors actively in both minor and major problems,
both on the Web and face-to-face. An important
quality issue in tutoring was the agreed and com-
municated service response. The learners knew
when one of the tutors was online or on call at
the office to give guidance. If they wanted to leave
a question by e-mail, they knew how soon it would
be answered.

In the company case several people were
involved in tutoring: the facilitators took care of
the seminar days and the PBL assignments. The
programme coordinator supervised the project
work. There was a possibility to leave questions
on the VLE that were divided between tutors and
the ICT support. This feature was barely used.
The learners stated in the interviews that they
were uncertain who the actual leader of the entire
training programme was. There were lots of com-
pany development ideas raised in the programme.
The facilitators felt that there should have been a
specific programme leader inside the company to
act as a process owner and an ambassador of the
programme towards the company management.
This person could also have been actively present
on the VLE.

Contacts with outside working life/customer
organizations were an additional interaction ele-
ment, where the outside organizations acted as
tutors. In both cases the assignments responded
to the needs of an outside organization. According
to our findings, the real-life problem setting
increased their motivation for the assignment.

Table 1 Facilitating vs. supporting service elements in
the two cases

Facilitating service Supporting service
elements elements

Polytechnic Content planning and Introductory lecture
instructions Working life
Seminar days contacts
Assignment preparation
Return of assignment
Grading

Company Content planning and Introductory lecture
instructions Customer–
Selection of applicants organization
Seminar days contacts
Assignment preparation
Return of assignment
Credits
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Customer participation
While consuming the service offered, the customer
also takes part in the value production process of
the service. In our cases, the learners participated
actively in the seminar days as well as completing
the written work required. There were differences
between cases regarding the learner online partici-
pation in team work practices. The learners in the
company case worked independent of the tutors,
whereas polytechnic learners asked for help when
needed. Also virtual discussions between learners
occurred mainly in the polytechnic case.

We find two reasons for this difference. First,
learners need a tutor with a face, even when work-
ing online. The more active the tutor is online, the
more likely the learners take part in online activ-
ities. This was taken care of in the polytechnic.
The company learners found that there were too
many persons involved in tutoring and none of
them was active online. This resulted in somewhat
faceless tutoring interface, and did not encourage
the learners is online activities.

The second reason for different learner participa-
tion in the service process concerns the different
learner profiles in these cases. For company lear-
ners the training programme was additional to
their daily work. The learners used their normal
work time to attend the seminar days, whereas
the rest of the work in the training programme
was carried out mainly during free time. This
resulted in streamlined working processes, com-
pleting the work as effectively as possible. The
polytechnic learners were full-time students with
little experience from working in projects. They
needed the support of tutors and peer learners to
carry out the study module.

Information

In the NetOffer model the information element cuts
through all layers of the service. In these cases the
information element had a crucial role. Education
is a very knowledge-intensive service. Our findings
support the fact that the mere information element
is not sufficient on its own. The other elements are
needed as well. In the next subsection we will define
the e-learning service offering based on our cases.

E-learning service offering

We now return to the theoretical prerequisites
(Grönroos, 1987; Grönroos et al., 2000) that con-
structed the structure of our analysis. Based on
the findings of these two cases we present a frame-
work for e-learning service offering, which is visua-
lized in Figure 4. The model integrates elements of

the models designed for physical and virtual mar-
ketplace.

Our model contains two encircled elements,
accessibility and interaction, that are not included
in the NetOffer model. However, these elements
were included in the original Augmented Service
Offering designed for the physical marketplace
(Grönroos, 1987). The NetOffer had merged these
two elements into one: the communication element.
Our research cases suggest that ICT accessibility is
a prerequisite for a technically and functionally
successful e-learning service. Access to the Internet
has to be taken care of by the organization provid-
ing the education, not by the learner. For learners, a
VLE open 24 hours per day is worthless if they do
not have a computer to access the VLE. This
became evident especially in the polytechnic case.

The cases also proved that interaction between
learner and tutor is a crucial element. According
to learner interviews, tutoring is expected to be
more than communication on subject matters: lear-
ners expect the tutor to support the learning pro-
cess. In the polytechnic case, although learners
were unfamiliar with project working methods
and ICT tools, active tutoring encouraged them in
their teamwork. In the company case, the absence
of an active tutor resulted in each team member
working alone for the project.

CONCLUSION

In the two cases, e-learning as a study method was a
novel approach for learners. Starting to apply ICT
as an everyday learning tool requires support
from the training organization. This support con-
cerns both technological and human factors. The
threshold of starting to use ICT in learning ought

Figure 4 E-learning service offering (differences to NetOffer
model encircled)
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to be made as smooth and attractive as possible.
The cases proved that, in e-learning service offering,
enhancing learner satisfaction involves developing
the technical and human interface of the learning
service.

A necessary, but not sufficient, condition for
e-learning is ICT accessibility. The company man-
agement had invested in sufficient number of com-
puters, whereas in the polytechnic the lack of
computers was seen as a remarkable bottleneck in
the service. However, irrespective of the number of
computers, the learners in both cases perceived the
user interface to the VLE to be too complicated.
This is a clear risk for the learners’ satisfaction.

Tutoring seemed to contribute remarkably to the
overall satisfaction of the learner. From the man-
agement perspective, the polytechnic and company
cases are like mirror images. The management of
the polytechnic was aware that the learners could
find it difficult to study online. This problem was
solved by emphasizing the importance of the
human interface in e-learning: the tutoring. The
company management relied on the learners’ cap-
ability of self-direction in learning at work. Thus,
more attention was paid to ample content than to
the pedagogical issues. This was, however, not suf-
ficient; the online human interface is clearly needed
also in the case company.

The study revealed a gap between tutor expecta-
tions on learner behaviour and the actual learner
behaviour. It is hard for tutors to understand the
learners’ everyday life and plan a course that can
be carried out with a reasonable effort. The learner
focus on the course should be on subject matters
and not on technological problems. To reduce the
gap it is highly recommended that the case organi-
zations involve the learners in the planning of their
learning paths, the processes needed, from both
human and technological perspective.

DISCUSSION

E-learning has been barely studied from a service
perspective. Looking at learners as customers gives
new insights for training organizations. If an orga-
nization providing e-learning has succeeded in its
work, the information that has been transferred
during the service process has become active
knowledge for learners. It should, however, be sta-
ted that learners have the final responsibility for
learning. Even the best e-learning service cannot
guarantee final learner satisfaction.

The background theory (Grönroos, 1987;
Grönroos et al., 2000) used in this article provided
a well-applicable framework for our research.

E-learning is often regarded as one of the many
e-services. There are similarities: learners or learner
teams are expected to service themselves to some
extent. Optimally, learners can choose the most fea-
sible time and place for studying. Automated ser-
vices are intended to lighten routine work. But
there are differences compared to other e-services
as well. Because of the youth of e-learning, it takes
time and effort for learners to get accustomed to
online studying practices. Training organizations,
educational institutions as well as industrial com-
panies, have ambitious goals for e-learning. How-
ever, like the company case well illustrated, they
often fail to understand that learners have difficul-
ties in applying different modes of studying at the
same time. Self-servicing ought to feel rewarding,
and not cause additional stress. To avoid the excess
burden in handling e-learning routines, the lear-
ners need both self-service and personal service,
and both service processes need to support one
another.

New learner generations who have used ICT
since their childhood are likely to set increased
demands for e-learning service organizations.
They switch easily from face-to-face contacts to
online discussions. They are used to servicing
themselves using e-services in their everyday life.
Studying is a complex process and the challenge,
also for the future, is to find a suitable mix of
both face-to-face and online activities.

This article has focused on identifying the ele-
ments needed to provide a coherent e-learning ser-
vice. To fully understand the complex service
offering, the next step is to evaluate the e-learning
service from a process perspective. Tutors provide
a service, and learners take part in the consumption
of the service. Therefore, hearing the voice of the
learner already in the planning of this collaborative
learning process is of focal importance in learning
service development.
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