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You have decided you want to offer your learners some
online training. Perhaps you’ve noticed a skills gap, or some
new legislation has come out and you’d like your learners to
get up-to-speed as quickly as possible. Now you need to
choose the best type of online training for your organisation
and your learners.
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Introduction
If you aren’t familiar with the world of online training, the different acronyms and jargon commonly
used can be confusing or overwhelming. Do you have an LMS? Do you want your courses to be
SCORM 1.2 or 2004 compliant… or what about xAPI? What kind of MI is important to you? And of
course, what type of course best fits your needs: generic, or bespoke?
If these words don’t mean a lot to you yet, don’t worry. This paper will provide an overview of the
most commonly used terminology—starting with the difference between ‘generic’ and ‘bespoke’
training. You’ll find out when and why choosing a generic product is the right decision, and when
you should opt for something else; what to look for in a generic package; the different range of
customisation options; and how to find a supplier who can provide both credible content and
excellent learning design.
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Generic vs bespoke:
what’s the difference
If you are new to online learning, you might not know how generic and bespoke e-learning
programmes really differ. Stereotypes of generic training as ‘cheap and bad’ and bespoke elearning as ‘expensive and good’ have abounded since the earliest days of e-learning.
This remains a common view despite the abundance of high quality generic e-learning and lowcost bespoke programs and does not explore the meaningful differences between the two types of
e-learning. In a nutshell, generic courses are ready-made and available to buy ‘off the shelf’. The
intellectual property belongs to the e-learning company that designed and developed the course,
and they usually grant usage via a licensing model. Generic e-learning is created with a broad
market in mind rather than designed for a specific organisation, and is therefore unlikely to cover
niche training topics.

Homan and Macpherson reported in their paper
reviewing corporate training:
“Dobbs (2000) maintains that much of the off-the-shelf
material available lacks quality, inspiration or
creativity, and is little more than online text books […]
while Warner (1999) emphasises the importance of
tailor-made materials and on-line help, he also
acknowledges that sophisticated learning materials
are very expensive”
(p77-78).

Bespoke e-learning, on the other hand, is designed and created for each individual customer and
their target audience for a one-off cost. The organisation commissioning the training will generally
provide subject matter expertise, branding guidelines and contacts who will ensure that the elearning company understands the customer’s organisation and requirements. Bespoke e-learning
can be designed and delivered on any topic that the customer needs.
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This table shows an overview of the main differences between the two types of e-learning:

Generic e-learning features

Bespoke e-learning features

Ready to go – available ‘off the shelf’

Needs to be designed and built – often
an 8-12 week delivery timescale

Requires no input from customers

Created in collaboration with the
commissioning organisation

Licensing model (ongoing cost) –
customers don’t own IP

One-off cost – customer owns IP

Very popular topics covered

All topics covered

Many organisations use a mix of generic and bespoke e-learning to ensure that
all their training needs are covered effectively. But knowing whether to choose
generic or bespoke e-learning for each project can be a challenge. In some
cases, there may be no generic packages available, which
makes the decision straightforward; in others, you might
wonder whether to use an off-the-shelf package or
commission your own.
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Is generic right for you?
There are very good reasons why a customer may select a generic e-learning package over a
bespoke course. Bespoke doesn’t always mean ‘better’: the best generic courses combine subject
matter expertise with sound instructional principles, delivering a training experience that transfers
knowledge effectively and enables learners to improve their skills. If an organisation doesn’t have
the internal subject knowledge, or the time or budget to commission a bespoke course, then a
well-designed generic course offers learners a consistent training experience at the point of need.
Cost is, of course, a primary consideration when deciding whether to choose a generic course or
commission a bespoke programme. Many organisations may instinctively believe that generic
courses are cheaper than bespoke courses. For smaller numbers of learners this is almost
certainly true, and so a well-made generic course is likely to edge out a bespoke course in this
circumstance. (For larger numbers of learners, the case is not as clearly cut, and we’ll look at this
in more detail later.)
In some cases, even when an organisation has the time, knowledge and budget needed to
commission a bespoke course, they may decide that a course from a high-quality generic supplier
meets all their needs, particularly if the subject is one that necessitates frequent course updates
(legislative topics, for example). In those cases, the organisation may feel that the burden and cost
of updating the course themselves is too onerous, and prefer to use a generic course which is
updated on a regular basis without incurring additional costs beyond the license fee. Sometimes
there is no need to update the generic course but for topics such as Microsoft Office, new features
and often look and feel, are added to or changed with each new release.

When deciding if generic e-learning is right for you, ask yourself the following questions:
◼

Is this topic unique to my organisation, or is it common across many workplaces?

◼

How many learners do I need to train?

◼

How long should the training be and what is my budget?

◼

Do I have the subject matter I need to create bespoke content or would I need to pay
for outside help?

◼

Do I have the time to commission a bespoke project?

The first question is crucial: if your topic is unique to your organisation, you are unlikely to find a
generic programme that’s right for you. If, however, the topic is one that is useful for many
organisations, you are likely to find a wide choice of generic topics available. You’ll find a wide
range of generic courses on topics such as health and safety, compliance, data protection,
computing skills and ‘soft skills’.
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If you work in a regulated sector (eg finance or law) you are more likely to find that many of the
courses you need are offered as generic versions. Much more challenging will be to decide the
most appropriate course supplier for your organisation.
If you’re looking for soft skills or management training, it’s important to ensure that the courses
provide training on the behavioural or procedural models that you use in your organisation. For
example, there are several different project management cycles in use, and so different generic
project management courses will include different models. Check that the one described in any
generic course matches the one used by your organisation.
Of course, not all subjects are appropriate for generic programmes. Some straightforward topics are
too specific for there to be value in creating a generic course for them, and so those customers
looking for off-the-shelf options will be hard pressed to find any. Every organisation is unique, and
will have values, qualities and business aims that are specific to them. If colleagues need training
on any of these areas, we recommend providing bespoke training, in whichever format time and
budget allows.
As mentioned earlier, you might also find that a bespoke development is cheaper than a generic
package—depending on number of learners and the longevity of the programme.
The more learners you have, and the longer the training is in place, the more cost-effective a
bespoke e-learning programme becomes. A good rule of thumb is to look at a generic course and
ask yourself, ‘If this was a bespoke course, how much would this have cost to develop?’ Then
compare the price of the licences against the number of users you have (don’t forget to consider
how many new starters you’re likely to have over the licensing period). It’s certainly worth crunching
the numbers before committing to a generic course, as the cost of a bespoke development may
surprise you.
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Your requirements
Before you start looking for a supplier, it’s important to identify your parameters and requirements.
While the pure cost is one factor to consider, more important is value for money. There are generic
courses available online that can be accessed for a few pounds per learner, but if these don’t meet
your organisation’s or learners’ requirements then it is money poorly spent. Perhaps the course
provides a simple overview when you need something more in-depth; or maybe it’s several hours
long when your learners learn best via bite-sized chunks.
Beyond budget, here are some things you need to consider:

A Learning Management System (LMS) is a software programme that enables you to administer,
deliver and track training courses. Do you already have an LMS, or do you need the supplier to
provide you with access to one (or develop one for you)? Some suppliers will grant controlled
access to their LMS, but won’t provide you with a packaged course that you can load on your own
system. If the courses are to be provided on the supplier’s own system, it’s a good idea to give it a
test run to ensure that it’s easy for your learners to use, enabling them to access the course with
minimal navigation (ideally within ‘two clicks’—more is usually considered poor user experience
design, and can frustrate and put learners off).

How much management information (MI) do you need? If you only need basic information
(eg confirmation that a learner has completed the course) then most courses will
supply this. If you’d like moderate information (eg whether the learner has passed
or failed a quiz, score, and the time taken) then you’ll need to look for courses
that can offer this information. Courses offering the most granular MI information
can be difficult to find. Some suppliers will allow you to specify the different
types of reports you want to be run, while others don’t provide that option.

What technical standards do you want the course to conform to?
If you’re using your own LMS, you’re likely to want a course
that’s supplied either as a SCORM 1.2 file (the most common
format, which enables the tracking of moderate management
information as described above), SCORM 2004 file (a much
less widely supported format, but enables more granular
tracking down to individual question level), or even an
xAPI file (also known as Tin Can, the ‘Experience API’,
this enables the most granular level of tracking, and the
addition of tracking of offline learning activities to a
Learning Record Store).
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Do you want your own branding? For an additional, usually small, charge, many suppliers will
brand courses with your logo.

Do you have any special accessibility requirements? Some suppliers ensure that all their courses
meet Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) at level 1 or 2, but others do not. It’s good
practice to choose courses that are accessible to all learners, even if you don’t think you need
accessible courses. If not now, you might in the future.

How will the courses be accessed? If learners are all kitted out with tablets or smart phones, the
training courses need to be designed to work effectively on mobile devices. In some situations,
learners might not have access to audio from their devices, so a course that relies on narration is
unlikely to meet their needs.
How long do you want the courses to be? Do you want something that can be completed in 15
minutes, or do you think the topic warrants a more detailed treatment? While we recommend that
learning sessions are broken down into shorter chunks of no more than 20 minutes in duration,
some subjects are complex and will need a multi-module approach.
Do you need an assessment? If you need a record for audit purposes then it’s likely that an
assessment is required. For soft skills courses you may feel that this isn’t required, and that
completing the course is sufficient. Very short courses are unlikely to contain robust assessments,
so bear this in mind if assessment is very important to your organisation.

You should also consider whether you
need the course to be customised at
all. Many suppliers offer this option
either as part of a package or as an
additional cost.
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Customisation:
the generic continuum
While this paper has so far approached generic and bespoke courses as dichotomous, of course
the reality is more complex. Rather than being a binary choice, generic courses and bespoke
courses exist on a continuum.
At one end are WYSIWIG courses—‘what you see is what you get’—which come as-is, and at the
other are completely novel developments which embody a specific organisation’s brand and
values.
Many courses fall somewhere in between. As you can see on the graph below, these
customisations usually incur additional one-off payments, ranging from no addition at the lowest
level, to courses that contain a few generic elements but which are broadly bespoke:

So what level of customisation is right for you? ‘Pure’ generic courses are sold as-is, often by the
largest scale sellers who grant their customers access to their platform. Their business model
doesn’t include customisation, which keeps prices low but means that unless the course topic is
very generic (eg purely legislative), the course might not be suitable for your organisation.
Indeed, many customers like to include specifics about their company policy even when the rest of
the content is generic, so the ability to make basic text changes or additions can be very valuable.
Small tweaks can improve how learners connect with the course content by ensuring its relevance
to their environment, as well as indicating that the organisation finds this important.
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More generic courses offer some form of branding, either as part of the overall cost or as a small
additional spend, depending on the level of branding required. At the simplest level this branding
may be no more than a logo, while more sophisticated branding can include palette and font
changes, and even changed images.
This can be very worthwhile depending on
that target audience. For example, a charity
selected one of Walkgrove’s catalogue of
generic courses on safeguarding. As the
charity served only children and young
people who used wheelchairs, their
customisation package included a
full branding change along with
graphics which better represented
their organisation and its users.
Other organisations who chose that course
found that the range of adults and children
shown in the course were appropriate and
representative of their environment, so opted
for a lower level of customisation—or, in some
cases, no customisation at all.
Some suppliers will even enable you to
make more significant additions of new
pages and sections that relate
specifically to your organisation, or
a bespoke assessment that tests
learners on the elements your
organisation considers most value.
These options can turn a generic course that
offers your learners the basic knowledge they
need into one which provides credibility and
context and engages learners more fully. At
the highest end, the generic course may be
more bespoke than generic, keeping only
those truly universal elements while
augmenting them with new and relevant
content.
However, at that level of
customisation, a fully bespoke
course may offer better value for
money depending on your
organisation’s size.

Simple customisation might involve the
addition of your logo,
application of your brand
colours and some
minor text
changes

Mid-level customisation involves more
significant adjustments such
as changes to text and
graphics, re-recorded
audio or some
new screens,
for example

Complex customisation can often result
in a solution that is more bespoke than
generic meaning that
a fully bespoke solution
could be more
cost
effective

Always consider what is most important to you and your learners before you begin your search for
the right course and supplier.
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Identifying the right
supplier for you
Even once you’ve defined your requirements, it’s tough to find a course that meets your needs if
you don’t know where to start. An internet search for ‘generic health and safety e-learning’ brings
up over 1.5 million results, and a third of the results shown on the first page are paid
advertisements rather than the most relevant results.
Of course, just because a company features highly on a web-search doesn’t mean it offers the
best option for you. With keyword optimisation, even a highly targeted search is likely to bring up
course providers who’ve taken a scattershot approach and listed every potentially relevant
combination of terms.
What can help direct you to the right supplier for you? The two fundamentals to consider in your
search are content quality and instructional design quality. The two do not necessarily go
hand-in-hand, but the best suppliers offer both.
Content quality can be the more difficult to identify. If a topic is new to your organisation, it might
be hard to judge whether the information a course provides meets your learners’ needs. If that’s
the case, a good starting place is to search for specialist organisations or regulatory bodies. Do
they have any recommended suppliers? Some bodies offer accreditation for courses—primarily
ones which have a regulatory basis rather than ones which focus on soft skills or management
skills—which provides assurance for the customer that the information in them has been verified
as accurate by experts in the field. Content specialists well known in the field may also offer their
own courses. For example, a course originally developed by Walkgrove for the Institute for
Collaborative Working has since been customised for other companies including Abellio and
Scotrail.
However, the quality of content does not guarantee the quality of instructional design: content
experts and regulatory bodies are rarely experts in online course design as it is not their primary
specialism. For high quality courses, it’s a good idea to see if these experts and organisation have
partnered with dedicated learning designers for their course development. For example,
Walkgrove offers a range of off-the-shelf courses which have been accredited by various bodies
and developed in collaboration with content experts.
Don’t be afraid to approach an e-learning supplier directly and ask them who has provided their
subject matter expertise: some organisations will partner with experts but others will do their own
in-house research, which may be of varying quality. A good company will partner with specialist
associates and be delighted to tell you how they sourced their content.
While content accuracy is of course paramount, the learners’ experience should be considered
too. An instructionally effective course created by professional training developers will engage
learners and embed knowledge and behaviours, increasing the effectiveness of the training and
offering added value. Too often organisations provide their learners with informationally accurate
but instructionally poor courses, which as we saw earlier has historically created an antipathy
towards generic e-learning in particular.
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There’s no accreditation for ‘good e-learning’, but there are several different prestigious awards
given by industry groups. If an e-learning provider can show that they’ve won awards at the highest
level in a highly competitive market, that’s a good sign that you can trust the quality of their content
and their instructional design.

Good e-learning suppliers will also be proud of their client base, with whom they will have
developed longstanding relationships.
Check the supplier’s website to see who else uses their services and look at case studies
and testimonials. The largest companies and government bodies will only commission a
project after a thorough procurement process, so if an e-learning vendor is used by FTSE
100 companies and government departments, you can be sure that they deliver high
quality and accurate courses.
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Rating suppliers: a simple comparison
To assist in choosing a generic vendor, it can help to consider what’s most important to you and
ranking vendors and their courses accordingly. Sample ranking criteria may include cost, creativity,
technical performance, experience, quality and flexibility, but could extend beyond that if you’d like
a more heavily customised course. We’ve created a simple table which you can use to assist in
your ranking.
Once you’ve selected your potential vendors, compare how they rate in the areas that are most
important to you. It might be that one area is ‘all or nothing’ – for example, if the course is definitely
out of your budget, it is unlikely to be useful to rank its strengths in other areas.
In this case, it’s worth putting it at the top of your table and marking with a tick or cross. Otherwise,
a simple numerical rating number (eg a scale of 1-5 or 1-10, depending on level of granularity) can
be given for each. You may wish to consider weighting one or more areas more heavily than others.
Add up the totals in each column, and you’ll see which vendor scores most highly.

Vendor 1

Vendor 2

Vendor 3

Cost

Creativity

Technical capability

Experience

Quality

Flexibility

TOTAL
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Conclusion
With a vast array of training options available, choosing the right solution for you can be confusing
and time consuming.
The technical functionality, content and quality of each course is different, and what works best for
one organisation might not be right for yours. Once you’ve decided that you would like to purchase
a generic course, take stock of your needs and requirements so that you can quickly ascertain
whether a course or supplier meets your needs.
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