
Starting 
an online 
training 
program 
A blended learning trajectory for 
organisations based in differerent 
countries

WHAT IS IT

A hybrid learning trajectory (online and face-to-
face) about the strategic use of social media for 
organisations in different countries
FOR WHOM

ETC, Development organisation
NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS

60 online, 15 in the training
WHY THIS CASE?

The online start had a positive impact on the 
learning trajectory.  The orginal setup was face-
to-face training. The hybrid design had a positive 
effect on the quality of the trajectory.
tools

Social network (Ning) and VOIP (Skype), com-
bined with a  phonebridge and microblogging 
(Twitter)
ROLE OF THE CASE OWNERS 

Designers, trainers and coaches
CASE BY

Joitske Hulsebosch, Sibrenne Wagenaar and 
Josien Kapma
INTERVIEW BY

Simon Koolwijk

Summer 2010. A client organisation approached 
us with the question of how to design and fa-
cilitate training about the strategic use of social 
media for an international group. All participants 
were from non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) that promote renewable energy. They 
came from Bolivia, Tanzania, Vietnam, Botswana, 
Cambodia, Uganda, Mali, Senegal, Nepal, Sri Lanka 
and the Netherlands. The objective of the learn-
ing trajectory was to develop knowledge and skills 
to make better use of social media for knowledge 
sharing, networking and develop a higher profile 
as a non-profit organisation. The client also want-
ed the NGOs to develop a social media strategy.
We thought it would be appropriate to work with 
the principle of“practising what you preach”. We 
were preaching  social media, so we tried to incor-
porate social media into the training events wher-
ever possible. The result was a learning trajectory 
where participants from Africa, Asia, Latin America 
and Europe started online. Four weeks after the 
online start we organised a one week face-to-face 
training session. We worked with a core group of 
fifteen participants. That group participated in the 
week in the Netherlands. Online, however,  54 
fifty-four colleagues joined us. Online sharing in-
vited wider participation and provided flexibility to 
participants to engage in different ways and with a 
range of levels of participation. 

A broad learning agenda
We started with an interview via Skype with each 
participant to understand their learning needs and 
answer any initial questions. The key questions we 
asked were: “What is your role in your network / 
organisation? What experience do you have with 
social media? In what specific activities of your 
network / organisation would you think social 
media could play a stronger role? What is needed 
for you to make your participation in the hybrid 
training a success?”
There was a wide variation in familiarity with so-
cial media. As a results, the needs and learning 
questions of the participants were quite broad, 
e.g. - "I want to learn how to skype". "I want to 
know the potential of social media and how to use 
social media for my work." "I want to learn  how 
to embed the use of social media in my work rou-
tines". We knew from experience that such a situ-
ation required an online start. The benefits of an 
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online start are that one can fairly easily vary the 
content by offering several discussions and as-
signments. This is in addition to the introduction 
of cgeneral  issues for all participants in order to 
create a common base. Moreover, online learning 
lent itself well to the mutual exchange of experi-
ence and knowledge creation. The trainer / facili-
tator then has la ess explicit role of expert. 

Co-facilitating the learning 
trajectory

The learning process in this case was a combina-
tion of training and consultancy – also known 
as cohort-consulting. We supported a group of 
organizations simultaneously through a joint  
process consisting of three elements:
1. three weeks of online training;
2. one week of face-to-face training in the  
Netherlands;
3. three months of online coaching for each  
participating organisation.

For the three weeks online we used a social 

network platform (Ning- www.ning.com). We or-
ganised the online platform in advance and tried 
to make it very clear where to find information, 
where online conversations were taking place, 
and what participants could do during each week 
online. English was the common language. Each 
week had a different theme; personal use of so-
cial media, professional use of social media and 
social media in the organisation. All threads in 
the forum were organised around these themes. 
In addition, each week three new social media 
tools were introduced (eg wiki, social bookmark-
ing (Delicious), photo sharing (Flickr), blogs, Twit-
ter, Skype, Ning, Facebook and online listening). 
Each participants was required to select and 
experiment with at least one tool. Each week 
ended with a skype session: a synchronous on-
line meeting, where experiences and questions 
surrounding the specific issues were exchanged. 
We chose Ning as the main platform because it is 
very user-friendly. Furthermore it is designed for 
online interaction. We also combined Skype with 
a phone bridge (www.hidefconferencing.com). By 
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means of this bridge facilitators could mute the 
audio of participants. This  proved to be an indis-
pensable feature for an international connection 
with issues of static, noise, and system failures. 
We chose Twitter as a public channel, though in 
the beginning people were very hesitant to use it. 
The exchanges via Twitter increased and became 
more spontaneous after the face-to-face training 
session.

We co-facilitated this learning trajectory with 3 
trainers, because online facilitation is a 24/7 job 
and it is easier if you can share the responsibili-
ties. The duties of each trainer / facilitator were:
• Support participants in the use of the online 
environment (e.g. make sure you are online at 
the start so you can quickly assist participants if 
something does not work or if they have a tech-
nical question);
• Provide and stimulate space for encounters, 
both at a personal and content level;
• Provide learning assignments formulated as 
clearly as possible so that participants can inde-
pendently get to work;
• Facilitate online discussions: initiate, respond, 
appreciate, probe, summarize;
• Monitor the group process: observe and listen 
- Are all participants regularly online? Can the 
participants find a connection to the materials 
and discussions? Is there anyone with valuable 
experience to share online? When should  addi-
tional materials be offered? 

Building social media strategies 
as non-profits 

The face-to-face week in the autumn of 2010 
was full of energy. We met our international 
group in a modern location in Amersfoort, the 
Netherlands. The fifteen representatives had 
found the three weeks online were a good start. 
The online sessions had clearly contributed to a 
sense of belonging, as they actually felt like they 
knew each other quite well. Frederick said: "This 
is a very luxurious way of learning. Whenever you 
ask a question, you always get a response from 
someone within one or two hours". But we also 
learned that not everyone had equal access to 
the Internet. Sarah from Uganda working mainly 
at home: "I bought a card for one hour internet 
access and was reading at home. Sometimes I 
was in the middle of typing a contribution online 
when the hour was finished and the internet 
connection stopped". The first half of the curricu-
lum consisted of the exchange of the advantages 
and disadvantages of various social media and fa-
miliarity with communication strategies. Because 
of the intense online preparation, urgent ques-
tions were immediately put forth: "How do you 
motivate peers to share experiences?" What can 
you do with social media when your audience 
does not have a lot of experience? and “How do 
you balance personal and professional communi-
cation?. Later in the week the participants began 
the elaboration of a strategy for the use of social 
media in their own organisation or network.
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The face-to-face week was followed by 3 months 
of online coaching. The participants went home 
with an initial version of a social media strategy, 
and their first task back in their organisation was 
to discuss it and create a broader support basis 
for this strategy. As a trainer / facilitator, we each 
had five participants under our care, and we 
mostly used Skype to stay in touch. In addition, 
each participant had a buddy - someone to part-
ner with for forty days to help work with a new 
social media tool and make it part of one's own 
work patterns. The rationale for this was that re-
search has shown that if one does something for 
forty days in a row, it becomes a new practice. 

A good end result
We are proud of the end result. We are convinced 
that the three weeks of online training contrib-
uted to much better learning than if we had only 
had a face-to-face training session. Through the 
virtual exchange we were able to put participants 
on a more equal starting level. We could identify 
the leaders and challenge them with extra ques-
tions and materials. And we created common 
interest and group feeling before the face-to-face 
meeting started. As a team of online trainers, we 
worked well together. We complemented each 
other well and flexibly. Last but not least, we 
reached a larger group of participants through 
the online component, as 54 additional partici-
pants we active  online. 
So what were the concrete results? Three partici-
pating organisations performed above all expec-
tations. Two organizations have made little use 
of social media, and the other nine performed 

as expected. What led to the outstanding perfor-
mance was proper timing of the training session, 
previous familiarity with social media within 
the organisation, enthusiasm from participants 
and support from management. These are the 
most important factors that contribute to suc-
cess. In the two underperforming organizations, 
there was poor timing and a lack of passion for 
the topic. A participant from Cambodia gave 
the feedback that target groups and partners in 
his country were too little acquainted with the 
use of social media to start applying the social 
media strategy. Through the intensive contact as 
coaches, we have a better understanding of each 
organisations and how this training could help 
them. We are still receiving positive feedback, 
like this email: "How's life?? I am doing good. I 
just wanted to share the progress I have made on 
social media in my organisation. I am attaching 
our monthly newsletter with news about social 
media. Our organisation is starting a blog on our 
website and we are creating our organisation's 
facebook account too. I sincerely believe my col-
leagues are better informed about social media 
now ... , Thanks to the training and knowledge I 
gained. "

Online start gives trainers  
an edge

What we clearly noticed is that in the face-to-
face week as trainers, we could build on the 
experience we had gained working with the par-
ticipants online. During this week, more personal 
themes came forward, mixed with more practi-
cal subjects and solid in-depth discussions and 
exchange. The online component proved to be 
a very valuable step, which allowed us as train-
ers in the face-to-face week to move a lot faster 
to get to the core of experiences, thoughts and 
doubts.
In total we used 95 trainer-hours for online 
design and facilitation. The great advantage of 
working with three facilitators was that we could 
complement each other. We were available day 
and night to respond to participants from differ-
ent time zones. In addition to representatives of 
the fifteen organizations, 54 other colleagues 
from these organizations joined our exchanges. 
This stimulated and supported the core partici-
pants. The larger group made it easier for us to 

25

lo
sm

ak
er

s 
  

  
  

  
  

ye
s 

it
 w

o
rk

s!



get the discussion going. It furthermore created 
support within the organisations for the topic 
of the training sessions. An organisation in Sri 
Lanka had several ambassadors for social media. 
At the end of the learning trajectory, this organ-
isation created a list of preferred tools, and added 
an online component in their communication 
strategy processes.

Everything can be improved!
The hardest part of the online training sesisons 
were the Skype meetings at the end of each 
week. Internet and audio connections were not 
always ideal. The combination of Skype and a 
phone bridge did not always solve the problem. 
It is also unfortunate that the buddy system had 
not worked well for everyone. After the face-to-
face week, few participants had time to focus on 
their buddies and coaches. Priority was given to 
the work that had piled up on their desks during 
their absence.
In addition, the timing could have been better. 
The coaching was planned at the end of the year, 
precisely at a time when many people struggled 
with deadlines of other activities. The four month 
period was too short to develop a real change 
process in the organisation. Therefore, the group 
decided to continue the following year via a se-

ries of webinars. What we would do differently 
next time is the coaching process. The coaching 
period should last at least six months, if the goal 
is that participating organizations be able to work 
with social media, not just the participants. Six to 
twelve months is certainly a more optimal time 
to experiment with social media and integrate it 
into an organisation.
An intriguing observation was that the partici-
pants evaluated the face-to-face week higher 
than the online part. For us, as trainers, it was 
exactly the opposite. As online trainers we were 
very excited about how hard people in the virtual 
trajectory worked, exchanged and learned new 
things. It is striking that participants said the 
exact opposite. We would confirm our firm belief 
in the need for committed management, as they 
are an important link in the use of social media in 
the organisation. 
Additional questions we arising from our experi-
ence are:
• Would training in social media be possible to 
be completely online? If so, how?
• What opportunities are there where social me-
dia use can benefit organisations?
• How do you get management to participate in 
the online training trajectory?  What other ways 
are there to engage management?
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The golden tip
When you start training online consider inviting 
a wider group of colleagues than the core group 
to be trained. This stimulates the online discus-
sions, makes them richer and helps to create 
support within the organisation for the change 
that the training session is promoting.
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