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Abstract 

While press coverage of MOOCs (massive open online courses) has been considerable 
and major MOOC providers are beginning to realize that employers may be a market for 
their courses, research on employers’ receptivity to using MOOCs is scarce. To help fill 
this gap, the Finding and Developing Talent study surveyed 103 employers and 
interviewed a subset of 20 about their awareness of MOOCs and their receptivity to 
using MOOCs in recruiting, hiring, and professional development. Results showed that 
though awareness of MOOCs was relatively low (31% of the surveyed employers had 
heard of MOOCs), once they understood what they were, the employers perceived 
MOOCs positively in hiring decisions, viewing them mainly as indicating employees’ 
personal attributes like motivation and a desire to learn. A majority of employers (59%) 
were also receptive to using MOOCs for recruiting purposes—especially for staff with 
technical skills in high demand. Yet an even higher percentage (83%) were using, 
considering using, or could see their organization using MOOCs for professional 
development. Interviews with employers suggested that obtaining evidence about the 
quality of MOOCs, including the long-term learning and work performance gains that 
employees accrue from taking them, would increase employers’ use of MOOCs not just 
in professional development but also in recruiting and hiring. 
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Introduction 

Originally, much of the discussion surrounding MOOCs involved how they could be 
used to help students complete educational credentials. Yet recent research from the 
University of Pennsylvania suggests that over two-thirds of those taking MOOCs 
(massive open online courses) self-identify as employees. Moreover, while just 13% are 
taking MOOCs to gain knowledge to earn a degree, 44% are taking them to gain specific 
skills to do their job better and 17% are doing so to gain specific skills to get a job 
(Christensen et al., 2013). These findings suggest that a majority of individuals are 
taking MOOCs to prepare for or advance their careers. At the same time, major MOOC 
providers are beginning to realize that employers may be a potential revenue stream 
(Chafkin, 2013). 

Yet employees’ ability to use MOOCs to facilitate their career success and MOOC 
providers’ ability to secure revenue from employers depends in large part on employers’ 
receptivity to MOOCs. While the press has provided anecdotal accounts of how a few 
employers have incorporated MOOCs, more systematic research based on a larger pool 
of employers, and not just the converted, has been missing from the discussion.  

Determining the extent to which taking and completing MOOCs can help individuals 
(particularly those who are less advantaged) advance in their careers and help fill key 
employer needs is critical to understanding and capitalizing on the MOOC 
phenomenon. To explore the current and future roles that MOOCs can play with 
employers, Duke University, in partnership with RTI International, conducted a 
quantitative and qualitative study called Finding and Developing Talent: The Role of 
MOOCs (FDT).  

 

Methods 

The FDT project first conducted a short, multiple-choice web survey between 
November 15, 2013, and January 23, 2014. The survey was designed to answer four key 
research questions: 

1. Have human resources (HR) professionals heard of MOOCs? 

2. To what extent are employers using, considering using, or open to using 
MOOCs for recruitment? 

3. How do HR professionals perceive MOOC coursetaking when making hiring 
decisions? 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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4. To what extent are employers using, considering using, or open to using 
MOOCs for professional development? 

In addition to the survey, the project conducted qualitative interviews with a subset of 
20 survey respondents. These interviews explored employer perceptions of the pros, 
cons, and feasibility of using MOOCs in recruitment, hiring, and professional 
development. The phone interviews were completed between December 12, 2013, and 
January 24, 2014, and participants were selected to ensure that individuals who had a 
range of experience with and knowledge of MOOCs (as indicated by their survey 
responses) were included in the interview sample. Interviews were coded using NVivo 
software. Differences in interview responses by the organization’s use of MOOCs, 
consideration of using MOOCs, and ability to envision using MOOCs were analyzed and 
are noted whenever they occurred in the Results section of this article. 

For a variety of reasons, the sample was drawn from employers in North Carolina—a 
state with the 10th largest population in the United States and a GDP the size of 
Sweden’s (North Carolina State Government, 2013).1 The FDT project obtained 706 
email addresses for HR staff working for organizations with employees in North 
Carolina.2 Of the 706 email addresses sent invitations to participate, 207 undeliverable 
responses were received, suggesting the study may have had as many as 499 “working 
emails.”3 Because an email address was available for multiple HR staff members at 
some organizations, the 499 “working email” invitations were sent to a total of 398 
organizations. Figure 1 shows the distribution of these 398 organizations by completion 
status. A total of 103 unique organizations (26%) answered all four questions in the web 
survey.4 As Figure 2 illustrates, the organizations in the study represent an array of 

                                                        
1 There were also other reasons for focusing on North Carolina. This research received 

financial support from the MOOC Research Initiative. Given the timeline and budget for 
grantees, it was essential to focus on obtaining concrete findings for one state, with the idea that 
these results could then be used as the basis for developing a national study. North Carolina was 
selected because it is a large state that figures prominently in our nation’s economy. North 
Carolina’s population not only ranks 10th in the nation but also is growing at twice the national 
average. Its GDP is the 22nd largest in the world (North Carolina State Government, 2013). The 
prominence and ties of Duke and RTI within North Carolina were also helpful in securing the 
response rate needed to make a project with a small budget a success.  

2 Over 600 email addresses came from Duke’s Career Services. The remainder of 
addresses were found through referrals or online searches. Some HR staff members were listed 
more than once, with their email address suffixes suggesting affiliations with multiple 
organizations. These individuals may have worked for more than one organization 
simultaneously or moved from one organization to another without their old contact information 
being removed. 

3 Some emails may have been filtered out by their company’s software or sent directly 
to the junk folder sample member’s email account. We do not have data on how many HR staff 
received the invitation in their inbox or opened it. 

4 Two HR staff members each completed the survey at six organizations. Sometimes the 
two respondents from the same organization selected different response options. In these 
instances, however, respondents’ answers were never more than one response option apart. 
When there were differences in the response category selected, the higher value response was 
retained for the organizational analysis presented in this article.  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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industries. See Table 1 for more detail on the types of organizations included in each 
broad industry category. 

 

NOTE: Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 
SOURCE: Finding and Developing Talent Survey, conducted November 15, 2013–
January 23, 2014. 

Figure 1. Among the 398 organizations that were emailed at least one survey invitation 
for which we did not receive an “undeliverable” response, the number and percentage 
falling into each response status category. 
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NOTE: See Table 1 for more detail on the types of organizations included in each broad 
industry category. Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 
SOURCE: Finding and Developing Talent Survey, conducted November 15, 2013–
January 23, 2014.  

Figure 2. Percentage distribution of the organizations that responded to the survey, by 
industry.  
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Table 1 

Among the 103 Organizations Surveyed, the Number Falling into each Broad Industry 
Category and More Detail on the Types of Organizations in that Category 

Broad industry category  
and type of organization 

Numb
er   

Broad industry category  
and type of organization Number 

Business and communications 23   Manufacturing and related 14 
Analytic and social services 2   Agriculture 1 
Analytic services 1   Construction 1 
Business services 3   Manufacturing 5 
Communications services 2   Public utility 2 
Consulting services 2   Transportation 5 
Engineering services 4     
Legal services 2   Health 25 
Marketing services 5   Health technology 6 
Social services 1   Healthcare provider 8 
Travel services 1   Healthcare services to 

 
1 

    Pharmaceutical 6 
Education 14   Services to healthcare 

 
4 

Education services 7     
Postsecondary education 7   Public administration 8 

    Federal government 1 
Technology 12   Local government 5 

Business software 9   State government 2 
Communications technology 2     
Hardware and software 

 
1   Finance and retail 7 

    Finance 4 
    Insurance 1 

    Retail 2 

SOURCE: Finding and Developing Talent Survey, conducted November 15, 2013–
January 23, 2014. 
 

 

Results 

 

Awareness of MOOCs 

As quoted in Figure 3, the first question gave a brief description of MOOCs and asked 
respondents if they had heard of them before the survey. Some 31% of the HR staff at 
the organizations surveyed answered “Yes.” While this percentage may seem low, the 
finding is consistent with those from other surveys about the general public’s knowledge 
of MOOCs (Brodeur Partners, 2013). Moreover, the term MOOCs was coined as recently 
as 2008 (Liyanagunawardena, Adams, & Williams, 2013), and two of the leading MOOC 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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providers (Coursera and edX) were founded as recently as 2011 and 2012, respectively 
(Rivard, 2013; Bombardieri & Landergan, 2013).  

 

NOTE: Response to the first survey question: “We are interested in your knowledge, 
use, and potential use of massive open online courses (MOOCs) in your human 
resources department. MOOCs are online courses that use social networking to bring 
together people interested in a particular topic and an expert who seeks to facilitate 
learning in that topic. Courses generally have no prerequisites, fees, formal 
accreditation, or required level of participation. MOOCs can be offered in many ways, 
but Coursera, Udacity, and edX are three of the larger providers of MOOCs that work in 
partnerships with universities. Some companies are also creating their own MOOCs. 
Had you heard of MOOCs before this survey? Yes/No.” 
SOURCE: Finding and Developing Talent Survey, conducted November 15, 2013–
January 23, 2014. 

Figure 3. Percentage of organizations that had heard of MOOCs: among all respondents 
and by industry.  

 

By broad industry category, half of all HR respondents from Education organizations 
had heard of MOOCs, as had 39% of those categorized as Business and communications 
organizations and 33% of those working in Technology. Awareness of MOOCs was lower 
(13 and 14%, respectively) among HR staff working in Public administration and 
Finance and retail.  

Interviews revealed that those who were familiar with MOOCs at the time of the survey 
first learned about them in different ways. Sometimes the organization’s management 
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saw press coverage of MOOCs or thought that MOOCs might offer potential cost savings 
and asked HR staff to investigate this issue. Other times, employees taking MOOCs on 
their own started the discussion within the organization. For example, as one 
interviewee said,  

An employee brought [MOOCs] to our attention. [We] 
started discussion groups through [major MOOC 
provider]. . . . [MOOCs have been] a great opportunity to 
provide variety and content to staff. . . . [We] made our 
staff aware of those opportunities to tailor learning to 
different topics they are interested in. 

Recruitment 

The second survey question asked HR staff whether their organization had worked with 
a MOOC provider to identify and recruit individuals who have demonstrated excellent 
skills in a MOOC(s). As Figure 4 shows, only one organization (in Education) reported 
using MOOCs for recruitment, and only one additional organization (in Business and 
communications) reported having considered using MOOCs for this purpose. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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NOTE: Response to the second survey question: “Some companies are using MOOCs to 
identify potential employees. For example, some MOOC participants can elect to allow 
their MOOC provider to share their information with interested employers. The MOOC 
provider then provides employers’ information about MOOC participants who have 
demonstrated excellent skills for a fee. Has your company used MOOCs in this way? 
Yes/No, but has considered doing so/No, but could see company doing so/No, and 
could not see company doing so.” Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 
SOURCE: Finding and Developing Talent Survey, conducted November 15, 2013–
January 23, 2014. 

Figure 4. Percentage distribution of organizations that had used, considered using, or 
were open to using MOOCs for recruitment: among all respondents, those that had 
heard of MOOCs prior to the survey, and by industry.  
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Kolowich, 2013). Consistent with edX’s claim, our interviews did suggest that taking a 
MOOC was most often perceived as an “extra” that reflected more about potential 
employees’ motivation and desire for continued learning than about demonstrating 
specific knowledge—particularly knowledge equivalent to that acquired in a traditional 
degree program. 

Despite the low percentage of organizations using and considering using MOOCs for 
recruiting, once ways of using MOOCs for recruiting were described, more than half 
(57%) of all organizations surveyed could see themselves using MOOCs for recruitment. 
An even greater percentage of those that had heard of MOOCs prior to the survey (two-
thirds) could envision this use. Interviews suggested that some of that receptivity may 
have had to do with the fact that most organizations interviewed were already using 
social media recruiting tools, with LinkedIn being most popular. 

Nevertheless, a sizeable minority (41%) of all organizations could not see using MOOCs 
for recruitment. In interviews, HR staff from these organizations explained that they 
favored in-person methods over online ones. Others did not do any recruiting and 
instead relied on applications submitted through a website. Thus, organizations that 
seek employees who are more geographically dispersed, thereby making in-person 
recruiting less feasible, or organizations that have more flexibility in their recruitment 
practices may be more open to using MOOCs in this way. 

Further industry analysis indicates that while organizations in two industry categories— 
Technology as well as Manufacturing and related—had not yet used or considered using 
MOOCs for recruiting, receptivity for doing so was high: 67 and 79%, respectively. In 
contrast, organizations in both Public administration and Finance and retail were more 
skeptical. Roughly two-thirds (63 and 67%, respectively) could not see their companies 
using MOOCs in this way. This view may reflect these organizations’ lack of familiarity 
with MOOCs because these were the two industry categories that were least likely to 
have heard of MOOCs before the survey. In fact, eight out of nine respondents in these 
industry categories who reported they could not see their organizations using MOOCs 
for recruiting also had not heard of MOOCs. Greater recruitment restrictions may also 
help explain the more tempered reception of those working in Public administration. 

Interviewers also probed about the types of hires for which MOOCs might be 
particularly helpful in recruiting. Respondents viewed using MOOCs to recruit for jobs 
that required a broad range of skills or experience as challenging. “[We do] specialized 
recruiting. One course is not critical; [It’s] really experience level.” The need for multiple 
factors in considering whom to recruit was also noted. One such interviewee indicated 
that a MOOC course was not enough to identify a promising candidate. “We don’t hire 
many entry level [employees] that a [MOOC] completion certification would merit. . . . I 
can’t see [our company] today saying that ‘This person completed this certificate [so] 
let’s contact them for this job.’” 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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On the other hand, some interviewees thought MOOCs could be particularly useful in 
recruiting if they provided specific technical training in high-demand areas where 
potential employees were hard to find. As one interviewee explained,  

[we have thought about using MOOCs for recruitment] 
because primarily we look for people with computer 
science degrees to succeed in roles here, but now with 
competition the way it is, it’s difficult to recruit 
experienced individuals. We are looking for creative 
ways to do things.  

Another similarly indicated,  

This is a tight market. We rely on software developers 
that fit our culture and I expect that our need will only 
increase as we continue to grow and change to a more 
software based company. . . . Any tactic that we could use 
to get our name to talented developers would be useful. 

For the potential of MOOCs in recruiting to be fully realized, HR staff highlighted three 
needs. First, they wanted to be confident that the MOOC taught the specific skills 
needed. As one respondent related, “[Using MOOCs would be dependent on] the right 
test and curriculum to pull people. A lot of stuff we do is for researchers and techs, [so 
needs are pretty specific] in terms of skill sets.” Similarly, another indicated,  

We have a really hard time recruiting engineers and 
software developers. . . . We are looking for [x 
programming language] expertise . . . that is pretty 
attractive. [I could see us using MOOCs for recruiting] if 
they have the specific courses we are looking for. 

 Second, staff who were interviewed wanted evidence of learning so they could trust that 
a potential hire who had completed a MOOC course had the skills he or she claimed to 
have. Third, and relatedly, using MOOCs for recruiting would be particularly appealing 
if MOOCs could make it easy to find and recruit the candidates with the skills needed 
rather than having to rely on traditional methods of reading through resumes. 

Hiring 

Yet recruiting is just one part of filling an employer’s workforce. Some employers do not 
use recruiting at all, while others fill only some positions through recruiting. Whether 
candidates have been actively recruited or not, employers still must decide among 
candidates. And oftentimes they have limited information on which to base their 
decision, for example, a cover letter, a resume, an interview, and a reference. It is 
therefore important to examine whether employers can use MOOCs to help them 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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differentiate among applicants and to identify better potential employees. If they can do 
so, taking and completing MOOCs is likely to become even more appealing to those 
seeking new jobs. 

For these reasons, the third survey question asked HR staff to rate how potential 
employees taking MOOCs relevant to their potential job function would be perceived in 
hiring decisions. As Figure 5 shows, organizations were receptive to MOOCs when it 
came to hiring. Specifically, 9% viewed MOOCs very positively, and nearly two-thirds 
(64%) viewed them positively. Among those that had heard of MOOCs, those 
percentages were even higher. Some 13% reported very positive views, and 72% reported 
positive views.  

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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NOTE: Response to the third survey question: “Some prospective employees are noting 
MOOC courses they have completed when applying for jobs. If the MOOC course 
completed was relevant to the potential job function, how would your company view 
such coursetaking in hiring decisions? Very positively/Positively/No 
effect/Negatively/Very negatively.” Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 
SOURCE: Finding and Developing Talent Survey, conducted November 15, 2013–
January 23, 2014. 

Figure 5. Percentage distribution of organizations that had the following views of 
MOOC coursetaking in hiring decisions: among all respondents, those that had heard of 
MOOCs prior to the survey, and by industry.  

 

No respondents viewed MOOC coursetaking in hiring very negatively, and only 1% 
viewed such coursetaking negatively. (Not surprisingly, this one HR respondent who 
had a negative view could not see his or her organization using MOOCs for recruitment 
either.) 

Some key differences emerged in employers’ views about using MOOCs in recruiting 
and hiring when comparing responses across MOOC experience levels and industries. 
However, differences tended to vary within a range of neutral to very positive responses.  

14

12

7

14

9

13

9

57

75

44

64

75

64

78

72

64

29

25

44

29

25

14

13

13

26

7

3

1

0 20 40 60 80 100

Finance and retail

Public administration

Health

Manufacturing 
and related

Technology

Education

Business and 
communications

Heard of MOOCs

Total

Percent

Very positively Positively No effect Negatively or 
very negatively

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


     
The Employer Potential of MOOCs: A Mixed-Methods Study of Human Resources Professionals’ Thinking 

on MOOCs 
Radford, Robles, Cataylo, Horn, Thornton, and Whitfield  

 

Vol 15 | No 5              Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License Nov/14 
  
      14 

Both the one organization that reported using MOOCs in recruiting and the one 
organization that had considered doing so viewed taking a MOOC positively for hiring 
purposes. And of the 59 organizations that could see their organization using MOOCs 
for recruiting, 87% viewed MOOCs positively or very positively in hiring. Even among 
the 42 organizations that could not see their organization using MOOCs for recruiting, 
53% still perceived them positively or very positively for hiring, and 45% viewed them as 
at least neutral. 

Examining responses by industry revealed particularly positive views by organizations 
in Business and communications: They were most likely to view MOOCs as either very 
positive or positive (87%), followed by Education (78%), Technology and Public 
administration (each 75%), and Manufacturing and related and Finance and retail (each 
71%). Health organizations were less receptive, with a majority (56%) reporting a very 
positive or positive reaction, and the remaining 44% reporting that such coursetaking 
would have no effect. 

Interview responses suggest that positions in Health and other industries that require 
using specialized equipment may be less receptive because, as one HR staff member 
explained, his or her organization’s positions require extensive lab experience, which 
necessitates in-person training not deemed possible through MOOCs. Organizations 
that have less flexible hiring practices may also be prevented from considering MOOC 
coursetaking. A representative from one such organization reported that MOOC 
coursetaking would have no effect on hiring decisions until there was a mandate from 
management to consider MOOC coursetaking in hiring. 

In thinking about the role that MOOC coursetaking may play in hiring, it is important to 
understand how such coursetaking is perceived compared with taking courses in other 
types of learning environments. HR staff stressed that traditional credentials were still 
the standard measure of skills rather than MOOC completion,5 and they were less likely 
to view MOOC coursetaking as demonstrating specific know-how.6 Yet because MOOCs 
are not seen as a prerequisite for hiring and usually do not provide college credit, HR 
staff tended to perceive MOOC coursetaking as a sign of positive character traits such as 
dedication and motivation. Specifically, potential hires who had taken MOOCs were 
seen as willing to continue learning on an ongoing basis and stay “up to date” in their 
field. They were also seen as having “drive and ambition” and as wanting “to do more 
                                                        

5 This is also what edX reported (Kolowich, 2013). 
6 Nevertheless, as a couple of respondents noted, this reluctance is because MOOCs are 

“relatively new.” These respondents suggested that this view may change if MOOCs are more 
rigorously evaluated to demonstrate long-term learning and behavior gains—particularly among 
the organization’s current employees. And if MOOC completion could be seen as evidence of 
learning that would be an improvement over a resume, particularly for potential lower-level staff 
who may not have higher education credentials. One respondent explained that applicants’ 
resumes often stated that they were familiar with basic software, but after they were hired, it 
became clear that they were not really proficient. He thought it would be great if MOOC 
completion could “verify they know what they are doing. Then we could say, ‘Here is a resume 
with [sic] someone who knows something.’ . . . That would help set that person apart.” 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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for themselves, to develop themselves.” In sum, while MOOC coursetaking was not 
sufficient to influence a hiring decision by itself, it still tended to be perceived as a “plus 
factor” when evaluating personal attributes. 

Professional Development 

The final survey question asked respondents about their organization’s use or openness 
to using MOOCs to help existing employees learn new skills and advance in their 
professional development. Figure 6 shows that about 7% of organizations had already 
used MOOCs for professional development, reflecting somewhat early adoption of this 
practice considering that two of the largest MOOC providers were founded in 2011 and 
2012, respectively (Rivard, 2013; Bombardieri & Landergan, 2013). An additional 5% 
indicated that their organization had considered using MOOCs, and another 71% could 
see their organization using them. Among respondents who had heard of MOOCs prior 
to the survey, receptivity for their use in professional development was nearly universal: 
Only 3% indicated that they could not see their organization using MOOCs for this 
purpose. These results highlight that there is great interest in, and a large potential 
market for, using MOOCs in this way. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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NOTE: Response to the fourth survey question: “Some companies are using MOOCs 
created by universities or employers to help existing employees learn new skills and help 
with their professional development. Has your company used MOOCs in this way? 
Yes/No, but has considered doing so/No, but could see company doing so/No, and 
could not see company doing so.” Detail may not sum to totals because of rounding. 
SOURCE: Finding and Developing Talent Survey, conducted November 15, 2013–
January 23, 2014.  

Figure 6. Percentage distribution of organizations that had used, considered using, or 
were open to using MOOCs for professional development: among all respondents, those 
that had heard of MOOCs prior to the survey, and by industry.  

 

Different industries responded with varying levels of enthusiasm. Of the seven 
organizations that had already used MOOCs for professional development, two were in 
Business and communications, two were in Health, and one each was in Education, 
Technology, or Public administration. All of the companies in Technology were at least 
open to using MOOCs for professional development. The Finance and retail sector was 
least receptive, with three such organizations (43%) reporting that they could not see 
their company using MOOCs for professional development.  
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Interviews suggested that organizations that were using, considering using, or could see 
their company using MOOCs for professional development tended to be using other 
online (as opposed to in-person) training more often than organizations that could not 
see using MOOCs for this purpose. 

Pros and cons for employee use. 

Interviewees noted multiple pros and cons for employees using MOOCs for professional 
development. A key benefit concerned giving employees the ability to engage in their 
own development, allowing them “to take what they want,” give them “goals to work 
on,” and help increase their “self-motivation.” MOOCs also enabled employees to take a 
“refresher course” or “stay up to date” in their field if they had been out of the 
traditional education system for a while.  

Another benefit to using MOOCs for professional development had to do with enabling 
employees of all levels to advance in their careers. “Anyone could benefit from this if 
they had something they wanted to develop.” Another respondent agreed, “[Taking 
MOOCs] could be applicable to everyone. Low-level support staff [could take] classes on 
how to be more organized and have better time management . . . all the way up to higher 
level employees that [sic] want to learn about networking.”7 

At the same time, other respondents felt that MOOCs would be less appealing to 
employees with lower levels of education. While HR representatives did not think that 
employees who already had a college degree placed importance on whether they could 
receive college credit for MOOCs, respondents did think that employees without higher 
education credentials might prefer to spend any professional development time in 
courses that could help them earn credit toward a degree.8 Similarly, they believed those 
in jobs with continuing education requirements may be less inclined to take additional 
MOOCs—unless taking those MOOCs could count toward such requirements. 

The online nature of MOOCs was seen as both an advantage and a disadvantage. The 
fact that taking a MOOC does not involve “a huge commitment to leave and go 
somewhere [like a college, a conference]” was viewed as a benefit, particularly for 
workers with families. Needing only an Internet connection to access the material was 
also viewed as especially beneficial for employees who traveled or worked remotely and 
therefore had a harder time accessing in-office professional development. Yet HR staff 
also noted that poor or limited Internet access could constrain access for some 

                                                        
7 While MOOCs currently tend to focus on more academic subjects, the technology and 

method behind MOOCs would allow courses to be taught on these topics. 
8 While some MOOCs do offer college credit, thus far there have been very few MOOC 

coursetakers who have tried to get credit (Kolowich, 2014). This may be due in large part to the 
fact that studies show that 65 to 75% of MOOC coursetakers already have college degrees (Hill, 
2013; Christensen et al., 2013). MOOCs might become more appealing to this population if 
receiving college credit becomes more commonplace. 
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employees. Also, employees who are accustomed to a classroom setting or more 
interpersonal interactions might find it more difficult to persist in MOOCs.  

MOOCs’ flexibility was also a pro and a con. On one hand, HR staff discussed how “It’s 
certainly easier for the user. They can access training materials and information at their 
convenience.” On the other hand, one HR representative explained, “When you have more 
flexibility then there is more difficulty in making deadlines and taking deadlines seriously. 
There could be less engagement than there could be in a more structured program.”  

HR interviewees indicated that one possible solution for ensuring that the online nature 
and flexibility of MOOCs held employees’ interest, as well as resulted in greater 
accountability and completion, was to have employees take the same MOOC at the same 
time as a cohort. Some organizations were already doing so formally, others had 
employees who had taken the initiative to form groups, and others had heard that a 
cohort model had worked well at other organizations. 

Pros and cons for employer use. 

HR staff also noted multiple pros and cons for employers using MOOCs for professional 
development. The potential for using existing MOOCs to fill needs was one theme that 
they discussed. HR representatives appreciated the fact that MOOCs allowed them to 
expand the breadth of offerings their organization could provide. As one HR 
representative said, “I don’t think you can have too many options to take and choose from. 
If anything, [it’s] always helpful to have something available at work.” Organizations with 
a range of highly technical skilled employees found it especially hard to accommodate any 
one particular skill in a cost-effective manner. Thus, they felt MOOCs could help fill those 
gaps for specific demands. Still, HR staff also noted that MOOCs could not fill all training 
needs and stated, “[Some courses] aren’t going to be very well done in an online education 
[setting].” Certain training had to be “hands-on” and “more interactive to allow for 
clarification and [ensure employees] understood the material.”  

HR professionals also considered the low cost of taking MOOCs as an advantage when 
thinking about using them for professional development, but this advantage was 
counterbalanced by the potentially high labor cost incurred for employees taking 
MOOCs during their work day. The fact that MOOCs are free was appealing because, in 
the words of one respondent, professional development is something that can be set 
aside when “the budget gets tight.” Similarly, another respondent highlighted the fact 
that because MOOCs are free, they would be a way to help their organization continue to 
provide professional development during a “budget crunch.” Yet while signing up for a 
MOOC is technically free, employers were starting to grapple with whether employees 
would take MOOCs during their work day or on their own time. The labor costs of more 
highly compensated employees taking semester-long MOOCs during their work day are 
not inconsequential. If such labor costs were to be incurred, organizations would want 
more evidence that the course was well taught and had a lasting impact.  
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HR staff felt that obtaining such evidence was currently difficult. Though several noted 
that MOOCs are largely taught by faculty at top universities and suggested that the 
content should therefore be of high value, the newness and online nature of MOOCs still 
made some wonder about their actual quality. 

Finally, HR departments also reported that MOOCs offered by top universities as part of 
professional development could have positive spillover effects for recruitment and 
employee retention. A few organizations noted that they wanted to be seen as an 
“employer of choice” to talented recruits and potential new hires more broadly. They 
believed that highlighting the availability of professional development using MOOCs 
taught by prominent university faculty could help them recruit excellent candidates, and 
particularly job-mobile Millennials—who they claimed tend to be especially interested in 
training that will help them advance wherever their career takes them. And another HR 
staff member’s comments suggested that MOOCs might contribute to the retention of 
current employees, because MOOCs could enable organizations to provide professional 
development opportunities to employees at all levels, which would help all employees 
“know they are valued.”  

Desired MOOC content.  

Interviewers also asked respondents about the type of MOOC content that would be 
most valuable. Three broad areas were discussed: basic computer skills, soft skills in 
developing management and leadership, and highly specialized training such as 
software development.  

The need for professional development in basic skills like Excel and Powerpoint was 
least commonly noted. And one HR interviewee felt the market for this type of training 
was already crowded with companies providing good systems to track progress in these 
subjects. Access to these types of trainings, however, tends to cost money, and thus free 
alternatives may be attractive to smaller companies with fewer professional 
development dollars. 

There was greater interest in MOOCs focused on soft skills like “leadership,” 
“management,” “dealing with customers,” and “account management.” One 
representative who initially could not envision his organization using MOOCs for 
professional development said after he learned more: “I really didn’t understand [how 
MOOCs could work for professional development]. Now I feel like if I can find courses 
about leadership or management then I’d love to have the guys in office take part in 
that.” Another stated: “Management . . . is an area we are trying to grow and improve . . . 
[and that] employees want to develop.” Other HR departments were weighing whether 
it made sense to develop such courses in-house. As one HR staff member said, 

Teaching soft skills . . . there is only a certain amount of 
content we could teach, but if we had something more 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


     
The Employer Potential of MOOCs: A Mixed-Methods Study of Human Resources Professionals’ Thinking 

on MOOCs 
Radford, Robles, Cataylo, Horn, Thornton, and Whitfield  

 

Vol 15 | No 5              Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License Nov/14 
  
      20 

convenient for people . . . from another company or 
course that could teach it, that would be beneficial. 

 In sum, while the sizeable number of employees interested in leadership and 
management could make it cost effective for larger organizations to develop such 
trainings internally, if quality MOOCs could provide the same or better information, 
that would be of interest to a range of organizations—particularly those with smaller 
professional development budgets. 

Using MOOCs for highly specialized technical training was also of strong interest. As 
one HR representative explained, “We have a small internal training and HR staff. 
We’re only going to be able to deliver so much content. We know we’re not going to be 
the subject matter experts.” And unlike more soft-skill management and leadership 
classes, HR staff noted that outside professional development companies tended not to 
focus on specialized topics with limited pools of interested parties. As a result, 
employees were largely forced to rely on more expensive conferences and brick-and-
mortar institutions for such training. MOOCs, with their broad geographic reach, were 
seen as potentially able to fill this gap. Specialized technical needs noted by respondents 
included a range of skills: analytics, technology, construction management, engineering 
design, blueprint design, and mental health/identification of mental illness. 

Desired MOOC course length. 

MOOCs vary in course length, but the current preference is toward courses that run for 
about 6 weeks (Anders, 2013). When HR staff were asked about the course length that 
would be ideal if MOOCs were to be used for professional development purposes, a 
variety of time frames were given: “no longer than 10 weeks,” “7 to 8 weeks,” “no more 
than 6 weeks,” “4 to 6 weeks,” “1 month,” and “2 weeks.” Those who reported they could 
not see their company using MOOCs for professional development tended to indicate 
that professional development courses needed to be even shorter: “1 week,” “5 days,” 
and “half a week.” Other HR representatives noted that course length should be driven 
by course content. The desired workload for courses was also mentioned. One 
respondent felt courses should not require more than 5 to 10 hours of work per week or 
they would feel like a part-time job on top of the job employees already have. 

Ways to make MOOCs more useful for professional development. 

Lastly, interviewees were asked what they needed in order to make MOOCs more useful 
in professional development.  

To begin with, for employers to encourage their employees to use MOOCs for 
professional development, and especially if employers are going to provide employees 
with work time to take these courses, numerous interviewees discussed the need for 
evidence of MOOCs’ legitimacy, rigor, and quality. HR staff also wanted to know how 
MOOCs compared traditional courses on these measures. MOOCs’ well-publicized low 
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completion rates (Parr, 2013; Reich & Ho, 2014) gave HR staff pause as to the quality 
and level of student engagement in MOOCs.  

In thinking about how MOOCs might be determined to be of value in a professional 
development setting, it is helpful to understand how traditional courses are assessed. 
One HR professional explained how researchers and scientists at his company learned 
from others in their field which specific courses taught at traditional universities or 
conferences were worth attending, while “for MOOCs the awareness is not as clear. 
Which ones are good and which ones aren’t? Which ones don’t have people dropping 
left and right?” Although the cost of a MOOC makes taking it low risk, providing highly 
compensated staff with the time to take a MOOC that has not yet been vetted by others 
in the field comes with opportunity costs.  

A second need expressed was evidence of completion. Organizations wanted evidence 
that employees were making progress toward and completing MOOCs they were taking 
as part of their official professional development. Some in the professional development 
field are already doing this. As one respondent related, “When we work with [private 
company x], [course completion] automatically downloads to [the employee’s] 
transcript and it downloads to the main system and we can track and assess.” MOOC 
providers are heeding this call. For a small fee, providers like Coursera and edX already 
enable courestakers to show verified proof that they completed a course (Coursera, 
2013; edX, n.d.). Coursera is also exploring the possibility of selling dashboards or 
analytics tools to companies looking to track employee progress in online training 
courses (Nadeem, 2013a). And Coursera, edX, Udacity, and others have teamed with 
LinkedIn in a pilot program that publicly certifies MOOC completions (Nadeem, 2013b). 

But tracking coursetakers beyond completion was also important. As one interviewee 
stated, “I think as we continue to present this to [management], they will want to know . 
. . how we can assess whether or not these individuals are actually learning.” And others 
wanted to be able to go beyond assessing the degree to which learning was retained and 
wanted to know if such coursetaking led to improvement in job performance. An HR 
staff member explained that to facilitate evaluation of behavior change, he would want 
information on the course’s learning objectives as well as a simple, short questionnaire 
or observation checklist that could be given to co-workers and supervisors. His 
organization was already using such tools for other professional development courses. 
Such measures and metrics would greatly add to employers’ ability to ascertain the 
value of a MOOC and encourage their adoption not just for professional development 
but also for recruiting and hiring. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings from this study suggest that the potential for employers’ use of MOOCs is 
strong. Though MOOCs are only a couple of years old and a majority of employers are 
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just now hearing about them, some employers are already using them or have 
considered using them and many more could see their organization using MOOCs. 
Overall, almost three-quarters (73%) viewed MOOC coursetaking positively or very 
positively when making hiring decisions. A solid majority (59%) of employers were 
using, considering using, or could see their organization using MOOCs in recruiting, and 
more than four-fifths (83%) reported positive views for using MOOCs as professional 
development tools. Yet interviews also indicated employers’ need for evidence of 
MOOCs’ quality and easy ways to verify employees’ completion of these courses. From a 
professional development perspective, employers wanted to see assessments of long-
term learning and behavioral gains.  

Knowledge and use of MOOCs is rapidly evolving. In anticipation of expected changes in 
how employers perceive, use, and value MOOCs, the authors seek to build upon this 
study’s findings by conducting a national study that further investigates these issues. 
Findings from a nationwide study can illuminate ways that employers and MOOC 
providers might better capitalize on the potential of MOOCs to identify prospective 
employees and better train and provide professional development to existing ones. 
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