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Abstract
Prior research on massive open online courses (MOOCs) suggests interaction to be a key char-
acteristic in terms of improving learners’ engagement, skills development, and learning ex-
perience. This study investigates learners’ experiences of participating in MOOCs in order to 
develop a more detailed understanding of interaction behaviors and the factors that influence 
them. Based on in-depth interviews conducted with MOOC participants, the study sheds light 
on the factors that influence interaction as well as their alignment with the self-determina-
tion theory. The results indicate that five personal and five environmental factors play a role in 
either enhancing or hindering interaction. Supporting learners’ autonomy and personalized 
learning trajectories should serve to promote both interaction and engagement. Despite the 
autonomous nature of learning via MOOCs, educators’ guidance and encouragement are still 
required to enliven learners’ interactions. In fact, this study also elucidates the social nature of 
learning.       
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1. Introduction
The development of massive open online courses (MOOCs) has changed the field of higher 
education by rendering it more democratized and accessible (Dillahunt et al., 2014). As MOOCs 
open the doors and invite everyone to enter the learning space, they enhance the co-creation 
and co-evolution of learning content among learners with different backgrounds, experiences, 
skills, and knowledge (Babori et al., 2019). Connectivity is provided through an online plat-
form, which allows for social networking. Furthermore, MOOCs generally have no prerequi-
sites, fees, formal accreditation, or predefined mandatory level of participation (Liyanaguna-
wardena et al., 2013).

Aside from altruistic motives, universities may also launch MOOCs with the aim of increas-
ing their prestige and marketing themselves to potential students, faculty members, financing 
bodies, and donors (Hew & Cheung, 2014). In the age of lifelong learning, MOOCs deliver their 
learning content online via a combination of videos, lectures, readings, assignments, quizzes, 
and discussions, which means that the content is available to virtually every person in the 
world with no limit on a"endance or class size. Yet, from a more critical perspective, MOOCs 
can be viewed as merely another platform for learning, albeit a more interactive one than, for 
example, a book. Further, according to Armellini and Padilla Rodriguez (2016), many MOOCs 
cannot be characterized as pedagogically innovative, even though the potential for innovation 
exists. However, this is an issue associated with the design of MOOCs (Guàrdia et al., 2013).  

The problem of high a"rition rates is a common one with regard to MOOCs (Khalil & Eb-
ner, 2014; Sunar et al., 2016) and other online courses (Bawa, 2016; Lee & Choi, 2011). For in-
stance, Jordan’s (2014) study of 91 MOOCs found an average completion rate of just 6.5 percent. 
Previous studies suggest that the a"rition rates of MOOCs are lower when learners take part in 
repeated and frequent interactions so as to exchange ideas, insights, and personal experiences 
(Breslow et al., 2013; Coetzee et al., 2014; Sunar et al., 2016). Further, peer interaction is known 
to promote learner engagement (Hew, 2016), foster reflection (Paladino, 2008), and increase 
learning satisfaction (Lin et al., 2008). However, limited interaction appears to be a persis-
tent and widespread challenge in relation to MOOCs (Hew & Cheung, 2014) and other online 
courses (Hammond, 1999; Hewi", 2005; Lee & Martin, 2017; Purarjomandlangrudi et al., 2016). 
Indeed, the interaction does not seem to occur voluntarily in an online environment (An et al., 
2009; Bawa, 2016). Thus, enhancing the likelihood of interaction should be a focal point when 
developing MOOCs. This raises the challenge of identifying strategies for promoting interac-
tion, something that has been the subject of scant interest in previous research concerning 
MOOCs (Bozkurt et al., 2017). 

Among others, interaction and networking skills are important in the business context 
(Daellenbach, 2018). Furthermore, reflection (Peltier et al., 2005) and critical-thinking (Roy & 
Macchie"e, 2005) skills represent central aspects of higher education. Educators should thus 
consider these “soft” skills when planning business education programs, courses, and lectures. 
Many platforms offering online education stress an approach built on a social learning ped-
agogy that works on a massive scale. This is also the case in relation to the learning platform 
investigated in the present study. A social learning pedagogy embraces the idea that interac-
tions between learners, as well as between learners and educators, foster collaborative social 
learning, which results in all participants learning from each other. Collaborative social learn-
ing is one of the major opportunities afforded by MOOCs thanks to their vast scale and diverse 
range of participants (Davis et al., 2018). Interaction allows learners to see beyond their own 
perspectives, to challenge their own assumptions, and to obtain a glimpse of a wide range of 
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challenges and problems that can be encountered in the field of business. Therefore, a focus 
on interaction is not only significant in terms of improving engagement and satisfaction with 
MOOCs in general, as it is also a relevant aspect of the development of students’ business skills.

Accordingly, the aim of this study is to explore how interaction can be enhanced in MOOCs. 
Interaction improves learners’ engagement, learning experience, and business skills. In the 
present study, interaction is understood as the interaction that occurs between individuals, 
that is, through posting messages to ask questions, answer questions, and make comments 
or suggestions during an asynchronous online discussion. Interaction between learners and 
the learning content (see, e.g., Abrami et al., 2011; Kanuka, 2011) is not within the scope of this 
study. Due to the explorative nature of the study, we opt for a qualitative research approach. 
To achieve our research aims, we examine learners’ experiences of “Principles of Service Man-
agement,” a marketing course offered by Hanken School of Economics, to elucidate the ways 
in which learners interact (or chose not to interact) with both peers and educators. We also ex-
amine why learners participate in interactions as well as what would prompt them to interact 
more. The study by Guàrdia et al. (2013) identified a need to further develop the pedagogical 
approaches utilized in MOOCs. This study represents an a"empt to do just that.   

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. In the theoretical part, prior research 
on interaction within an online environment is discussed, followed by a discussion of moti-
vation in relation to interaction. Next, the empirical study is introduced, the focal course and 
platform are described, and the empirical findings are presented. This is followed by a discus-
sion of the results, conclusions, and implications for MOOC design. The article concludes with 
a discussion of the limitations of the study and suggestions for future research directions. 

2. Interaction in online courses and MOOCs
MOOCs can be broadly divided into two different types, namely cMOOCs and xMOOCs (Bozkurt 
et al., 2017; Daniel, 2012; Guàrdia et al., 2013). cMOOCs are principally based on a connectivist, 
collaborative pedagogy that focuses on knowledge generation and sharing within loosely or-
ganized networks (Kop, 2011; Reeves & Hedberg, 2014), whereas xMOOCs rely on a more tra-
ditional approach to learning. More specifically, xMOOCs are based on behavioral, cognitive 
pedagogy that focuses on knowledge transmission and duplication (Rodriguez, 2012). 

Beaven et al. (2014) sought to move away from this binary division by presenting a more 
nuanced classification of MOOCs in which they can be divided into 1) network-based, 2) task-
based, and 3) content-based MOOCs (see also Anders, 2015; Reeves & Hedberg, 2014). The three 
different types of MOOCs are characterized by different pedagogical ideologies and learning 
approaches. Of course, MOOCs can simultaneously involve hybrid elements of networking, 
tasks, and content. The foundation of network-based MOOCs is socially constructed knowl-
edge, which is developed through interactions with other participants during the courses. 
Task-based MOOCs emphasize skill development through the completion of tasks. Success 
in terms of completing tasks may rely on networking, although that is not the primary goal. 
Finally, content-based MOOCs are built around the transmission and acquisition of content. 
They rely upon automated assessment, and they may also include opportunities for network-
ing and joint learning. However, many content-based MOOCs can be completed without par-
ticipation in any interaction. 

MOOCs can be designed in a variety of ways. It can be argued that design ma"ers in relation 
to learners’ motivation (Salmon et al., 2017) and, ultimately, how they achieve their learning 
objectives (Hollenbeck et al., 2011). The importance of interaction can also be argued for (Hew, 
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2016; Sunar et al., 2016). Learning occurs as a result of social practices (Lin et al., 2008). The 
interaction that is characterized by the exchange of thoughts and reflections among learners 
results in new ways of viewing things and new ways of acting. Lee and Martin (2017) found that 
learners emphasize pragmatism during an interaction. Relating content to practice increases 
learners’ willingness to interact and so makes learning more meaningful. Further, according 
to the same study, reflection and higher-level thinking are also much appreciated by learners 
in online discussions. Khalil and Ebner’s (2014) study of 42 MOOCs examined the reasons why 
learners dropped out or failed to complete the courses. The reasons identified included a lack 
of time, a lack of motivation, learners’ feelings of isolation, a lack of interactivity, learners’ in-
sufficient background and skills, and finally, hidden costs. We can thus state that interaction in 
MOOCs serves as both a motivator and a method for learning. 

The 90–9–1 principle seeks to explain participatory pa"erns within online communities 
(van Mierlo, 2014). According to this principle, 90 percent of participants in MOOCs are passive 
“lurkers,” who do not participate in any interactions; 9 percent are “contributors,” who con-
tribute sparingly; while 1 percent are “superusers,” who are responsible for most of the inter-
actions and discussions. Breslow et al. (2013) report similar numbers. In their study of the edX 
platform’s first MOOC, they found that over 90 percent of learners simply viewed pre-existing 
discussions, without participating themselves (see also Hammond, 1999; Kop, 2011; Poellhuber 
et al., 2019). We argue that encouraging lurkers to interact may actively boost their engage-
ment and learning experience.

The kind of interaction that occurs in MOOCs is asynchronous in nature. It is not limited 
to a classroom, time, or day of the week, which enables flexibility in terms of discussing and 
debating. Asynchronous interaction also provides learners with time to think and to compose 
their reflections prior to sharing their thoughts online (Pena-Shaff & Nicholls, 2004). However, 
Dow (2008) argues for having at least some “live” component during online interactions, as 
the respondents in her study felt frustrated due to the absence of face-to-face conversation, the 
absence of visible identifiers of the people they were interacting with, and the lag time between 
responses.      

In the context of MOOCs, an interaction may involve a) learner-to-learner interaction, b) 
educator-to-learner interaction or c) learner-to-public interaction (see also Abrami et al., 2011; 
Kanuka, 2011; Moore, 1989). Learner-to-learner interaction involves, for example, responding 
to other learners’ comments or peer-reviewing their assignments. Educator-to-learner inter-
action (or vice versa, depending on who initiates the interaction) is more purposeful. It may 
involve learners’ questions and educators’ answers to those questions. It may also involve 
educators’ general feedback or comments delivered with the aim of encouraging learners. Fi-
nally, learner-to-public interaction can be characterized as spontaneous commenting, asking 
questions, and reflecting with no specific target in mind. This kind of interaction may be re-
sponded to, either by other learners or by educators. It is the most common form of interaction 
in MOOCs (Khalil & Ebner, 2014). 

Interaction requires a trust-enhancing environment since interacting with strangers in 
MOOCs implies some level of vulnerability when compared with interacting in a familiar envi-
ronment, for example, in a classroom (Hollenbeck et al., 2011). Effective interaction in MOOCs 
also requires good wri"en communication skills (Lin et al., 2008) and participatory literacy 
skills (Beaven et al., 2014). Participatory literacy skills refer to learners’ ability to contribute to 
interaction, which means that such skills rely on creativity, reasoning, focus, critical thinking 
and analysis, and the capacity to network. Learners’ mother tongue influences their confidence 
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levels with regard to expressing themselves in a foreign language (Kop, 2011). Furthermore, it 
may prove challenging to keep up to date with the ongoing interaction in MOOCs due to the 
“massive” number of learners enrolled (Liyanagunawardena et al., 2013). However, interaction 
can also result in fun, entertainment, a social experience, intellectual stimulation, and the pos-
sibility to express oneself (Khalil & Ebner, 2014). It helps learners to develop their ideas and 
construct their own knowledge. 

Learner-to-learner interaction facilitates the application of learning of existing knowledge 
by introducing real-world examples of the subject at hand (Peltier et al., 2005). La Pointe and 
Gunawarndena’s (2004) study indicates that learner-to-learner interaction has a greater impact 
on learning outcomes than, for instance, teaching style. Being assigned to smaller discussion 
groups (Davis et al., 2018; Hollenbeck et al., 2011; Lee & Martin, 2017) and being encouraged to 
follow specific learners (Khalil & Ebner, 2014) may foster learner-to-learner interaction. A sense 
of familiarity and a feeling of belonging to a community stimulate both interaction and learn-
ing (Cheung et al., 2008). Yet, certain factors may hinder learner-to-learner interaction, includ-
ing other learners’ lack of commitment to the process and the asynchronous environment that 
characterizes MOOCs (Salmon et al., 2017). Learners may proceed at their own pace rather than 
at the recommended study pace, which makes it hard to interact with other learners who are 
at another stage of the course. Other barriers to interaction include learners’ lack of time and 
the decision to focus on other course content rather than on the interaction itself (Fung, 2004).

Purarjomandlangrudi et al. (2016, p. 270) state that educator-to-learner interaction “is very 
important to nurture students’ interest in the course contents and stimulating their motiva-
tion of learning.” Educator-to-learner interaction is enhanced by easy access to the educator 
(Hollenbeck et al., 2011). It also has the greatest influence on learner satisfaction in relation 
to MOOCs (Khalil & Ebner, 2014). Indeed, timely and substantive educator input gives rise to 
a greater contribution from learners (Cheung et al., 2008; Wise et al., 2006). However, the de-
gree of educators’ moderation must be carefully considered. Too much intervention may stifle 
learners’ ability to freely express their thoughts and opinions (An et al., 2009). It is also diffi-
cult for educators to interact with a large number of learners. One suggestion for overcoming 
such issues is to employ trained teaching assistants to help with the task (Hew & Cheung, 2014; 
Khalil & Ebner, 2014). 

3. Interaction and engagement 
Learners’ motivation to participate in MOOCs may stem from curiosity, enjoyment, or the de-
sire for professional development and career advancement (Breslow et al., 2013; Salmon et al., 
2017). Their motivation could be intrinsic or extrinsic (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000), 
although learners typically exhibit a combination of motivations. Ryan and Deci (2000, p. 54) 
claim that “intrinsic motivation remains an important construct, reflecting the natural hu-
man propensity to learn and assimilate,” as doing so is interesting and enjoyable. However, 
an extrinsically motivated learner wants to achieve a goal in order to gain an external reward 
(Salmon et al., 2017). For example, a points system for high-quality learner contributions (Coet-
zee et al., 2014) or a participation grade for interaction (Lee & Martin, 2017) may be assigned 
in MOOCs.  

Learners’ motivation and engagement are very important in a learning context since they 
can influence learners’ retention, learning, test scores, and completion rate (Lee & Martin, 
2017). The self-determination theory (SDT) of motivation explains learners’ engagement (Deci 
& Ryan, 1985; Hew, 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2000). The constructs that underpin the theory can be 
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integrated into social cognitive contexts such as MOOCs (Zhou, 2016). Based on the tenets of 
SDT, all individuals possess three fundamental psychological needs that move them to act (or 
otherwise). The three needs are the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Satisfy-
ing these three needs positively influences learners’ engagement (Hew, 2016). 

In general, engagement is a multidimensional concept that can be expressed in different 
ways (Antonaci et al., 2019; Hew, 2016). According to Antonaci et al. (2019, p. 175), engagement 
can be perceived “as the degree to which the learners are involved in online activities and in-
teract, communicate with others (mediators and peers).” Interaction in MOOCs serves to keep 
learners engaged, meaning that they dedicate time, energy, thought, and effort to further 
learning activities (see also Panigrahi et al., 2018). Figure 1 presents the initial framework of 
learners’ interaction, illustrating the tenets of SDT that influence learners’ engagement. In this 
study, we are particularly interested in the type of engagement that manifests as active partic-
ipation in online communication with others using the platform, and thus, the term engage-
ment is here understood to refer to the degree to which learners interact.

Figure 1: The initial framework of learners’ interaction in MOOCs

Autonomy refers to individuals’ freedom of choice with regard to their actions (Deci & Ryan, 
1985). Individuals need to feel free to act voluntarily, which means that they must not feel as 
if they are being forced to act. Lee and Martin (2017, p. 151) state that “when a student feels 
controlled by external factors, the level of intrinsic motivation is undermined.” However, in an 
online environment, learners must be autonomous or self-directed if they are to be capable of 
learning independently (Bawa, 2016), which may represent a challenge in relation to MOOCs 
(Kop, 2011). Autonomy does not imply that guidance from, for example, the educators run-
ning a course, is not required at all (Hew, 2016). Learners may not know how to proceed with 
learning a subject. In such situations, learner autonomy is best achieved by educators acting 
as guides or as resources. Even mandatory assignments and interaction may support learning 
(An et al., 2009; Cheung et al., 2008). Providing learners with options within a course may also 
support their need for autonomy (Lee & Martin, 2017). Optional readings, flexible deadlines, 
learner-selected learning pathways, and proposed alternatives to course assignments are some 
examples of such choices (Bonk et al., 2018). In the end, achieving success in MOOCs involves 
striking the right balance between providing guidance and instruction and fostering learners’ 
sense of autonomy (Beaven et al., 2014).
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Relatedness refers to individuals’ need to connect with other people, for instance, with 
their fellow learners and educators (Deci & Ryan, 1985). A sense of relatedness can be influ-
enced, for example, by the degree of familiarity between participating individuals (Cheung et 
al., 2008; Lee & Martin, 2017). This represents a particular dilemma for MOOCs, as the partici-
pating learners are particularly numerous and dispersed. Consequently, educators must deter-
mine how to strengthen the feeling of relatedness and familiarity among MOOC participants 
(Kop, 2011). For instance, where possible, the establishment and facilitation of face-to-face 
study groups may strengthen learners’ sense of relatedness (Chen & Chen, 2015). 

Competence refers to individuals’ need to master and control their endeavors, for instance, 
their learning (Deci & Ryan, 1985). According to Hew (2016), competence provides the basis for 
engagement in, for example, a course, because it is reasonable to assume that a sense of mas-
tery regarding a topic encourages learners to further participate in course activities (see also 
Cheung et al., 2008). Such a sense of mastery also includes the ability to utilize resources and 
opportunities within MOOCs as well as to view them critically in order to “appropriate them 
and redesign them” (Kop, 2011, p. 33), or in other words, to learn from them.        

4. Methodology
Reich (2015) argues for the need to reboot the research concerning MOOCs, suggesting that 
research should move away from the use of large quantitative datasets of a descriptive nature 
and toward approaches and data that allow for an understanding of, for example, learning. 
Maxwell (1996) explains that a qualitative approach is particularly suitable when the purpose 
of a given study is to understand the meaning that informants a"ribute to events, situations, 
and actions. Thus, since our aim is to explore learners’ experiences, interactions, and views on 
enhancing interaction, we have chosen to apply a qualitative research approach.

A wide variety of strategies and methods are available for collecting and analyzing em-
pirical data during qualitative research (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). The use of interviews as a 
data collection tool is common, and interviews can have different levels of structures (Eriksson 
& Kovalainen, 2016; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Qualitative research does not aim to achieve 
statistical generalization. Therefore, identifying informants to participate in the research is a 
purposeful process rather than a random one, meaning that the appropriateness of the data 
and access to informants are central issues (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2016). The informants 
chosen for this study were assessed to have rich experiences and insights related to the focal 
course, which should enable sufficient depth in terms of the analysis and also provide good 
opportunities to learn about the phenomenon of interest. The chosen informants were all local 
students, which enabled the interviews to be conducted on a face-to-face basis. 

Kuzel (1992) recommends that six to eight interviews be conducted in research studies in 
which the population of informants is homogenous and the research objective is not to look 
for disconfirming evidence or to try to maximize variation. Moreover, saturation is typically 
considered to be a key criterion when determining whether further data collection is neces-
sary in qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2018). In line with these recommendations, we 
conducted semi-structured, in-depth interviews with eight students from Hanken School of 
Economics who participated in and completed the “Principles of Service Management” MOOC. 
The interviews lasted from one to one-and-a-half hours. We ended our sampling when we de-
termined that further interviews would not significantly contribute to new understandings of 
the concepts of interest. In addition to the interviews, the description of the MOOC was sup-
plemented by course statistics and course feedback, which served as additional data sources.
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Demographic data concerning the informants are summarized in Table 1. The main inter-
view themes dealt with the informants’ goals and motivations in relation to participating in 
the focal MOOC, their experience of interaction and their own activity, and finally, the factors 
that influence their interaction behavior as well as how the interaction might be enhanced in 
MOOCs (organized around the needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence, as the initial 
framework). The interviews were transcribed, and a content analysis was performed to summa-
rize the informants’ answers (Tesch, 1990). The utilized coding technique can be described as 
both theory- and data-driven technique (Saunders et al., 2019). The initial coding was guided 
by the pre-developed main themes, which were derived from the theoretical framework. More 
fine-grained sub-categories, which were derived from the interview answers, were created 
during the subsequent stage of analysis, resulting in an elaboration of the initial framework. 
The present researchers analyzed the data both individually and jointly, thereby increasing the 
consistency of the interpretations and enabling the triangulation of the findings.

Table 1: Informants’ demographic data

GENDER AGE MAJOR SUBJECT LEVEL

Informant A Female 21 years Marketing Bachelor, 2nd year

Informant B Female 20 years Marketing Bachelor, 2nd year

Informant C Male 23 years Marketing Bachelor, 2nd year

Informant D Female 22 years Marketing Master, 1st year

Informant E Female 21 years Marketing Bachelor, 3rd year

Informant F Female 22 years Marketing Master, 1st year

Informant G Male 21 years Marketing Bachelor, 3rd year

Informant H Male 24 years Marketing Bachelor, 3rd year

4.1 Principles of Service Management MOOC
Hanken School of Economics launched its first marketing-related MOOC, “Principles of Service Man-
agement,” in October 2018 on the online social learning platform FutureLearn. FutureLearn is a major 
European learning platform, with a wide variety of courses available and millions of users worldwide. 
The course focused on the management of service firms, both traditional service firms and goods manu-
facturing firms intending to transform their business into a service business. It explored the latest thinking 
in the field of service management, which covers a service-centric perspective on marketing and man-
agement. The course content included topics such as value creation, profitability in customer relations, 
productivity in the service industry, brand and promise management, and internal marketing. Learners 
engaged with the subject through short lectures, articles, assignments, discussions, training quizzes, and 
final tests. All the course material was adapted for use on both mobile devices and computers.

The course was scheduled to run for seven weeks, with an estimated workload of three 
hours per week. It was open to learners worldwide as well as being part of a marketing course 
for students of Hanken School of Economics. The course was free to participate in, although 
a fee (of €64) was charged to learners who wanted to upgrade, which entitled them to, for 
example, a certificate of achievement. Students of Hanken School of Economics received one 
credit unit (from a total of four) for the MOOC part of the marketing course, although other 
learners did not earn any credit units for participating in the MOOC. Instead, a certificate was 
offered as proof of achievement. The focal MOOC can be characterized as predominantly con-
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tent-based, but the format also enabled interaction among a heterogeneous group of learners 
through possibilities to comment and discuss the presented topics as well as to use other so-
cial-media-style interactive functions such as liking inputs from other learners and following 
other participants’ profiles. During the course, interaction was voluntary and did not give, for 
example, any activity points.  

4.2 Social features of the platform
The MOOCs available via FutureLearn are structured into weeks and then into steps within each 
week. The recommendation is for learners to proceed according to the weeks and the logical 
orders of the steps, although doing so is not mandatory. Learners are encouraged to engage 
in discussions and to leave comments, either spontaneously or in answer to a request by ed-
ucators. Each step has a dedicated discussion forum that is organized as a social-media-like 
thread, which enables learners to scroll up and down to read the comments (see Figure 2).

Figure 2: The social features of FutureLearn
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Learners can post their own comment and/or like and reply to other participants’ (i.e., both 
learners and educators) posts. Learners are also able to follow other participants. Through the 
following option, learners can opt to view only those comments posted by participants they 
follow.  

4.3 Statistics and feedback
In total, 1,233 learners from 129 countries enrolled in the focal MOOC, of whom 965 viewed at 
least one of the steps (lectures, articles, discussions, etc.) during the first week of the course. The 
number of learners who completed at least one of the steps during the first week was 607. Table 2 
presents statistics concerning the course and the progression of activities over the seven weeks. 

Table 2: Statistics concerning learners and their activities during the course

WEEK 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 DESCRIPTION

Learners visiting 
steps

965 355 267 237 201 172 164 Learners who have visited at 
least one step

Active learners 607 295 239 211 178 154 138 Learners who have 
completed at least one step 

Social learners 270 68 49 32 31 24 21 Learners who have posted 
at least one comment on 
any step

Active learners/
social learners

44.48 23.05 20.50 15.17 17.42 15.58 15.22 Ratio (%) of active learners 
who are also social learners

Visited steps 6,761 3,054 3,116 2,611 2,203 1,915 2,179 Total number of steps visited 
by learners

Average visited 
steps per 
learner

7.01 8.60 11.67 11.02 10.96 11.13 13.29 Averaged against the number 
of learners visiting

Completed 
steps

5,312 2,667 2,807 2,369 1,998 1,752 1,967 Total number of steps 
completed by learners

Average 
completed steps 
per learner

8.75 9.04 11.74 11.23 11.22 11.38 14.25 Averaged against the number 
of active learners 

Comments 645 169 110 59 72 42 39 The total number of com-
ments posted by learners on 
any step

Average 
comments per 
learner

2 2 2 1 2 1 1 Averaged against the number 
of social learners

The above statistics clearly indicate the principal problems associated with MOOCs. The a"ri-
tion rate for the course was high. The number of learners visiting and completing steps de-
creased more rapidly at the beginning of the course and then stabilized at the end. The total 
number of steps visited and completed displayed the same progression. In the end, 80 learners 
completed the course (upgraded to the certificate), while an additional 82 learners finished 
more than 90 percent of the course. Given that 965 learners started the course, the completion 
rate was just 8.3 percent.

The statistics also indicate the need to elaborate further on the strategies that could serve 
to enhance learners’ interaction and discussion. The ratio between the active learners and the 
social learners decreased from 45.5 percent during the first week to 15.2 percent during the final 
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week of the course. In light of the statistics, the first week can be seen as exceptional, as the 
students were encouraged to introduce themselves, which resulted in more comments being 
left during that week. However, during the later weeks, only roughly 15 percent of learners were 
contributing to the interaction and discussion, while about 85 percent were passive lurkers. 
The numbers roughly follow the 90–9–1 principle, despite being slightly higher. The number 
of comments decreased from 645 in the first week to 39 in the final week, as learners dropped 
out of the course. The learners seemed to show signs of fatigue, as the average number of com-
ments posted by the social learners decreased from two to one during the course. The drop in 
the ratio of active learners who were also social learners confirms this assumption. 

However, the responses received through the end-of-course survey indicated that the 
learners were very pleased with the course. Of the 77 learners who took part in the survey, 49 
percent reported that the course exceeded their expectations, while 50 percent state that it met 
their expectations. The majority (97 percent) of respondents were of the opinion that they had 
gained new knowledge and skills by taking the course, and 66 percent had started to apply 
their new knowledge and skills after finishing the course.

  
5. Results and discussion
This section presents an analytical discussion of our empirical findings concerning the fac-
tors that either enhance or hinder interactive behavior in MOOCs. We categorize the factors 
into two types, namely personal and environmental factors (see, e.g., Panigrahi et al., 2018). 
Personal factors relate to the learner as an individual, and they may influence the learner’s in-
teraction behavior. These personal factors are within the control of the learner. Environmental 
factors relate to the structures and activities within MOOCs, which means that they are beyond 
the learner’s control, although they are more manageable from the course-design and educa-
tor perspectives. 

The factors that either hinder or facilitate interaction, as derived from the empirical ac-
counts, are discussed in relation to the initial conceptual framework comprising learners’ au-
tonomy, relatedness, and competence needs as motivations.

5.1 Personal factors
The interviews particularly highlighted the following personal factors as being influential in 
terms of interaction in MOOCs:

1. Reward
2. (Online) personality
3. Expectations 
4. Social learning
5. Learning from practice

5.1.1 Reward
The learners’ discussions regarding the reasons to participate in the interactive aspects of 
MOOCs largely revolved around the “carrot and stick” concept. The informants considered that 
some kind of (extrinsic) reward should be provided in return for interaction activity, either in 
the form of optional activity points (see also Lee & Martin, 2017) or some other type of endorse-
ment. 

Bonus points are always bonus points. You can choose whether you want to do the assignment or 
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not (Informant D).  
The informants were generally not in favor of compulsory commenting and discussing. 

In other words, they did not want learners to be forced to interact in order to receive activity 
points. However, they did recognize that it could represent an effective means of increasing 
activity in practice. 

To force someone to do something is never fine, although I can see the point of it. If it is not manda-
tory [to interact], it is possible that no one will participate. It isn’t great if some participate but others 
do not. So, I can understand and see the point of forcing students (Informant C).

As An et al., (2009) state, interaction in an online environment generally appears to not 
happen voluntarily. Being assigned direct questions and peer-reviews, among other things, 
were mentioned by the informants as motivating. 

It’s be!er to ask directly or to give an assignment instead of waiting for students’ spontaneous 
comments. Then it’s easier to contribute (Informant A).

Offering rewards in an a"empt to prompt learners to interact is, on the one hand, a means 
of providing autonomy as well as additional options for participants to learn in the way they 
desire. For some, it may also relate to the need for competence, as rewards represent an ac-
knowledgment of a learner’s input. On the other hand, the informants acknowledged that the 
realities of autonomy sometimes resulted in students doing the minimum required of them, 
rather than utilizing the features and learning possibilities that are purely optional. Therefore, 
the provision of rewards such as bonus points could serve to promote interaction without re-
ducing autonomy. 

2.1.2 (Online) personality
Learners have different personalities and exhibit different degrees of introversion and ex-
troversion, which influences their interaction behavior. Learners also have different learning 
preferences (e.g., learning by reading, listening, discussing, etc.). According to the informants, 
their interaction behavior in the focal MOOC was, in many cases, roughly equivalent to their 
interaction behavior during, for example, a classroom discussion. 

I prefer to listen to other people and to learn from reading. I didn’t participate so much in the 
discussions, but that’s also the case in classroom courses (Informant A).

However, an online context may enhance learners’ interaction due to the possibility of be-
ing “anonymous.” An online context also allows for deeper reflection because, for example, 
commenting does not have to be as spontaneous as it does in a classroom context (Pena-Shaff 
& Nicholls, 2004). Yet, the more anonymous online context was perceived by some informants 
as a “non-community” when compared with a physical classroom filled with friends and ac-
quaintances, which implies a higher threshold for, for instance, proactively initiating a discus-
sion. The informants also reflected on the way they perceived themselves as well as how their 
competence would come across to other learners:

When you were asked to comment on your main learnings, you were afraid to reveal if you had 
misunderstood something or to write something that wasn’t relevant (Informant G).

Moreover, some informants who regarded themselves as “spectators” rather than as ac-
tive discussants felt that this was also their role in social media more generally, although 
they still did not consider themselves to be particularly introverted, as the following quote 
illustrates.

Now I’m sounding like a really asocial person, but I’m just not very interactive in any online 
environment, unlike in real life (Informant H).
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This indicates that sociality may be reflected in different forms of expressions online than 
offline.

Thanks to their mass scale and relative anonymity, MOOCs – perhaps even more so than 
regular classroom se"ings – enable learners to adopt different social positions among their 
fellow learners, ranging from active discussants to passive lurkers or independent course 
accomplishers. For the sake of meeting the need for autonomy, providing learners with the 
possibility to choose how social they want to be (or which particular discussions they want to 
participate in) is beneficial. 

Personality aspects as well as how a given participant feels about fi"ing in with the social 
context of the MOOC can also be related to the need for competence, as manifested in the 
option to either share one’s knowledge or withhold one’s viewpoints due to a sense of uncer-
tainty and insecurity. Overcoming this type of issue, together with fostering a sense of related-
ness and community among participants in an effort to create an inclusive social atmosphere, 
constitutes a challenge for MOOC designers and instructors.

2.1.3 Expectations
Learners have different reasons and expectations when enrolling in MOOCs (Breslow et al., 
2013; Salmon et al., 2017). Their reasons for participation may, for example, be utilitarian or 
social. The informants’ expectations were more closely related to the subject and the content 
of the course, while the possibility of enhancing their business-related communication and 
interaction skills and of strengthening their social presence was less explicitly considered. 
Thus, the MOOC managed to more clearly address the needs for autonomy and competence 
than the need for relatedness. Rather than relying on learners’ self-direction, a clear state-
ment from educators as to what learners are supposed to do and learn in MOOCs would 
prove useful and help to fulfill the need for competence.   

2.1.4 Social learning
Peer interaction encourages the sharing and construction of knowledge. Following the on-
line interactions was considered to be interesting and fruitful, since fellow learners from 
different backgrounds and cultures provided reflections, insights, and practical experiences 
from which the informants felt they learned. 

It was more interesting when they [the other learners] came from all over the world. It was enjoy-
able to read different points of view from students from different places and cultures (Informant B).

The observation of other learners’ contributions also confirmed the students’ own ideas, 
thereby linking to the need for competence. In this sense, interaction appears to be a sig-
nificant learning element not only in terms of an individual’s own participation but also in 
relation to learning from others’ interactions (Davis et al., 2018; Lin et al., 2008), particularly 
if learners perceive that the discussions are at an advanced level.  

During the interviews, social learning nevertheless appeared to be a somewhat underuti-
lized opportunity, which was only identified in retrospect. This indicates the importance of 
also “marketing” a MOOC from the perspective of highlighting the possibilities offered by 
the heterogeneous social network it draws on.

Social learning improves learners’ competence. More specifically, fellow learners’ reflec-
tions and practical examples from their backgrounds can foster learning and inspire, for 
example, commenting. Interesting reflections and examples tend to trigger interaction. 



NJB Vol. 69 , No. 3 (Autumn 2020) How Can Interactivity Be Facilitated in a Massive Open Online Course?

37

It was interesting to read others’ comments. They could present viewpoints that you hadn’t even 
reflected upon (Informant E).

In hindsight, one learner pondered on the learning opportunities that the breadth of the 
MOOC participants offered. 

You could make more use of the participants and the work experience they have, almost like mini 
guest lectures (Informant F).

Thus, MOOCs can provide a se"ing in which to develop the business-related skills of 
interaction and networking, thereby answering the need for competence. Reading others’ 
comments and following the discussions also generate a sense of relatedness. Fellow learners 
become more familiar through interaction, and it represents a starting point for extending 
the social network. In the case of the informants of the present study, social learning also 
extended to the offline context, since they studied the online modules or discussed the as-
signments with local fellow learners outside the MOOC. 

We had a group chat with my friends [who also took the course], but not with anyone random 
(Informant H).

The MOOC functions that enable micro-grouping of this kind could also provide possi-
bilities for similar behavior among participants who lack prior social relationships (see also 
Chen & Chen, 2015). Addressing participants’ need for relatedness can, in other words, be 
approached from the different levels at which social learning takes place.

2.1.5 Learning from practice
The idea of learning from practice refers to an approach whereby the educator illustrates, 
for instance, theoretical assumptions and models with practical examples in order to en-
hance learners’ understanding of the course content. Real-world examples and pragmatism 
in relation to interaction and learning were emphasized in Peltier et al.’s (2005) and Lee and 
Martin’s (2017) studies. The informants in this study believed practical examples to be more 
memorable and to trigger interaction more easily than theoretical content. 

Practical examples inspired more of a discussion. They were easier to assimilate (Informant D).
Linking to practice was good. It was easy to understand and tied it all together (Informant C). 
The informants also considered providing or discussing practical cases to be a low-

er-threshold activity than contributing to conceptual discussions. In such discussions, the 
activity was sometimes held back by learner insecurity with regard to having correctly under-
stood the terms and concepts. Therefore, particularly in relation to addressing learners’ need 
for competence, practice- or experience-oriented discussion assignments could represent 
easy first steps toward more interactive MOOC participation.

However, theoretical reflections may also prove inspiring, for instance, commenting on 
especially controversial and challenging views. The heterogeneity of the participants, con-
sidering their geographical spread and varied professional experience, is also something 
that could be more efficiently and explicitly exploited, both from a social learning perspec-
tive and from a learning-from-practice perspective.  

5.2 Environmental factors
Further analysis of the qualitative data helped to identify environmental factors that the in-
formants perceived to have the potential to increase their participation in interactions dur-
ing the MOOC. These factors, which were more extrinsic to the learner, were:
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1. Educator activity
2. Community
3. Fellow learner activity
4. Platform design
5. Time issues

5.2.1 Educator activity
The interviews identified the importance of the ways in which educators stimulate interaction, 
for example, through the types of discussion questions posed (summarizing learning out-
comes, detailing personal experiences and examples, requesting solutions to managerial di-
lemmas, etc.) to help participants feel sufficiently motivated and confident in their capabilities 
to contribute to group discussions, which is linked to the theoretical notions of autonomy and 
competence that drive the degree to which learners interact.  

You don’t know what to say if everything is unfamiliar and new. You must reflect and almost sleep 
a couple of nights on it (Informant B).

You could ask for subjective views; what one would do in a specific situation (Informant H).   
Interaction is facilitated when educators are accessible and visible (Hollenbeck et al., 2011; 

Khalil & Ebner, 2014). This creates a sense of relatedness. First, all the informants expected 
that their direct questions would be answered. This can be considered an obligation (hygiene 
factor). Furthermore, the informants appreciated it when the educators took the time to com-
ment on their general reflections, since it represented an acknowledgment and gave them con-
firmation that they had correctly understood the content. 

From my point of view, if the educator responded to me and thought that my comments were good, 
it felt like I had said something smart and that I had really succeeded in understanding the topic (In-
formant A).  

This type of guidance also enhances learners’ sense of autonomy. The informants in the 
present study did not expect comments on every general reflection they offered, although 
they recognized that feedback functioned as a motivational factor in relation to continued 
interaction. It is also important for educators to address all learners and to occasionally write 
encouraging posts, for example, to request that learners comment on their fellow students’ 
posts when the interaction activity is declining. The kind of interaction that occurs in MOOCs 
is asynchronous, although the informants suggested that real-time interaction could prove 
motivational and also enhance their social presence. Live webcasts and chats with educators or 
other experts were suggested in the interviews. 

It would have been cool if Professor Grönroos [who was the leading lecturer in the MOOC] could 
also have participated as a moderator in some discussions (Informant E).  

         
5.2.2 Community
Being related to a group or a community influences interaction (Cheung et al., 2008, Lee & 
Martin, 2017). The members of a given community do not have to be personally acquainted 
with each other, although their relatedness is built on the fact of them having something in 
common. In the focal MOOC, the informants felt that relatedness was mostly built on their 
common (professional) interest in the subject as well as on sharing personal experiences with 
each other. This may also be the case in other MOOCs. On the FutureLearn platform, it is pos-
sible to strengthen the MOOC community by following other learners. The informants in this 
study were not aware of this function, but after discussing it, they believed that it could repre-
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sent a means of ge"ing to know each other and growing their social networks. 
It would be relevant. It could increase interaction and offer the possibility to build your own net-

work (Informant C).
You could notice that some people are very knowledgeable (Informant F).
When developing MOOCs in an increasingly interactive direction, a central challenge 

involves being able to create and foster a sense of community that appeals to participants’ 
need for relatedness. The community must be one that the learner feels eager to connect with. 
Related to the above-mentioned aspects of fostering social learning and educator activity, 
the multifarious and varied knowledge and experiences of MOOC participants represent an 
exceptional basis on which to connect and meet needs that relate to both peers and experts, 
although their usefulness in relation to learners and their needs could be made more clear and 
explicit.

5.2.3 Fellow learner activity 
MOOCs enable social learning, as discussed above, although the informants in this study did 
not regard themselves as contributing to the interaction particularly proactively. Rather, they 
highlighted the usefulness of other learners’ comments and the discussions in general. In this 
sense, social interaction is not only of relevance as a personal factor, since it can be regarded as 
extrinsic to the learner, depending on who the other learners are as well as how they contribute 
and interact with one another. It is notable that the MOOC was not delivered in the informants’ 
mother tongues, which Kop (2011) believes may inhibit interaction. This may have contributed 
to the informants adopting more passive, beneficiary roles. 

However, some learners’ eagerness to comment, discuss, and ask questions often rubs off 
on other learners (Salmon et al., 2017). It creates peer pressure, or inspiration, to interact and 
to be part of a hot topic.

The activity of the other students is important. If nobody is active, you don’t see any reason to be 
active yourself. Participation has a snowball effect (Informant C).

If you can see ten comments in the forum, it inspires you to comment, too. But if you are the only 
one commenting, you’ll stop rather quickly. It creates peer pressure (Informant D). 

Active topics respond to the need for relatedness or to feel part of an important conversa-
tion with others. As the informants stated that they learned from their fellow learners’ reflec-
tions and experiences, the absence of interaction negatively affects learning. However, even a 
passive participant could benefit from others’ interactions.

If you saw a professor from another university who was very active, it was smart to follow them. Or 
a practitioner who had a lot of counterarguments, now that’s interesting. The people who made good 
points, you’d want to follow them (Informant G).

This kind of learning from other, more accomplished participants represents a particular 
way of fulfilling the need for relatedness.

5.2.4 Platform design
The quote for Informant G in the previous section also highlights how the social media style of 
platform design may enhance both interaction and networked learning. On the FutureLearn 
platform, the discussion forums are already organized in the same way as social media threads, 
and functions such as liking and following are included. Several informants suggested that 
gamification elements could also be added in order to increase interaction, as previously sug-
gested by Coetzee et al. (2014). For example, publishing a “top scorer” list of contributors or a 
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“trending discussion” topic could inspire learners to interact more. Endorsements such as likes 
may also motivate some learners or at least enhance their learning experience through serving 
as an entertaining extra. Endorsements also foster relatedness in the form of belonging to a 
specific, active group of course participants. 

Another suggestion was to recommend that learners add a photo to their profiles. Cur-
rently, doing so is an optional function on FutureLearn. This type of course design detail could 
also enhance learners’ perceptions of relatedness and familiarity.

5.2.5 Time issues
Prior studies have suggested that a lack of time hinders interaction (Fung, 2004). For students 
who are more driven by the motivation to achieve fast and efficient course completion, learn-
ing through discussion and interaction is less of a priority. Another time-related aspect con-
cerns the asynchronous nature of MOOCs. While flexibility in terms of the pace of study repre-
sents an appreciated advantage of MOOCs from a more individual learning perspective, it has 
a downside from the social pedagogical perspective. The informants in this study found it to 
be somewhat problematic to interact and to utilize discussions pedagogically when they were 
all at different stages of the course. For instance, one informant stated that she did not see it as 
worthwhile to add to a three-week-old discussion or to leave a question hanging when most 
other learners had moved on from the topic. The third aspect concerning time is the length of 
the course, as a noticeable decrease in interaction activity was seen toward the end of the focal 
MOOC. These time-related challenges thus restrict the realization of autonomy and also limit 
learners’ ability to connect with others. As a result, managing the timing of activities within a 
MOOC represents a particular challenge for course designers and instructors. Educators could 
require less open interaction and instead focus on applying course concepts within the online 
classroom. Se"ing objectives for the interaction is also a valid option.

Figure 3 summarizes our findings by displaying the personal and environmental factors 
found to influence learners’ degree of interaction in MOOCs.

Figure 3: A framework summarizing the factors influencing learners’ interaction in MOOCs

6. Practical implications for MOOC design
This study has identified a number of factors that influence learners’ participation in inter-
actions and discussions within MOOCs. This section provides some suggestions for planners 
and educators in terms of enhancing interaction among learners in MOOCs. These practical 
implications have been derived from the findings of the study. 
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• Reward: Interaction in MOOCs could generally rely on a points system for high-quality 
contributions, thereby providing extrinsic motivation. Another suggestion is to encour-
age learners to actively endorse (e.g., like) their fellow learners’ contributions. Gamifica-
tion makes it more fun, engaging, and rewarding to contribute to a course, even if not all 
learners are strongly driven by it. 

• Assigned interaction: Assigned tasks prompt learners to reflect on the course content 
and so enhance their learning. Direct questions, blogs, and peer-reviews are examples of 
assigned tasks that help to increase interaction activity. It is important that the assigned 
tasks are valued and perceived as interesting and useful by the learners. The assigned tasks 
may also be personalized, which means that the learners may be given different options 
to complete their assignments. However, some assigned tasks may need to accommodate 
the projected pacing of the course. For instance, peer-reviewing requires that the assign-
ment is finished before it can be reviewed and feedback can be provided. 

• Making competence visible: Educators should pay particular a"ention to the ways in 
which learners are prompted to comment, as well as to what types of inputs are invited 
from them, in order to lower the threshold for taking part, reduce feelings of insecurity, 
and make students feel they have the knowledge and perspectives to enhance the broader 
accumulated understanding that is formed through interaction. While discussions 
concerning theoretical concepts are important, students welcome discussions about, 
for example, concrete experiences and applied problem solving, that is, questions with 
less expectations regarding “correct” answers or understanding. This would also serve to 
enhance the utilization of the international and cross-sectoral experience base formed 
among participants and so help to make the most of the particular characteristics of 
MOOCs when compared with other courses.

• Educator resources: Educators taking the time to address questions and provide feedback 
on, for example, learners’ comments is appreciated in relation to MOOCs, as it confirms 
the learners’ thoughts and reflections. However, it is impossible for educators to interact 
with a huge number of learners. One solution is to engage trained teaching assistants to 
monitor and moderate interactions, provide supplemental tutoring, and offer help via 
sub-forums dedicated to frequently asked questions.   

• Live webcasts or chats: The informants in this study mentioned that live webcasts or chats 
could help to foster a sense of relatedness as well as to enable the emergence of knowl-
edge and understanding through “discussing your way forward” in a manner that is closer 
to more spontaneous and low-threshold classroom discussions than the wri"en discus-
sion threads typical in the MOOC. During such interactions, learners could participate in 
discussions led by educators and other expert guests, preferably via all types of electronic 
devices. Live interactions, however, would pose certain difficulties in relation to accom-
modating learners from all time zones.

• To follow: On the FutureLearn platform, it is possible to follow other learners. This fea-
ture enables community building, and learners could be encouraged to actively build 
their social networks by following their fellow learners. This mechanism could be be"er 
communicated to MOOC participants as a learning tool that allows them to utilize the 
competence of participants with high-quality profiles.  

• Practice-centric social learning: Their level of knowledge about the subject in question 
determines whether learners contribute or not to, for example, online discussions. Thus, 
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learning is promoted when simple-to-understand explanations and shared experiences 
support it. According to this study, fellow learners’ reflections, as based on their prac-
tical experiences, trigger interaction, especially if they are controversial. Therefore, this 
activity should be encouraged. Interaction helps learners to develop their own reflections, 
express themselves, and establish a social presence. 

• Business skills: Learners have different reasons for participating in MOOCs. According 
to the present study, learners may not realize that MOOCs provide the opportunity to 
develop their interaction and networking skills. One suggestion here is to highlight this 
aspect of MOOCs to the participants and encourage them to take advantage of the possi-
bility, in addition to focusing on improving knowledge regarding the subject.

7. Contributions, limitations, and future research directions
The aim of this study was to explore how interaction, which is known to improve learners’ en-
gagement, learning experience, and acquisition of necessary business skills, can be enhanced 
in a MOOC se"ing. Our empirical investigation of learners’ experiences of interaction identi-
fied factors that facilitate or hinder interaction at both the personal and environmental levels. 
This study thus advances our understanding of how to transform interaction in MOOCs from 
being an under-utilized course dimension to being a central element in terms of enhancing 
the learning experience. In doing so, the study responds to Bozkurt et al.’s (2017) call for more 
research on the strategies that can enhance interaction in the MOOC context. 

This study offers an elaboration of the SDT of motivation, explaining how the three basic 
needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence influence learners’ engagement. In the pres-
ent study, engagement is understood as, for example, the degree to which learners interact in 
MOOCs. SDT has previously been used as a theoretical starting point in MOOC-related research 
on engagement (Hew, 2016) and acceptance (Zhou, 2016), although to the best of our knowl-
edge, it has not been specifically used in relation to interaction. The theoretical contribution 
of this study thus lies in this connection, which offers a more nuanced view of what kinds of 
personal and environmental factors facilitate the enabling or restricting of the realization of 
the three types of needs in a MOOC se"ing. The framework presented in this study provides a 
useful scheme for educators who are interested in enhancing learners’ interaction in MOOCs 
as well as in other online or blended courses. More specifically, suggestions for strategies that 
educators can use in practice are drawn from the study.

The examination of the “Principles of Service Management” MOOC and the in-depth in-
terviews conducted with eight participants highlighted five types of personal factors and five 
types of environmental factors that play a role in encouraging or holding students back from 
interacting in a MOOC context. During the interviews, the informants’ interaction activity was 
discussed at a somewhat general level, and it would be interesting to analyze in more depth 
the content of their interaction, as well as what triggered it, in order to provide an even more 
detailed picture of interactivity. This represents a limitation of the study, although, at the same 
time, it also suggests a possible avenue for future research. Extending the gathered data by fo-
cusing on a more detailed examination of the different types of course participants, for exam-
ple, the particularly active discussants and contributors could help to enrich our conceptual 
understanding even more. Further research is also invited to confirm and further explore the 
personal and environmental factors identified in this study as either enhancing or hindering 
learners’ interaction.

Another limitation of this study concerns the fact that the studied population was rather 
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homogenous. The informants were all Caucasian and they all had a different mother tongue 
than English, which was the language of the focal MOOC. Thus, the language of interaction, 
variance in ethnicity, and cultural differences in terms of the propensity to interact were not ac-
counted for in this study. The individual and behavioral traits that influenced the informants’ 
level of interaction, for example, self-expression, self-efficacy, learning preference, a"itude, 
and readiness, were also not in focus during the interviews. Another factor to consider is that 
the informants completed the focal MOOC as part of a (blended) marketing course at Hanken 
School of Economics and not as a free-standing MOOC. This may have impacted the inform-
ants’ answers during the interviews. Despite these limitations, this study contributes to our 
understanding of how to improve online interaction in MOOCs, which should boost learner 
engagement and enhance the learning experience.

References
Abrami, P.C., Bernard, R.M., Bures, E.M., Borokhovski, E. & Tamin, R.M. (2011). Interaction in 

distance education and online learning: using evidence and theory to improve practice. 
Journal of Computing in Higher Education, 23:2-3, 82-103. 

An, H., Shin, S. & Lim, K. (2009). The effects of different instructor facilitation approaches on 
students’ interactions during asynchronous online discussions. Computer & Education, 53:3, 
749-760.

Anders, A. (2015). Theories and applications of massive online open courses (MOOCs): The case 
for hybrid design. International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 16:6, 39-
61. 

Antonaci, A., Klemke, R., Lataster, J., Kreijns, K., & Specht, M. (2019). Gamification of MOOCs 
adopting social presence and sense of community to increase user’s engagement: An exper-
imental study. In Scheffel, M., Broisin, J., Pammer-Schindler, V., Ioannou, A., & Schneider, J. 
(eds.), Transforming Learning with Meaningful Technologies (pp.172-186). EC-TEL 2019, Lecture 
Notes in Computer Science, Vol. 11722. Cham: Springer.

Armellini, A. & Padilla Rodriguez, B.C. (2016). Are massive open online courses (MOOCs) peda-
gogically innovative? Journal of Interactive Online Learning, 14:1, 17-28.

Babori, A., Zaid, A. & Fassi, H.F. (2019). Research on MOOCs in major refereed journals: The role 
and place of content. The International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 
20:3, 221-247.

Bawa, P. (2016). Retention in online courses: Exploring issues and solutions – A literature re-
view. SAGE Open, 6:1, 1-11. 

Beaven, T., Hauck, M., Comas-Quinn, A., Lewis, T. & de los Arcos, B. (2014). MOOCs: Striking the 
right balance between facilitation and self-determination. MERLOT Journal of Online Learn-
ing and Teaching, 10:1, 31-43.

Bonk, C.J., Zhu, M., Kim, M., Xu, S., Sabir, N. & Sari, A.R. (2018). Pushing toward a more per-
sonalized MOOC: Exploring instructor selected activities, resources, and technologies for 
MOOC design and implementation. International Review of Research in Open and Distributed 
Learning, 19:4, 92-115.

Bozkurt, A., Akgün-Özbek, E. & Zawacki-Richter, O. (2017). Trends and pa"erns in massive open 
online courses: Review and content analysis of research on MOOCs (2008-2015). The Inter-
national Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 18:5, 118-147. 



NJB Vol. 69 , No. 3 (Autumn 2020) Henrik Virtanen and Anu Norrgrann

44

Breslow, L., Pritchard, D.E., DeBoer, J., Stump, G.S., Ho, A.D. & Seaton, D.T. (2013). Studying 
learning in the worldwide classroom. Research into edX’s first MOOC. Research & Practice 
in Assessment, 8, 13-25.  

Chen, Y-H. & Chen, P-J. (2015). MOOC study group: Facilitation strategies, influential factors, 
and student perceived gains. Computer & Education, 86, 55-70.

Cheung, W.S., Hew, K.F. & Ng, C.S.L. (2008). Toward an understanding of why students con-
tribute in asynchronous online discussions. Journal of Educational Computing Research, 38:1, 
29-50. 

Coetzee, D., Fox, A., Hearst, M. & Hartmann, B. (2014). Should your MOOC forum use a reputa-
tion system? Proceedings of the 17th ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative Work 
& Social Computing (CSCW), Baltimore (MD), USA, February 15 - 19, 1176-1187.

Coffey, A. & Atkinson, P. (1996). Making sense of qualitative data. Thousand Oaks (CA): SAGE Pub-
lications.

Daellenbach, K. (2018). On carrot cake and marketing education: A perspective on balancing 
skills for employability. Australasian Marketing Journal, 26:2, 172-179.

Daniel, J. (2012). Making sense of MOOCs: Musings in a maze of myth, paradox and possibility. 
Journal of Interactive Media in Education, 2012:3, 1-20. 

Davis, D., Chen, G., Hauff, C. & Houben, G-J. (2018). Activating learning at scale: A review of 
innovations in online learning strategies. Computers & Education, 125, 327-344.

Deci, E.L. & Ryan, R.M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human behavior. New 
York (NY): Plenum Press.

Dillahunt, T.; Wang, Z. & Teasly, S.D. (2014). Democratizing higher education: Exploring MOOC 
use among those who cannot afford a formal education. The International Review of Research 
in Open and Distance Learning, 15:5, 177-196. 

Dow, M. J. (2008). Implications of social presence for online learning: A case study of MLS stu-
dents. Journal of Education for Library and Information Science, 49:4, 231-242.

Eriksson, P. & Kovalainen, P. (2016). Qualitative methods in business research (2nd ed.). London: 
SAGE.

Fung, Y.Y.H. (2004). Collaborative online learning: Interaction pa"erns and limiting factors. 
Open Learning 19:2, 135-149. 

Ghauri, P. & Grønhaug, K. (2010). Research methods in business research. Harlow: Pearson Edu-
cation.      

Guàrdia, L., Maina, M. & Sangrà, A. (2013). MOOC design principles. A pedagogical approach 
from the learner’s perspective. eLearning Papers, 33, 1-6.

Hammond, M. (1999). Issues associated with participation in on line forums – The case of the 
communicative learner. Education and Information Technologies, 4:4, 353-367.   

Hew, K.F. (2016). Promoting engagement in online courses: What strategies can we learn from 
three highly rated MOOCs. British Journal of Educational Technology, 47:2, 320-341.

Hew, K.F. & Cheung, W.S. (2014). Students’ and instructors’ use of massive open online courses 
(MOOCs): Motivations and challenges. Educational Research Review, 12, 45-58.

Hewi", J. (2005). Toward an understanding of how threads die in asynchronous computer con-
ferences. Journal of the Learning Sciences, 14:4, 567-589.

Hollenbeck, C.R., Mason, C.H. & Song J.H. (2011). Enhancing student learning in marketing 
courses: An exploration of fundamental principles for website platforms. Journal of Market-
ing Education, 33:2, 171-182.

Jordan, K. (2014). Initial trends in enrolment and completion of massive open online courses. 



NJB Vol. 69 , No. 3 (Autumn 2020) How Can Interactivity Be Facilitated in a Massive Open Online Course?

45

The International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning, 15:1, 133-160.
Kanuka, H. (2011). Interaction and the online distance classroom: Do instructional methods 

effect the quality of interaction? Journal of Computing in Higher Education, 23:2-3, 143-156.   
Khalil, H & Ebner, M. (2014). MOOCs completion rates and possible methods to improve re-

tention – A literature review. In Viteli, J. & Leikomaa, M. (Eds.), Proceedings of EdMedia 2014 
– World Conference on Educational Media and Technology, Tampere, Finland, June 23-27, 1305-
1313. 

Kop, R. (2011). The challenges to connectivist learning in open online networks: Learning ex-
periences during a massive open online course. The International Review of Research in Open 
and Distance Learning, 12:3, 19-38.

Kuzel, A. (1992). Sampling in qualitative inquiry. In Crabtree, B. & Miller, W. (eds.), Doing quali-
tative research (pp.31-44). Newbury Park (CA): SAGE.  

La Pointe, K.D. & Gunawarndena, C. (2004). Developing, testing and refining of a model to 
understand the relationship between peer interaction and learning outcomes in comput-
er-mediated conferencing. Distance Education, 25:1, 83-106.  

Lee, J. & Martin, L. (2017). Investigating students’ perceptions of motivating factors of online 
class discussions. The International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 18:5, 
148-172. 

Lee, Y. & Choi, J. (2011). A review of online course dropout research: Implications for practice 
and future research. Educational Technology Research and Development, 59:5, 593-618. 

Lin, Y-M, Lin, G-Y. & Laffey, J.M. (2008). Building a social and motivational framework for un-
derstanding satisfaction in online learning. Journal of Educational Computing Research, 38:1, 
1-27.

Liyanagunawardena, T.H., Adams, A.A. & Williams, S.A. (2013). MOOCs: A systematic study of 
the published literature 2008-2012. The International Review of Research in Open and Distance 
Learning, 14:3, 202-227. 

Maxwell, J. (1996). Qualitative research design: an interactive approach. Thousand Oaks (CA): 
SAGE Publication.

Moore, M.G. (1989). Editorial: Three types of interaction. American Journal of Distance Education, 
3:2, 1-6.

Paladino, A. (2008). Creating an interactive and responsive teaching environment to inspire 
learning. Journal of Marketing Education, 30:3, 185-188.

Panigrahi, R., Srivastava, P.R. & Sharma, D. (2018). Online learning: Adoption, continuance, and 
learning outcome – A review of literature. International Journal of Information Management, 
43, 1-14. 

Peltier, J.W., Hay, A. & Drago, W. (2005). The reflective learning continuum: Reflecting on reflec-
tion. Journal of Marketing Education, 27:3, 250-263.

Pena-Shaff, J.B. & Nicholls, C. (2004). Analyzing student interactions and meaning construc-
tion in computer bulletin board discussions. Computers & Education, 42:3, 243-265.

Poellhuber, B., Roy, N. & Bouchoucha, I. (2019). Understanding participant’s behaviour in mas-
sively open online courses. International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 
20:1, 221-242. 

Purarjomandlangrudi, A., Chen, D. & Ngyen, A. (2016). Investigating the drivers of student 
interaction and engagement in online courses: A study of state-of-the-art. Informatics in 
Education, 15:2, 269-286.

Reich, J. (2015). Rebooting MOOC research. Science, 347:6217, 34-35.



NJB Vol. 69 , No. 3 (Autumn 2020) Henrik Virtanen and Anu Norrgrann

46

Reeves, T.C. & Hedberg, J.G. (2014). MOOCs: Let’s get REAL. Educational Technology, 54:1, 3-8.
Rodriguez, C.O. (2012). MOOCs and the AI-Stanford like courses: Two successful and distinct 

course formats for massive open online courses. European Journal of Open, Distance and 
E-Learning, 2, 1-13.  

Roy, A. & Macchie"e, B. (2005). Debating the issues: A tool for augmenting critical thinking 
skills of marketing students. Journal of Marketing Education, 27:3, 264-276.

Ryan, R.M. & Deci, E.L. (2000). Intrinsic and extrinsic motivations: Classic definitions and new 
directions. Contemporary Educational Psychology, 25:1, 54-67. 

Salmon, G., Pechenkina, E., Chase, A-M. & Ross, B. (2017). Designing massive open online courses 
to take account of participant motivations and expectations. British Journal of Educational 
Technology, 48:6, 1284-1294. 

Saunders, B., Sim, J., Kingstone, T., Baker, S., Waterfield, J., Bartlam, B., Burroughs, H. & Jinks, C. 
(2018). Saturation in qualitative research: Exploring its conceptualization and operation-
alization. Quality & Quantity, 52:4, 1893-1907.

Saunders, M.K.N., Lewis, P. & Thornhill, A. (2019). Research methods for business students (8th ed.). 
Harlow: Pearson.

Sunar, A.S., White, S., Abdullah, N.A. & Davis, H.C. (2016). How learners’ interactions sustain 
engagement: A MOOC case study. IEEE Transactions on Learning Technologies, 10:4, 475-487.

Tesch, R. (1990). Qualitative Research, Analysis Types & Software Tools. New York (NY): The Falmer 
Press.

van Mierlo, T. (2014). The 1% rule in four digital health social networks: An observational study. 
Journal of Medical Internet Research, 16:2, 1-9.

Wise, K., Hamman, B. & Thorson, K. (2006). Moderation, response rate, and message interac-
tivity: Features of online communities and their effects on intent to participate. Journal of 
Computer-Mediated Communication, 12:1, 24-41. 

Zhou, M. (2016). Chinese university students’ acceptance of MOOCs: A self-determination per-
spective. Computers & Education 92-93, 194-203.  


