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Introduction
Technology has transformed the educational landscape and the structure of jobs within the sector 
(Pandit & Agrawal, 2022). Learning management systems (LMSs) were introduced as a web-
based technology used to facilitate learning virtually to support students in distance education 
and improve successful course completion (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2022; Simmons et al. 2023). The 
LMS, therefore, enables online facilitators in higher education institutions (HEIs) to create and 
deliver educational content, monitor student participation and assess student performance 
virtually (Martin et al., 2019). This educational transformation allows students to access a 
borderless education and overcome geographical boundaries (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2022; 
Kulikowski et al., 2022). Despite this significant milestone, less is known about the concomitant 
job dimensions of online facilitators, whose job structure is embedded within the LMS. 
Traditionally, the job structure of the facilitators transpired in a physical learning environment 
filled with bodies to engage and convey knowledge (Pandit & Agrawal, 2022; Peschke, 2014). The 
physical settings positively influenced how facilitators’ jobs were structured, and their significant 
contribution was recognised. Moreover, their task identity was visible and had clear work outputs 
and performance measures (Kulikowski et al., 2022). Furthermore, gaining job performance 
feedback was less challenging because of physical engagement with the students, who could 
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instantly share their critical thinking as they interrogate 
knowledge consumption within their field of study. 
Facilitators could easily gauge student understanding, and 
they had greater autonomy to improve their facilitation skills 
to meet the diverse needs of the students (Maré & Mutezo, 
2020). These aforementioned dimensions are core in creating 
job enrichment for the facilitators; however, the use of the 
LMS as both a facilitation site and a platform to convey 
knowledge transfer raises complex challenges when it comes 
to having a clear task identity, applying autonomy and 
gaining job performance feedback (Kadhim et al., 2023; 
Simmons et al., 2023). The challenges could potentially 
weaken the job structure of online facilitators, and the 
magnitude thereof is yet to be known. The challenges compel 
organisational development (OD) specialists in HEIs to take 
a step forward by reviewing dimensions that form a 
meaningful job structure within the online facilitation role 
and tackle the complexities that come with facilitating using 
the LMS (Christensen et al., 2022; Knight & Parker, 2021).

This study advanced knowledge about virtual work settings 
in the higher education field and significantly contributed to 
the job design literature in four ways: Firstly, the study 
validates the core job dimensions of the online facilitators 
and sheds light on the challenges that come with their virtual 
job structure within higher education institution; secondly, 
the methodological integration mitigates the risk of over-
reliance on statistical data to validate job structures, and both 
objective and subjective measures were maintained in the 
methodological application (Skamagki et al., 2024); thirdly, 
the study shares practical insights on how to provide effective 
job performance feedback to maximise job enrichment; and 
lastly, it provides interventions to preserve task identity in 
virtual work settings within the higher education context.

Context and research purpose
The purpose of this study was to examine the job structure of 
online facilitators and validate the core dimensions within the 
role. Contextually, the job structure of the online facilitators is 
influenced by the LMS as a major component of online 
education in HEIs (Pandit & Agrawal, 2022). Playing their 
role, online facilitators must structure and lead content using 
the LMS and provide educational support services to virtual 
students who are geographically dispersed (Berge, 2008; 
Govender, 2018; Martin et al., 2019). In offering their support 
services, they are the first point of contact to socialise and 
conscientise students within their online learning community 
(Dennen & Arslan, 2022; Grant, 2021). The role requires them 
to implement the interplay between pedagogy and technology 
(Derakhshan et al., 2023); hence, their job role is heavily 
embedded within the institutional LMS. However, several 
studies that have evaluated the use of the LMS have reported 
challenges in accurately measuring work outputs and 
contributions to student success with online education (Kipp, 
2018; Mehta, 2022; Rhode et al., 2017). Simmons et al. (2023) 
also pointed out that web-based structures present difficulties in 
gaining real-time feedback and thus place users’ motivation at 
risk. The challenges extend to limited knowledge about the 

core job dimensions within the online facilitation role and 
could render the job structure fluid. The predicament creates 
a job design dilemma that lends itself to scrutiny; hence, the 
main objective of this study is to validate the job dimensions 
within the job structure of online facilitators.

Literature review
In recent years, there has been a decline in research studies 
examining the nature of job design and the changing job 
dimensions within a role (Morgeson & Humphrey 2006, 2008; 
Oldham & Fried, 2016). Hackman and Oldham (1975) and 
Oldham and Hackman (2010) first noticed that the paucity of 
knowledge in the area of job design may be attributed to the 
limited capacity to measure the magnitude of the work 
changes. Decades later, job design has evolved exponentially; 
yet research in this area is still limited (Knight & Parker, 2021; 
Parker & Grote, 2022). To date, most of these studies 
emphasise that the way tasks are performed is largely 
influenced by the theoretical models. However, knowledge 
about the empirical aspects of job design in virtual work 
settings is limited (Parker et al., 2017; Parker & Grote, 2022). 
There is also little emphasis on the models, methods and 
fundamental principles guiding the structuring of job roles 
and the assigned virtual tasks (Knight & Parker, 2021; 
Pandit  & Agrawal, 2022; Rodés et al., 2021), particularly 
within HEIs. Generally, much of the research highlights how 
the teaching role has been adapted to facilitate inside virtual 
learning environment (De Metz & Bezuidenhout, 2018; 
Govender, 2018; Rodés et al., 2021), while a significant number 
of research studies have reported on the role and competencies 
of teaching and facilitating online (Martin et al., 2019; Rodés 
et al., 2021). However, there is less emphasis on how the job 
structure is designed to transpire within the institutional 
LMS. The limitations create a research gap on how job design 
models have been theorised and adopted in HEIs (Pandit & 
Agrawal, 2022). Consequently, the core job dimensions of 
online facilitators remain poorly understood. The knowledge 
deficiency requires great attention as it raises challenges 
regarding accurate measures of job performance and work 
outputs (Kozusznik, 2021; Oldham & Fried, 2016), particularly 
where the job structure is embedded within the LMS (Rhode 
et al., 2017; Wegman et al., 2016). The knowledge gap implies 
that higher education institutions, as the employer, might 
have experienced difficulties in designing and implementing 
intervention strategies to improve throughput and, therefore, 
require job design interventions (Knight & Parker, 2021).

Given the number of resources, the individual jobholder’s 
interaction with tasks performed at work during various 
phases within the work cycles represents job design 
(Oldham & Fried, 2016). The construct embodies the content 
and the organisation of one’s work tasks into a complete, 
meaningful job structure (Knight & Parker, 2021).

Job design is therefore defined as the study, creation, and 
modification of the composition, content, structure, and 
environment within which jobs and roles are enacted. 
(Morgeson & Humphrey, 2008, p. 47)
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The process encapsulates outcomes of how work is 
structured, organised and experienced within a particular 
work context. Thus, the adoption in this study encompasses 
the job content in terms of the structure of tasks and activities, 
relationships, role and responsibilities of facilitating using 
the LMS (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2022; Kulikowski et al., 2022; 
Parker et al., 2017). The focus is on the task characteristics 
depicting job enrichment and internal work motivation 
based on the core dimensions of autonomy, task variety, task 
significance, task identity and feedback from the job. The 
emphasis is on how these core job dimensions have been 
impacted by the Internet and web-based technologies, which 
force online facilitators to move between digital domains and 
offline reality to connect and manage their work virtually 
(Dennen & Arslan, 2022; Peschke, 2014). In the next sections, 
we present the theoretical model of the research based on the 
five core job dimensions and then describe the research 
design, which is followed by the data collection procedure. 
Thereafter, we present the data analysis, results and findings 
from both strands of data. A discussion of the results and 
implications for theory and practice is also presented, and we 
conclude with recommendations for future research.

Theoretical model: Core job dimensions
The theoretical model of job design represents comprehensive 
measures of work based on a four-component structure, 
namely, task characteristics, knowledge characteristics, social 
characteristics and work context. Specifically, the task 
characteristics embody the core dimensions within a 
particular job structure (García-Izquierdo & Castaño, 2022). 
Over the years, the five core job dimensions have provided a 
stable model for studying the essential nature of work 
(Oldham & Fried 2016), and it is widely used to assess the 
scope of jobs in diverse work contexts (Khandan et al., 2018). 
The dimension of autonomy showcases online facilitators’ 
freedom to decide how to perform tasks and activities. The 
dimension reflects the extent to which using the LMS allows 
discretion to schedule work, make decisions and choose the 
methods used to perform a variety of tasks irrespective of the 
work context (Oldham & Fried, 2016). Task variety, therefore, 
captures wide-ranging activities that online facilitators need 
to perform to facilitate effectively (Hidayah et al., 2017). This 
includes performing instructional design using diverse 
learning materials, teaching resources, interactive 
technologies and rich media to deliver online lessons and 
tutorials (Govender, 2018). Task significance, on the contrary, 
showcases the response to the diverse needs of service 
recipients (Parker et al. 2017). Therefore, the dimension 
represents how well the jobholder’s efforts have a positive 
impact on the recipients of the respective services offered 
within the job (Wegman et al., 2016). Hence, the facilitation 
role is significantly geared towards making a positive impact 
by providing student support services within online 
education. The impact should also be reflected in the 
dimension of task identity, which requires online facilitators 
to produce an identifiable piece of work showing interrelated 
activities performed from start to finish (Christensen et al., 
2022). Accordingly, online facilitators have the opportunity 

to complete the whole piece of work, starting from the 
planning of the online delivery of module content, facilitating 
using various web-based tools, providing adequate technical 
support to virtual students and ending with assessment for 
successful module completion (Martin et al., 2019). Naturally, 
constructive criticism of facilitators’ performance is 
necessary, and part of such criticism involves gaining feedback 
about the outcomes of the actual facilitation of learning 
(Maré & Mutezo, 2020). The presence of these core job 
dimensions creates job enrichment, leading to meaningful 
work experiences, feeling responsible for the work outcomes 
and acquiring knowledge for work improvement (Simmons 
et al., 2023). Therefore, the core job dimensions provided a 
solid theoretical model and motivation used in this study to 
validate the job structure of online facilitators. The contextual 
application of the model, therefore, captured the essence of 
online facilitators’ work based on autonomy, task variety, 
task identity, task significance and job feedback within the 
virtual work setting in higher education. Mainly, the goal 
was to gain insight into the scope and nature of their work.

Research design
Research approach
A convergent mixed-method approach was used to gain 
strong credibility and rigorous application using both 
quantitative and qualitative methods. The research questions 
raised in this study prompted the convergence design 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2022). The aim was to gain objectivity 
and subjectivity in the methodological application as 
suggested by Creamer (2018). To achieve this objective, 
converging lines of inquiry were implemented to test the 
hypothesis and to answer the parallel research questions 
under the qualitative strand. The confirmatory factor analysis 
(CFA) under statistical tests was conducted for validity 
measures and model fitness. The following hypotheses were 
posed to test the validity and fitness of the model: 

Ha1: The hypothesised measurement model will fit the data.

Ha2: The five-factor model (autonomy, task identity, task variety, 
task significance and feedback) validates the job structure of 
online facilitators.

The statistical results were corroborated by the thematic 
analysis procedure as per the guidelines shared by Skamagki 
et al. (2024). The objective was to find out to what extent 
qualitative findings help to explain quantitative results. The 
parallel open-ended questions were posed and translated 
into sub-objectives to corroborate and support the statistical 
results while maintaining rigour (Maxwell, 2020). The sub-
objectives were:

•	 To describe the job structure of online facilitators in terms 
of the wide-ranging activities (task variety), work outputs 
(task identity) and freedom (autonomy) when performing 
tasks.

•	 To explain how the online facilitation role influences 
others inside or outside the HEI (task significance).

•	 To explain how online facilitators gain information about 
the effectiveness of their job performance (feedback).

http://www.sajhrm.co.za�
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Research methods
Research participants and sampling method
The estimation of the number of participants was guided by 
the objectives of achieving converging results of quantitative 
and qualitative data under rigorous application; therefore, we 
implemented a stratified, purposeful and parallel sampling 
procedure. The mixed-method sampling strategy was guided 
by Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2017). In the quantitative 
sample, 236 responses were drawn from a population of 
online facilitators offering student support services on a part-
time basis within the comprehensive open distance and 
e-learning (CODeL) institution; 58.55% participants were 
female and 41.5% were male. The largest proportion, 44.1% 
(standard deviation [SD] = 0.77), holds a master’s degree, and 
39.0% of them are between the ages of 33–42 years, while 
37.3% (SD = 1.34) have a job tenure of 9–10 years.

A parallel qualitative sample was selected from the open-
ended responses. However, only 30 participants who provided 
rich qualitative data from the 236 open-ended responses were 
purposefully selected to gain rigour under thematic analysis 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2022). Therefore, representative 
samples of both strands of data were drawn from six different 
colleges, namely: Colleges of Agriculture and Environmental 
Sciences  (CAES), Accounting Sciences (CAS), Economic and 
Management Sciences (CEMS), Education (CEDU), Human 
Sciences (CHS) and lastly College of Science, Engineering, and 
Technology (CSET). To counteract the compromised merging 
process, each college was represented by 5 participants. The 
majority of the participants were between the ages of 33 and 
42  years; 10 were male and 20  were female; 11 of the 
female  participants completed a master’s degree, while  
4 male  participants completed the same qualification; 4 
male  participants completed an honours degree, whilst  
6 female participants completed the same qualification. For the 
doctoral degree, 4 participants hold that qualification with 
equal numbers between males and females. The remaining 
female participant has an undergraduate degree. The majority 
of them were selected from those having either 9 years or 10 
years of work experience within the institution.

Data collection and measuring instruments
A parallel semi-structured questionnaire was developed to 
collect mixed data from both closed-ended and open-ended 
responses to examine facets of the same phenomenon using 
two sets of independent results (Creamer, 2018). A survey 
strategy was chosen for data collection, which was conducted 
in a single phase (Creswell & Creswell, 2022). The observed 
variables under examination within the job structure of 
online facilitators included dimensions of autonomy, task 
variety, task significance, task identity and feedback from the 
job. The work design questionnaire (WDQ) designed by 
Morgeson and Humphrey (2006) incorporates these 
dimensions under measures of task characteristics. The 
component structure is used as a job diagnostic tool that 
measures job enrichment and internal work motivation 
based on the aforementioned job dimensions that were 
instrumental in this study (Hackman & Oldham 1976, 1980). 
The job structure of online facilitators was therefore tested 

and validated using task characteristics within the WDQ 
(Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Morgeson & Humphrey, 2008).

Closed-ended questions were measured on a 7-point Likert 
scale ranging from 1 being strongly disagree and 7 being 
strongly agree. The scale includes items like:

[T]he job allows me to plan how I do my work, the job is arranged 
so that I can do an entire piece of work from beginning to end, the 
results of my work are likely to significantly affect the lives of other 
people, and the work activities themselves provide direct and clear 
information about the effective (e.g., quality and quantity) of my 
job performance. (Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006, p 1337)

Parallel open-ended questions were also asked to allow 
online facilitators to describe their job structure in terms of 
the wide-ranging activities (task variety), work outputs (task 
identity) and freedom (autonomy) when performing their 
tasks. They were also asked to explain how their role 
influences others inside or outside the HEI (task significance) 
as well as how they gain information about the effectiveness 
of their job performance (feedback). The semi-structured 
questionnaire was uploaded to a self-administered web 
survey to eliminate the researcher’s bias (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2022). Therefore, participants were able to answer 
questions without the behaviour and influence of the 
researchers (Creamer, 2018). Prior to administering the 
questionnaire, data collection was simulated through pilot 
testing. According to the guidelines shared by Hair et al. 
(2014), we selected five online facilitators to participate in the 
pilot study, and their responses were reviewed, and the 
questions that still needed clarity were refined for content 
validity. The objective was to collect data that are appropriate 
for the level of accuracy required in the analysis, and we 
were also able to maintain reliability and trustworthiness 
through the refined research instrument (Maxwell, 2020).

Data analysis
The data were then analysed separately using both 
quantitative and qualitative converging lines of inquiry 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2022). Firstly, the quantitative data 
were analysed using CFA to confirm the job structure based 
on the five-factor model of autonomy, task variety, task 
significance, task identity and feedback from the job. The 
CFA procedure was then conducted to assess model fit using 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences IBM SPSS Statistics 
(Version 29) and Amos (Analysis of Moment Structures)
version 29. These five factors represent the variables under 
examination, and their descriptive statistics were accounted 
for by mean scores (M) for average values and SD measures 
showing distance from mean scores (Hair et al., 2014). The 
Omega-H values were used to assess the reliability scores. 
The CFA procedure also assessed the content validity of the 
model, that is, the extent to which a test can cover the concept 
it intends to measure (Cheung et al., 2023).

Secondly, a parallel thematic analysis was employed to 
describe and explain how these five factors representing the 
core job dimensions were experienced in the role of online 
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facilitation. The procedure allowed the researchers to use 
the  emerging themes to support the quantitative results 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2022; Yin, 2016). Therefore, a deductive 
approach was used by developing a codebook template that 
guided data analysis to gain convergence (Braun & Clarke, 
2023). The methodological flexibility brought evidence from 
both objective and subjective measures without eroding the 
meaning of the context (Creamer, 2018). The process entailed 
visual exploration and reading through text segments to 
familiarise ourselves with the dataset derived from the open-
ended responses (Braun et al., 2016). This was done to gain a 
general understanding of the database and identify quotations 
that had similar views, trends and patterns relevant to the 
research objectives, followed by systematically allocating 
codes using a codebook template to maintain consistency and 
build credibility of the analysis. The extracted data were then 
loaded into qualitative coding software – ATLAS.ti version 24. 
The process was repeated to conduct a midpoint analysis and 
permit the emergence of additional codes, which were revised, 
refined and merged into categories to gain confirmability of 
the emerging themes (Yin, 2016). The analysis software 
produced both narrative reports and intuitive visuals to 
demonstrate transparency and increased rigour and the 
credibility of the thematic analysis procedure, thereby 
strengthening the qualitative findings (Maxwell, 2020).

Thirdly, the data were integrated to corroborate findings and 
validate the job structure of online facilitators in virtual work 
settings within HEIs (Skamagki et al., 2024). The integration 
was achieved through comparison of the results and findings 
from both strands of data. The procedure gave us the 
opportunity to look for common concepts across the results 
and establish ways in which the qualitative findings converge, 
diverge, complement or expand the quantitative results 
(Creswell & Creswell, 2022). The integration procedures 
enabled us to use multiple sources to gain confirmability and 
enhance the validity of the findings. Moreover, the 
implementation of multiple methods increased the reliability 
and trustworthiness of the research (Creamer, 2018).

Research procedure
The quantitative and qualitative findings from the two 
strands of data are discussed with reference to the research 
methods and rigorous analysis, and the researchers were 
transparent in describing the research procedures (Braun & 
Clarke, 2023; Creswell & Creswell, 2022).

Ethical considerations
Ethical approval to conduct this study was obtained from the 
University of South Africa Ethics Review Committee (ERC), 
No. 2020_CRERC_028 (FA), and the study was conducted 
according to the university’s research ethics policy and 
procedures. Respondents gave written consent to participate in 
the study. Participation was completely voluntary, and privacy 
was maintained at all times. The data used in this study have 
been anonymised. No information on the dissemination of the 
research findings can be traced back to the participants.

Results
The observed latent variables of the model were assessed 
using the standardised regression weight (SRW) with the 
recommended score > 0.05. The SRW measures factor 
loadings of the item indicators within the observed variables 
(Cheung et al., 2023). Most of the indicator items achieved 
standardised factor loading > 0.50; however, few achieved 
low scores. Therefore, the model required modification. The 
most appropriate modification required was to covary error 
terms that are part of the same factor (Chen, 2007). The 
modification indices (MI) above > 10 were used to assess 
improvement. Therefore, the error terms belonging to the 
same factor of autonomy, task variety and task identity were 
correlated to improve the measurement model, which is 
presented under statistical results. The SRW scores for item 
indicators within the examined factors showed an 
improvement in the model. In particular, the lowest SRW for 
item JD19-TaskID was 0.16. However, the standardised 
residual covariances in item indicator for JD19-TaskID were 
insignificant compared to the overall scores in the improved 
model. The item indicator was retained, and the factor 
loadings of the observed latent variables confirm the content 
validity of the improved model (Hair et al., 2014; Jöreskog, 
1970). The improved measurement model further assessed 
construct validity, that is, how well the model fits the data 
and accounts for correlations among the observed latent 
variables. The goodness of fit for the model used the 
maximum likelihood estimation method. The results were 
based on the following recommended statistical fit indices: 
Chi-square/degrees of freedom ratio (CMIN/df) < 3; P-value 
for the model > 0.05; comparative fit index (CFI) > 0.95; 
Tucker-Lewis Index  (TLI) > 0.95; adjusted goodness of fit 
index (AGFI) > 0.80; root mean square error of approximation 
(RMSEA) < 0.05; and PCLOSE value > 0.05 (Bentler & Bonett, 
1980; Goretzko et al., 2023; Hu & Bentler, 1999). Figure 1 
depicts the correlations of the modified measurement model.

The improved model achieved good fit statistics including 
CMIN/df = 1561; CFI = 0.965; TLI = 0.960; AGFI = 0.849; 
RMSEA = 0.049; and PCLOSE = 0.576. The five-factor model 
does account for the correlations among the observed 
variables in the dataset. Therefore, the results show that the 
hypothesised measurement model fits the data based on the 
acceptable threshold (RMSEA < 0.05, AGFI > 0.80, CFI > 0.90). 

Composite reliability, convergent and 
discriminant validity
The composite reliability (CR), convergent validity and 
discriminant validity of the model were also established. 
Convergent validity indicates how well item indicators 
correlate with each other within the observed factor. If 
items correlate highly with variables outside the observed 
factor than with variables inside the observed factor, then 
the model will have discriminant validity issues. The results 
in Table 1 show the model achieved good CR (> 0.07) for 
autonomy, task variety, task significance and feedback from 
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FdBck, feedback from the job; TaskV, task variety; TaskS, task significance; TaskID, task identity; Autnm, autonomy.

FIGURE 1: Improved measurement model.
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the job. This means that the total error variance of the latent 
variables consists of less than 30% of the variance, which is 
the recommended value (Cheung et al., 2023). However, the 
Omega-H did not achieve a good reliability score, that is, 
0.069 for task identity, which is less than the recommended 
value of 0.07. The average variance extracted (AVE) score of 
0.49 also did not confirm strong convergent validity for task 
identity, that is, the latent factor is not well explained by its 
observed variables, particularly item JD19-TaskID, which 
achieved the lowest score under factor loadings. Table 1 
lists the measures that were helpful based on Fornell and 
Larcker (1981) criterion.

The other observed variables in Table 1 show that the model 
achieved good AVE scores, that is, > 0.05, and CR was > AVE; 
therefore, CR and convergent validity were achieved for 
autonomy, task variety, task significance and feedback from 
the job. Discriminant validity was also assessed with 
maximum shared variance (MSV) (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). 
All variables achieved good discriminant validity scores, 
including task identity, that is, AVE > MSV for all observed 
variables, which is an indication of good discriminant validity. 
Another evidence of discriminant validity is diagonal values 
in brackets, which represent the square root of AVE greater 
than inter-construct correlations. This is an indication that no 
latent variable is better explained by some other variables 
than by its observed variables (Cheung et al., 2023). Overall, 
the five-factor model confirms and validates the dimensions 
of autonomy, task variety, task significance and feedback 
within the job structure of online facilitators; however, with 
task identity dimension, lower reliability scores were achieved 
in the Omega-H tests and the AVE.

Qualitative findings
The statistical results were limited in providing deeper 
information, particularly to the challenges encountered with 
task identity. The results were explored further using 
thematic analysis to describe these five dimensions based on 
participants’ points of view to help explain the statistical 
results. Therefore, the analysis was done in parallel to 
quantitative results with the objective of gaining a deeper 
meaning and understanding of how online facilitators in 
HEIs experience the dimensions of their job structure within 
the virtual work setting. We first looked into task identity 
challenges. The rigorous analytic procedure revealed that 
task identity challenges also had a negative impact on job 
performance feedback.

Task identity and feedback challenges
In sharing their experiences about gaining work outputs, 
online facilitators expressed that being able to complete a 
piece of work with an obvious beginning and end is 
challenging for various reasons. To start with, their work 
transpires in both online and offline modalities; however, 
more emphasis is being placed on the online mode activities 
and less on what transpires offline (Martin et al., 2019). 
Despite greater emphasis on gaining work outputs from 
online activities, getting timely access to the LMS that serves 
as their facilitation site is problematic. They work on the 
contingent work arrangement; therefore, many encounter 
late allocation of student groups and late contract renewals. 
In real-time measures, work output in an online mode can be 
seen in the number of weekly tutorial activities assigned to 
students in conjunction with the level of participation in the 
lessons, activities and threaded discussions. This is 
statistically captured on the LMS dashboard (Kipp, 2018). 
However, late student groupings and activation on the LMS 
lead to insufficient time to complete all facilitation tasks 
throughout the academic semester. Moreover, they receive 
little technical assistance when faced with information and 
communication technology (ICT) difficulties:

‘The start is mostly delayed due to the late allocation of student 
groups. I feel like I do not fully take students to the finish line of 
my module; this is because I do not have access to their 
performance on assignments or the final exam.’ Participant_
CSET1, male, has a Master’s degree, and 9–10 years of job tenure.

‘I try to complete the work at hand; however, it will all depend 
on how early I have been allocated the students as well as not 
having challenges in ICT related problems or lack of participation 
from students which can make one to slow down the pace 
especially if they are encountering administrative related 
problems.’ Participant_CEMS3, male, has a Master’s degree, and 
13–14 years of job tenure.

The challenges encountered hindered effective knowledge 
transfer within the LMS and the much-needed student support. 
The rigorous analysis revealed more insight that although 
convergent validity and discriminant validity were achieved 
within the feedback dimension, there were also challenges 
with the job dimension. Figure 2 illustrates the challenges.

Task identity challenges had an adverse impact on gaining 
feedback from the job. The minimal work output also 
meant that online facilitators had limited information about 

TABLE 1: Descriptives (mean, latent standard deviation, composite reliability, average variance extracted, maximum shared variance, latent correlations) of the job 
dimensions (N = 236).
Variable M SD CR AVE MSV 1 2 3 4 5

1. FdBck 4.95 1.75 0.93 0.76 0.33 0.87 - - - -
2. TaskV 5.53 0.78 0.94 0.76 0.21 0.44 0.87 - - -
3. TaskS 5.99 0.83 0.79 0.53 0,13 0.29 0.32 0.73 - -
4. TaskID 5.27 1.49 0.69 0.48 0,06 0.15 0.06 0.18 0.69 -
5. Autnm 5.70 1.15 0.94 0.60 0.11 0.15 0.28 0.33 0.10 0.78

Note: composite reliability (CR) for first-order Omega-H; CR significantly greater than 0.7 (p < 0.05). Observed mean of the second-order factor is based on all items ignoring the second-order 
structure.
CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; MSV, maximum shared variance; FdBck, feedback from the job; TaskV, task variety; TaskS, task significance; TaskID, task identity; Autnm, 
autonomy.
*, AVE significantly greater than 0.5 (p > 0.05) confirms convergent validity; MSV < AVE and diagonal values in the brackets = square root of AVE greater than inter-construct correlations confirms 
discriminant validity.
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their  job  performance. In their reality, there is no regular 
communication about their job performance, and this created 
challenges in identifying areas for growth and improvement. 
This is worsened by a lack of engagement in complete phases 
of facilitation, which is attributed to late access to their 
facilitation site and limitations in assessing student work: 

‘There has been no feedback on my performance or the 
performance of the students that I support/supported.’ 
Participant_CEDU4, female, has a Master's degree, and 3–4 years 
of job tenure.

‘It is hard to tell as we never get feedback from questionnaires 
which students complete regarding feedback on the module. 
I’ve been requesting feedback since 2015 to renew and reinvent 
myself in areas where I lack or should amend my teaching 
methodology.’ Participant_CEMS1, female, has a Doctorate 
degree, and 8–9 years of job tenure.

‘I know that there are some facilitators that also work as markers 
for the module they tutor, and I assume they have more insight 
into students’ performance and where to focus their attention on 
future tutorials. I am, however, not a marker and have very little 
insight into where students go wrong and where I should ideally 
focus my attention on tutorials, etc.’ Participant_CHS5, female, 
has a Master’s degree, and 9–10 years of job tenure.

These findings reveal that the statistical report generated by 
the LMS is limited, particularly regarding the actual time 
spent on the job to produce online activities. The imbalanced 
emphasis on online tasks disregards work done offline (Finne 
et al., 2022; Mehta, 2022). Time spent on lesson planning and 
development, as well as research that occurs offline to 
enhance learning material, is neither explicitly documented 
nor recorded in any system. As such, these offline job 
activities remain invisible:

‘There is no instrument provided to measure the pieces of work 
begun and finished. No time frames for topics. A facilitator 
should see to it to finish guiding students a few days before the 
due dates for assignments.’ Participant_CEMS5, Male, has a 
Doctorate degree, and 9–10 years of job tenure.

Considerably, the statistical report does not accurately 
represent the entire piece of work produced by the online 
facilitators, making it difficult to identify the tasks 
performed offline or to use it as a useful tool for effective or 
constructive job performance feedback (Knight & Parker, 
2021). As a result, task identity and feedback dimensions 
were not fully supported. In terms of the other dimensions, 
the thematic analysis procedure supported the statistical 
results for autonomy, task variety and task significance. 
Taken as a whole, the findings for all the dimensions were 
integrated to determine the extent to which qualitative 
findings help to explain quantitative results (Creswell & 
Creswell, 2022).

Data integration
The two results gained from both methods were integrated, 
looking for convergence (Creswell & Creswell, 2022; 
Skamagki et al., 2024). The endeavour was done to corroborate 
and validate the job structure of online facilitators based on 
autonomy, task variety, task significance and task identity. 
Table 2 presents the integrated results for all dimensions 
examined within the job structure of online facilitators.

The data integration procedure allowed us to gain a certain 
level of confirmability for the dimensions of task identity and 
feedback from the job. Given the challenges encountered 

M, Mean; SD, standard deviation; CR, composite reliability; AVE, average variance extracted; LMS, learning management system.

FIGURE 2: Illustration of task identity and feedback challenges.

Feedback from job: evaluation of own job
performance by students.

Task identity: statistical report
generated from the LMS

Feedback (M = 4.95; SD = 1.749);
CR = 0.929; AVE = 0.760

Task identity (M = 5.267; SD = 1.492);
CR = 0.690; AVE = 0.479

Work results_ouputs

Job performance feedback

Feedback from job: limited information
about own job performance.

Task identity: limited work outputs

Task identity: incomplete results due to
insufficient time to facilitate learning.

Task identity

Is associated with

Is cause of
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within these dimensions, the integrated results showed that 
convergence was partly achieved. The integration of the 
quantitative and qualitative findings expanded knowledge 
about the adverse encounters faced by online facilitators when 
performing their tasks using the LMS. Mainly, limited access 
to facilitate the entire curriculum meant that online facilitators 
could not engage fully with the students and support them 
adequately to understand their educational content. Their 
work output was also adversely impacted by the lack of 
performance measures for offline activities. The statistical 
report generated from the LMS does not fully account for their 
job performance therefore, it underscores their total work 
output. As a result, online facilitators encountered difficulty in 
identifying a complete piece of work generated from both 
online and offline tasks. The difficulties extended to receiving 
feedback about their own job performance.

Convergence for autonomy, task variety and 
task significance
Convergence was also examined to gain confirmability for 
other dimensions. The corroboration of the statistical results 

and the emergent themes was concordant for autonomy, task 
variety and task significance. Convergence for autonomy, 
task variety and task significance was fully supported, and 
there were common concepts across the results. The 
description of how autonomy was experienced by online 
facilitators confirmed the validity of the dimension. Their job 
gives them the freedom to present educational content within 
the specified framework and guidelines; however, it is not set 
in stone. They have the freedom to plan for the online classes 
and schedule facilitation time within the allocated course 
timeline. The freedom to schedule work was greatly 
interlinked with decision-making. They have the latitude to 
choose the types of resources they make available to their 
students, and these can be as engaging as they choose. Most 
of them have industry experience, and they were able to 
incorporate their knowledge and skills to broaden students’ 
understanding of the course content. Many aimed to use 
multiple methods to meet the diverse learning needs of their 
students. For instance, they applied Gardner’s multiple 
intelligence model, and they use audio material or have live 
group chats, present case studies with probing questions, 

TABLE 2: Integrated results validating the job structure.
Statistical results Thematic findings Data integration

Task identity
(M = 5.267; SD = 1.492)   Convergence: Partly

The observed variable achieved standardised factor 
loadings (× 3 items) (λ) ≥ 0.5 and good fit indices 
where CR = 0.829; AVE = 0.630; MSV < AVE = 0.058. 
Overall, the diagonal value = 0.794, which is greater 
than AVE and confirms divergence and/or 
discriminant validity.

Challenges with completion of curriculum and full preparation of 
students’ understanding of knowledge content; incomplete 
results because of insufficient time to facilitate learning; limited 
work outputs; statistical report generated from the LMS.

Expansion: Statistical results and qualitative themes 
did not merge fully.

Feedback from the job
(M = 4.950; SD = 1.79)

 
Convergence: Partly

All standardised factor loadings (λ) = > 0.5 with good 
fit indices where CR = 0.926; AVE = 0.760; MSV 
< AVE = 0.328. Overall, the diagonal value = 0.872, 
which is greater than AVE and confirms divergence 
and/or discriminant validity.

Limited information about own job performance; evaluation of 
own job performance by the students.
‘Students will sometimes respond to say thank you for the 
assistance, but for the most part there is very little feedback as to 
whether my contribution made any difference.’

Expansion: Statistical results and qualitative themes 
did not merge fully.

Autonomy
(M = 5.695; SDS = 1.151)

 
Convergence

All standardised factor loadings (λ) ≥ 0.5 with good 
fit indices where CR = 0.938; AVE = 0.760; MSV < 
AVE = 0.109. Overall, the diagonal value = 0.780, 
which is greater than AVE and confirms divergence 
and/or discriminant validity.

Freedom to allocate facilitation time, freedom to design tutorials 
and choose different facilitation methods to interact and 
accommodate different learning styles.
‘I use Gardner’s multiple intelligence model to stimulate learning 
among the diverse groups of learners…’

Merging of statistical results and qualitative themes 
achieved.

Task variety
(M = 5.526; SD = 0.799)

 
Convergence

All standardised factor loadings (λ) ≥ 0.5 with good fit 
indices where CR = 0.927; AVE = 0.764; MSV < AVE = 
0.214. Overall, the diagonal value = 0.874, which is 
greater than AVE and confirms divergence and/or 
discriminant validity

Online activities: Facilitation of learning, maintaining online social 
presence for adequate support. Offline activities and 
administrative activities.
‘We do live chats, videos, lesson plans, summaries, etc. We deliver 
simplified content through examples and explanations for the 
students….’
‘I also facilitate students’ learning using Microsoft Teams on a 
monthly basis. An online facilitator must have knowledge of 
Microsoft Teams as well as a high level of income tax knowledge.’

Merging of statistical results and qualitative themes 
achieved.

Task significance
(M = 5.996; SD = 0.830)

 
Convergence

All standardised factor loading (λ) ≥ 0.5. The 
sub-construct achieved good fit indices where 
CR = 0.817; AVE = 0.531; MSV < AVE = 0.129. Overall, 
the diagonal value = 0.729, which is greater than AVE 
and confirms divergence and/or discriminant validity.

Direct influence on the development of student knowledge and 
understanding; being a bridge between the lecturer and the 
students; provision of student support.
‘Many students feel isolated and their journey with distance 
learning is filled with juggling work and family responsibilities, 
and my role helps students feel supported and connected in the 
distance learning environment….’

Merging of statistical results and qualitative themes 
achieved.

Source: Adapted from Kola, M. D. (2024). Job design effects on the psychological contract and job engagement among online facilitators working virtually at a South African higher learning 
institution [Unpublished doctoral thesis]. University of South Africa, Pretoria, South Africa.
M. mean; SD, standard deviation; SDS, standardised score; AVE, average variance extracted; MSV, maximum shared variance; LMS, learning management system; CR, composite reliability.
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post lesson plans or slideshows, and provide students with 
the opportunity to interact with each other, which helps to 
model their learning (Camilleri & Camilleri, 2022).

The validity measures for the dimension of task variety were 
supported by the emergent themes, that is, both online and 
offline activities were transparent in patterns of data. The 
description of wide-ranging activities performed online 
reflected the pedagogical role that transpired in the LMS and 
further required facilitators to maintain an online social 
presence to support and engage with the students in threaded 
group discussions (Khurshid, 2020; Kulikowski et al., 2022). 
The provision of additional resources such as open textbooks, 
educational blogs and links to other recommended open 
educational resources (OERs) enrich the process. The live 
presentation of lessons using interactive platforms such as 
Microsoft Teams amplifies the facilitation process and allows 
online facilitators to deliver simplified educational content to 
meet the learning needs of diverse students. Fundamentally, 
efficiency in these activities requires doing a significant 
amount of research and reviewing learning material and 
activities for better planning and development of educational 
content. Most of these activities are administrative, time-
consuming and occur offline. Therefore, the converging line 
of enquiry supported the dimension of autonomy and task 
variety gained by performing online and offline activities.

In essence, the findings show the significant role played by 
online facilitators and thus demonstrate task significance. 
Both statistical measures and expressions of meaningful 
experiences within the role support the dimension of task 
significance. Facilitators see themselves as having a significant 
influence by assisting course leaders in facilitating knowledge 
transfer and providing student support, thereby growing 
their skills. They also bridge the educational distance by 
supporting students who may feel isolated in their virtual 
learning environment while trying to balance other work–life 
demands (Grant, 2021; Simmons et al., 2023). Overall, 
quantitative and qualitative data integration and thematic 
findings strengthened the validity measures within the job 
structure and with strong support for the dimensions of 
autonomy, task variety and task significance.

Discussion
This study examined the job structure of online facilitators 
working in HEIs using the LMS as their virtual work setting 
and thus shed light on the changing nature of job design. The 
study implemented a convergent mixed-method approach to 
validate the job structure based on the five core dimensions 
of autonomy, task identity, task variety, task significance and 
feedback. Ideally, the presence of these core dimensions 
within a job structure would demonstrate the positive impact 
of the online facilitation role within higher education 
(Foreman-Brown et al., 2023; Rhode et al., 2017). Generally, 
performing a variety of tasks with clear work outputs would 
showcase their task identity and lead the online facilitators to 
experience greater meaningfulness in transferring knowledge 
using the LMS (Mbati & Minnaar, 2015; Simmons et al., 2023). 

However, only three job dimensions were validated without 
challenges, namely, autonomy, skill variety and task 
significance. The results of these three core job dimensions 
converged under data integration. Task identity and feedback 
from the job did not fully converge because of challenges that 
online facilitators experienced. They had limited time to 
facilitate the complete curriculum within an academic 
semester and had difficulty gaining feedback about their 
own job performance, leaving them with little room to 
improve. These challenges are not unique nor surprising. 
Similar studies examined these core job dimensions using the 
job characteristics model in the digital work context, and the 
internal job structure did not show support for all the 
dimensions, particularly task identity (Hidayah et al., 2017; 
Kulikowski et al., 2022; Wegman et al., 2016). Virtual work 
settings have been reported to have difficulty in producing 
clear work outputs (Finne et al., 2022; Mehta, 2022; Wegman 
et al., 2016). However, these studies did not provide insight 
into the attributes of these challenges. In this study, the meta-
inferences gained from multiple sources and measures, 
rigorous analysis and methodological flexibility validated 
the job structure of online facilitators. Validity measures and 
the corroboration of the results brought light into attributes 
of task identity and feedback challenges within the online 
facilitation role. Hence, the findings showed that the discord 
in knowledge and data inferences is attributed to limitations 
in producing clear work output on the LMS. In the main, late 
access to the facilitation site led to the inability to complete all 
phases of facilitation. What is recorded electronically in the 
statistical report does not represent the total work output in 
the dual modes of productivity. The report is generated 
under immense time constraints, and it does not fully capture 
what transpires in a facilitation role given a particular 
academic semester. The predicament creates difficulties for 
online facilitators to identify a complete piece of work 
produced from the wide-ranging activities they perform 
online and offline. Resultantly, the report is also less 
constructive when it comes to recording the actual job 
performance within a full academic semester and thus has 
practical implications in the online facilitation role.

Practical implications and recommendations
The web-based tools used to capture a variety of tasks 
performed by facilitators during the course of an academic 
semester have practical drawbacks. In particular, a statistical 
record of the activities on the LMS does not accurately 
represent the amount of time spent on the job and work 
done offline to produce work outputs. The difficulty in 
capturing a complete piece of work underscores total work 
outputs, which leads to a lack of recognition (Camilleri & 
Camilleri 2022; Kulikowski et al., 2022). This lack of 
recognition is detrimental to internal work motivation and 
could have a negative influence on the critical psychological 
state of the online facilitators. In the long run, this might 
hamper their ability to offer effective facilitation services 
and support students accordingly. To overcome this 
predicament, there is a need to review the job dimensions of 
online facilitators to improve their overall performance and 
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virtual working conditions that come with using the LMS as 
a facilitation site. The endeavour requires collaboration 
between human resource management  (HRM) practitioners, 
such as organisational development   (OD) specialists and 
top management, to redesign the online facilitation role 
with the goal of creating job enrichment and internal work 
motivation (Derakhshan et al., 2023; Van Beurden et al., 
2024). One possible way of attaining this is to design and 
implement job performance standards with accurate 
measures to improve work outputs transpiring in both 
online and offline modalities. The endeavour could be done 
in four ways: The first way is to allow progression into a 
complete work cycle to preserve the task identity of the 
online facilitators (Christensen et al., 2022; Foreman-Brown 
et al., 2023). A complete work cycle of the facilitation role 
has four phases, which begins with learning analytics 
(Martin et al., 2019; Rodés et al., 2021). This phase requires 
constant access to the LMS to critically review learning tools 
and materials to improve student learning experiences. 
Access to this type of data will enable facilitators to judge 
whether students need extra support and motivation to 
achieve learning outcomes. However, the effective planning 
and implementation of the facilitation strategies require 
constant presence to connect and engage with the students 
(Martin et al., 2019; Rodés et al., 2021). Therefore, orientation 
is another critical phase that allows online facilitators to 
make the necessary connections and establish an online 
social presence to support students effectively. This phase 
will allow facilitators to create an online learning community 
where students feel valued and respected for their ideas 
(Derakhshan et al., 2023; Foreman-Brown et al., 2023; Pandit 
& Agrawal, 2022). Engagement in these phases leads to an 
effective use of the LMS, provided student groupings 
and early access are granted to begin the actual facilitation 
of learning. The effective facilitation can be depicted 
through  communicating key principles in the subject 
matter  and impactful presentation of online lessons 
amplified by rich media and visuals (Dennen & Arslan, 
2022). Following a progression through these three phases, 
a final phase is reached where assessment measures are 
used to execute a systematic evaluation of knowledge 
transfer. The completion of these critical phases in a 
work  cycle will showcase the facilitators’ best practices, 
performance standards, competence and dedication to 
help students master the learning outcomes and thus lead 
to job enrichment (Dennen & Arslan, 2022; Grant 2021; 
Kipp, 2018).

The second way is to implement an inclusive system that 
records total work output emanating from a completed work 
cycle. Moreover, recording total work outputs depicts the 
knowledge, skills and competencies of the facilitators 
through the quality and richness of learning materials 
developed offline and shared online with the students. 
Similarly, a role without a clear communication and support 
structure is futile in a job design perspective. This shows a 
lack of clear constructive feedback and thus demonstrates a 
communication breakdown (Knight & Parker, 2021; Oldham & 
Fried, 2016). Constructive feedback is, therefore, the third 

way needed to expand and restore communications to 
improve job performance. The information must be direct 
and clear to online facilitators (Khurshid, 2020; Oldham & 
Hackman, 2010). Feedback providers, who are most likely to 
be line managers, must have a clear intention. The goal must 
be aimed at supporting online facilitators to become more 
proficient at using the LMS to transfer knowledge (Maré & 
Mutezo, 2020). The endeavour will also evoke positive and 
affective responses from online facilitators. Their motivation 
to exercise autonomy to perform a variety of facilitation 
tasks effectively will be heightened. In this case, the 
expansion of job performance feedback should include 
regular communication in all phases of facilitation. The 
fourth way is to showcase organisational support through 
tailored training to improve job mastery. The results from 
other studies have shown that job mastery in the delivery of 
online education has a significant influence on knowledge 
transfer and successful course completion in higher 
education (Hidayah et al., 2017; Kadhim et al., 2023; Simmons 
et al., 2023). By and large, provision of organisational 
support will improve the virtual working conditions in 
higher education, thereby mitigating feedback and task 
identity challenges within the online facilitation role 
(Foreman-Brown et al., 2023; Rhode et al., 2017).

Limitations and future research
The researchers encountered limitations in choosing equal 
sampling sizes to merge quantitative and qualitative strands. 
However, rigorous procedures in the thematic analysis 
corroborated the statistical results and strengthened the 
credibility of the research findings. Future research should 
focus on the knowledge, skills and competencies required to 
facilitate through the use of web-based technologies in the 
higher education context.

Conclusion
This study validated the job structure of the online 
facilitators, as few studies have been conducted in this area. 
The findings shed light on job design matters in virtual work 
settings within the higher education context. The integrated 
results demonstrated the vital role that online facilitators 
play in HEIs, that is, to offer support services to students in 
completing their courses in their respective fields of study. 
Furthermore, online facilitators operate as the first point of 
contact with the student using the LMS. Therefore, their 
performance has a great impact on student satisfaction with 
courses offered online in higher education. However, 
experiences with limited job performance feedback and 
challenges of task identity within their role necessitate a 
modification of their job structure to capture all salient 
aspects of facilitating knowledge transfer in HEIs (Foreman-
Brown et al., 2023; Wegman et al., 2016).
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