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ABSTRACT
Background: Interprofessional education (IPE) is undergoing vast development recently. Online learning has been proven 
to help overcoming the barriers that were commonly found in traditional IPE. However, the management of online learning 
in IPE is not well understood. The study identified challenges in online learning in IPE as well as recommendations for 
better program implementation.

Methods: A literature review was performed using several keywords including “online learning”, “blended learning”, 
“interprofessional education”, “challenges”, and “obstacles”. The databases included EBSCOHost, ProQuest, Google 
Scholar, and Sciencedirect. A narrative analysis was performed to meet the review objective.

Results: The identified challenges in establishing online learning for IPE were categorized according to each phase, i.e. 
planning and implementation. Seven categories of challenge were highlighted. The recommendations to overcome each 
challenge were also discussed for better implementation in the future.

Conclusion: Understanding the possible challenge in each phase of developing online learning for IPE could minimize the 
potential disruption in achieving the learning objective. Gaining support as well as faculty trainings are crucial to ensure 
the program sustainability.
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PRACTICE POINTS
•	 The paper address challenges in developing and managing online learning in IPE. 
• 	 The paper discuss recommendations on how to deal with the possible constraint in implementing 

online learning for IPE.
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INTRODUCTION
The need for developing online learning for IPE 
has been growing enormously over the past decade. 
Online learning is argued to improve learner 
participation for post millennial generation.1 Previous 
study2 shows that institutions across countries 
have embedded online learning in their IPE, be 
it blended or full online program. Social media, 
websites, and Learning Management System (LMS) 
are the most common platform used as a learning 
resource for online learning.3 The core competences 
of IPC as mentioned by the Interprofessional 
Education Collaborative4 consists of value and 
ethics, interprofessional communication, roles and 
responsibilities, as well as teams and teamwork. 
Online learning in IPE is apparently advantageous 
to improve professional understanding.5 It helps 
students learn about their own professional identity 
and, at the same time, understand the role of other 
health care professionals.6 By understanding the 
role sharing and how the health care team works, 
students could develop their orientation toward 
patient safety.7,8 One study9 shows that a high fidelity 
online IPE improved all aspect of interprofessional 
competence i.e. communication, collaboration, roles 
and responsibilities, patient-centeredness, conflict 
management and team functioning. Nevertheless, 
even without sophisticated learning resource, online 
learning activity is still useful to help improving 
student interprofessional collaboration (IPC) 
competence if designed properly.

Teachers by far reacted positively towards facilitating 
online IPE activities.3 The flexibility value of online 
IPE provide convenience and improve teaching 
perceptions. E-learning platform also ease the 
logistical issues in the delivery of IPE.7 Moreover, 
online learning reinforces the opportunity of multi-
institutional collaboration in implementing IPE.10 
Developing online or blended learning for IPE requires 
effort and resources. As the previous study says, the 
main value of online IPE lies on the flexibility for 
both the teachers and learners. Therefore, the course 
developer need to work hard in the preparation to 
provide convenience during the IPE process. Carefully 
scrutinizing the academic calendars of each study 
programs is mandatory during course development.6

Based on the premises, online learning is seen to 

be potential for further development of IPE. It 
is argued to best suits the learner characteristic 
nowadays. The literature for online or blended 
format of IPE, however, is scarce. Understanding 
how online learning works best for IPE is important 
to help developing an effective program, including 
the recommendations for better implementation. 
A further study is needed to identify the challenges 
upon embedding online learning into IPE. 

METHODS
This is a literature review of the challenges or obstacles 
commonly found during the establishment of online 
or blender learning for IPE. The ultimate projection 
of the study is providing insight for the IPE designers 
of challenges to expect as well as recommendations 
to overcome the possible constraint. The review 
process was conducted from June to July 2020 toward 
EBSCOHost, ProQuest, and Sciencedirect to search 
for the relevant literature. The inclusion criterion in 
selecting articles include:
•	 Open-access original research
•	 Published during period of 2011-2020
•	 Population: medical and health professions 

undergraduate students or teachers
•	 Intervention: interprofessional education program 

embedding online or blended learning
•	 Context: student or teacher perception in 

regards to challenges or obstacles found in online 
delivery of IPE

•	 Outcome: student or teachers’ evaluation in 
regards to the attainment of interprofessional 
competencies.

The exclusion criterion were: 

•	 Continuing or postgraduate-level IPE
•	 The article solely focus on the achievement 

of learning objectives without discussing the 
evaluation of the program.

The selection process was performed as described 
in Figure 1. The keywords were “interprofessional”, 
“education”, “online learning”, “blended learning”, 
“challenge”, “obstacle”, and “undergraduate”. 
A Boolean approach was used to search for the 
relevant articles. The included papers were analysed 
using narrative approach.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
There were fourteen articles included in the review. 
The papers addressed the key points and challenges 
upon implementing online IPE. Each article 
was scanned according to the research objective; 
identification of challenges, obstacles, as well as 
recommendation for future improvement. Relevant 
quotes from each articles were coded and interpreted. 
There were six themes generated through the 
interpretation process.

Gaining support
The foremost challenge to be considered is the 
institutional support and acceptance from the 

Figure 1. Article selection process

faculties.11 Commitment from the institution need 
to be secured prior to developing online learning for 
IPE. Interprofessional education, even in traditional 
face-to-face mode, requires huge effort and complex 
management. Embedding online environment to 
facilitate interprofessional learning is even more 
complex. Commitment from the institution and 
faculties to support online learning in IPE determine 
program success. Generous funding need to be made 
available11-13 to develop the suitable learning resource 
i.e. online learning platform. Maintenance and daily 
monitoring should also be considered since the 
earlier budgeting stage.12 It is vital since common 
problems in using technology to facilitate learning 
occurs in technical basis. Apart from technical 
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the gist of IPE is teaching student to collaborate 
with other professions. Being unable to thoroughly 
see the students response as well as the actual team 
dynamic prevent the teachers to best facilitate the 
interprofessional team growth. In the asynchronous 
sessions, lacking of familiarity towards the platform 
creates trouble for both teachers and students, 
making the learning less effective. Navigating 
features in the e-learning platform requires skills and 
technical mastery which not all the teachers are well 
adapted. It negatively influence teachers confidence. 
Some teachers said that being slow in learning to 
operate the platform had made them feel inferior, 
thus affecting their perception in regard to the whole 
experience in facilitating IPE. Meanwhile, not every 
institution provide adequate support to assist teachers 
in navigating the platform. In such circumstances, 
more time and close progress monitoring needs to 
be allocated for preparations. Teachers should also 
be made aware of any potential errors as well as the 
troubleshooting procedures beforehand.11,16,19-22 It is 
highly important for the institutions to provide a 

matter, institution is also responsible to facilitate 
faculty development program and provide reward 
to improve teachers quality and engagement. The 
teachers are responsible to operate the features and 
ensure the achievement of learning objective at the 
same time. Therefore, institution plays important 
role in ensuring faculty commitment and improving 
participation. Developing online learning for 
IPE program takes huge amount of funding and 
without commitment, the program could hardly be 
sustainable.12

Program design
Incorporating online learning to teach students 
about interprofessional collaboration is highly 
challenging. Designing online learning for IPE needs 
interdisciplinary teamwork.14 It takes experts from 
health care professions education and technology. 
Functional teamwork and clear communication 
among blended expert team is critically important 
to make sure the online platform accommodate 
the curriculum well. Another challenge relies 
on developing the learning instruction. The 
teacher should consider how to ensure students 
self-directedness while collaborating with other 
professions. Self-directedness is the key to make 
online learning successful. However, the lacking of 
guideline11 in developing such program negatively 
influence the planning process. Not every teacher 
is ready to design online activities specifically to 
initiate collaborative competence. Accessibility of 
the learning platform along with network stability 
also play critically important factor in e-learning 
implementation. These should be taken into 
consideration when designing the curriculum and 
selecting the learning activities.

Technical issues
Proficiency in technology11,12,15-18 is the major technical 
issues for both the teachers as well as the students, 
be it during the synchronous or asynchronous 
sessions. The challenge during synchronous sessions 
for the teachers lies on their ability to provide 
appropriate feedback towards any non-verbal cues 
from each group member. This is important since 

Figure 2. Common challenges in embedding online 
learning into IPE
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thorough technical instructions and manuals both 
for teachers and students. Apart from technology 
literacy, another problem arise is selecting the best 
features to support interprofessional teamwork.11,23 

The gist of IPE relies on the interaction among 
students from different professions. Therefore, a 
clear set of learning objectives for the IPE program 
should be discussed and agreed beforehand. In 
addition, adequate faculty development should be 
made priority in developing online learning for IPE, 
provided by experts in both technology and health 
professions education.

Facilitating interprofessional learning
As mentioned earlier, technical proficiency of 
the teachers hinders the learning facilitations. It 
influence the teachers in setting up the best learning 
experience to facilitate interprofessional learning 
for the students.17 Interprofessional learning itself 
is complex in nature. The students are expected 
to learn the the IPC competences by learning 
together. Scaffolding the IPC competences through 
online learning had become the major concern.16 

The complexity of IPE along with the diversity of 
students professional background require greater 
effort for the teacher to provide the educational 
scaffolding. Although it is not impossible, scaffolding 
interprofessional learning in online environment 
should considers multiple factors, especially the 
learning support. The range of scaffolding activities 
includes tutorials, lectures, and modelling through 
video or game. Peer-assisted learning (PAL) is an 
alternative to help accommodating the scaffolding 
activity. It benefits the teachers by reducing the work 
load without compromising the program effectivity. 
Project exhibition followed by discussion and serial 
consultation could be facilitated by the senior 
students towards their juniors. A thorough planning 
for the PAL, of course, should be well discussed 
during the curriculum design. Peer-assisted learning 
argued to benefit the development of professional 
identity for the student tutors as well as the tutees.24 

The well-acknowledged strength of PAL include 
sharing repertoire and mutual engagement, even if 
conducted online.25 Therefore, PAL could be used 
as a learning support to help students learn about 

role sharing to further develop their sense for 
interprofessional teamwork. Certain activities had 
been proven effective  to improve online participation 
for collaborative learning.26 Group discussion and 
collaborative writing encourage multi-professional 
students to share of ideas. The role of facilitator 
at this point is providing triggers as well as gradual 
challenge for the students. By stimulating critical 
thinking through challenging questions, students are 
expected to step out of their professional boundaries 
and rebuild their orientation and understanding of 
the interprofessional teamwork. The use of attractive 
visuals could also improve participation rate.26 

Teachers could also use the visual features provided 
in the platform, e.g. progress graphic for group 
performance based on the formative evaluation. By 
looking at the visuals, each group could monitor 
their own progress and reflect on any room for 
improvement. Again, the challenge here relies on the 
institutions support in providing and sustaining the 
faculty development program.

Interaction constraint
The challenge during the IPE process in online 
environment is the limitation in students 
interaction.11,15,22,27 Interprofessional interaction 
among students is the heart of IPE. The quality of 
student interaction influence program effectiveness 
in promoting IPC competence. Activities such as 
group discussion and project-based collaborative 
activities facilitate collaborative learning and team 
building. Such activities previously relies on face-
to-face interaction for a seamless teamwork and 
communication. Therefore, limited space for the 
students to interact with each other might interrupt 
the development of IPC competence.27 

The main issue in regard to interaction constraint 
lies on the formation of interprofessional group.15 

Performing collaborative work through technology 
in a distant space needs more time. It influences the 
group dynamic since students from each profession 
tend to stay in the comfort zone during the initial 
interaction. In a longitudinal IPE program, such 
condition would not cause a problem since the 
students would gradually adapt to the multi-
professional group and the interprofessional learning 
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could progress. In a short IPE program, however, 
the condition would risk the program effectivity in 
improving IPC competence. Therefore, ensuring 
appropriate curriculum design in the micro level 
is important to overcome the negative influence 
of interaction constraint towards the achievement 
of the learning objectives22. Institutions also need 
to provide specific guidelines for the ‘nettiquete’ 
for both the teachers and students to facilitate 
professional behaviour development.15

Assessing performance
Due to limitation in students interaction, 
teachers found it was hard to evaluate the student 
performance.21 In face-to-face session, teachers could 
use cues based on students gesture to provide the 
most appropriate feedback. In online and distant 
environment, nonetheless, they found it hard 
to capture those cues. Teachers become unsure 
of how the students genuinely react towards the 
learning process. They would need a clear set of 
guide and rubric to perform student evaluation 
in online environment. The overarching goal of 
implementing IPE in undergraduate level is raising 
student awareness towards the importance of IPC.28 

Improvement in perception and knowledge is the 
realistic indicators to evaluate the effectiveness of IPE 
in this level. Tangible changes in interprofessional 
collaborative performance could be evaluated in the 
long-term, if the competences were performed in the 
daily practice. Formative approach, nevertheless, is 
advisable to evaluate group performance. Technical-
wise, the pitfall for using online system in assessing 
students is the possibility for any glitch or crash 
during or after the assessment. Certain precaution 
should be identified and developed prior to the 
implementation. Developing data management 
in detail during the logistic planning would be 
beneficial if any technical problem arise. Immediate 
data migration from the assessment platform could 
help avoiding the loss of data.29

CONCLUSION
Identifying challenges in developing online or 
blended learning for IPE program is important 
to ensure program effectiveness. Challenges and 

constraints in developing online learning for IPE 
range from planning through implementation. They 
might disrupt the interprofessional learning process 
and put the program mission into jeopardy. The main 
objective of IPE in undergraduate level is improving 
student perception about IPC. Inconvenient 
experiences in IPE program might result in negative 
reaction toward IPC. Therefore, a comprehensive 
preparation is critical to make the IPE program 
effective.

Defining the rationale of embedding online 
learning into IPE for undergraduate level is 
important to ensure the buy-ins from institution 
and faculties. Interdisciplinary teamwork should be 
well established in planning the program to make 
the program effective. Technical issues, including 
proficiency and accessibility, are the most common 
challenge in any online learning program. Faculty 
development and availability of manuals need to 
be prepared prior to program implementation to 
overcome any technical problems. Creativity in 
designing the micro curriculum and selecting the 
learning activity are necessary to engage students 
from multiple professions and thus improve the 
program effectiveness.

RECOMMENDATION
The study is limited in identifying challenges in 
developing online learning in IPE. Further study 
is needed to understand how the challenge or 
technical obstacle in online education influence the 
interprofessional learning. Through the review, a 
wide range of online activities in IPE were found. We 
need to scrutinize the appropriateness and feasibility 
of the learning activities in specific context. More 
studies are also encouraged to evaluate the learning 
outcomes or interprofessional competences that 
could be accomplished through online learning 
activities in IPE.
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