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[bookmark: _Toc220668235]Executive Summary 

Produced for the senior management team, this report provides a critical analysis of the organisation’s current learning and development environment and the extend to which is enables the workforce to meet its strategic priorities (Konnings et al., 2020). 
	NRW continues to operate against a complex and continuously changing external environment where economic pressures, technological developments and political uncertainty significantly influence its ability to build and sustain organisational capability (Wija, Beausaert and Kyndt, 2025).  The external factors emphasise the importance of learning and development as a strategic mechanism that supports agility and workforce resilience (Deloitte, 2025). 
	NRW currently operates without a learning and development strategy. In the absence of a strategic framework, learning activity has become reactive, compliance focussed and disconnected from the long-term organisational needs as outlined in the corporate plan (Bersin, 2025; Brassey, Christensen and Damm, 2019). In 2024, investment into an LMS increased access to learning resources, however, it has not addressed the underlying cultural and managerial challenges which has resulted in limited application of new skills into practice (Witthöft, Aydin and Pietsch, 2024; Rodríguez et al., 2023). While technology is part of the solution to create a thriving learning culture (Bersin, 2025), it must be supplemented by a strategic plan aligned to organisational priorities (Chatterjee et al., 2023). 
	The internal factors illustrate the critical role that managers play in enabling employees to learn and apply new skills (Heinrich, 2025). However, the Ein Llais survey results indicate that lived experience is different and as a result of operational pressures, managers and team members do not have the capacity to discuss and undertake learning and development activities (NRW, 2023). 
	The recommendations for the senior management team will help facilitate the repositioning learning and development as a strategic enabler of performance (Stewart and Cureton, 2014, p.41). This can be achieved through undertaking a skills audit, the development of a learning and development strategy, investment in managerial capability and the exploration of immersive learning solutions (Illeris, 2009; Monib, Qai and Apong, 2025). These recommendations, underpinned by evidence, will help establish a thriving learning culture (Konnings et al., 2020; Shoeb et al., 2019).


Contents
Executive Summary	2
1.0 Introduction	4
2.0 Main Findings	5
2.1 External factors	5
2.2 Critical evaluation of NRW’s current L&D approach	7
2.3 L&D culture and trends	9
3.0 Conclusion	11
4.0 Recommendations	12
References	14




[bookmark: _Toc220668236]1.0 Introduction 
Natural Resources Wales (NRW) operates in an increasingly complex and evolving environment, under continuous scrutiny of its organisational performance which underpin how effective it regulates and stewards the environment (Senedd TV, 2026). As a public sponsored body of the Welsh Government, NRW must deliver against the statutory responsibilities while simultaneously responding to climate priorities with pressurised budgets and ongoing scrutiny of its leadership (Senedd Cymru, 2025). The ability of the workforce to adapt, learn and apply new ways of working is not a peripheral concern but a critical enabler of organisational strategy (Overton, 2023).
The external environment is shaped by a range of political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental factors that are redefining the skills and behaviours required across the organisation (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). These external factors require a workforce that is agile, digitally capable and supported by effective people leadership (Young and Tong, 2024). 
Internally, NRW has not developed a learning and development strategy, however, the policy steers all learning and development activity.  Consequently, for NRW all learning and development activity is decentralised, reactive and applies a greater focus on compliance rather than strategic long-term capability building to drive performance (Overton, 2023). This subsequently creates a risk that for the organisation, learning is fragmented and disconnected from the priorities outlined in its strategic plan which will impact performance and culture (Crowley and Overton, 2021).
Cassidy asserts that when learning and development is unaligned to the strategic plan, learning and development becomes a tick box exercise which fails to support strategic delivery (Cassidy, 2025). This view is explored further by YouGov’s polling of business leaders which highlighted that organisations fail to achieve their objectives when it lacks the long-term vision in learning and development (Webb et al., 2023). Both Cassidy and YouGov’s perspectives frame the risks for NRW’s current approach (Cassidy, 2025; Hazlehurst, 2023).  
Developed for the senior management team, this report explores the external and internal factors that shape and influence NRW’s learning culture. The evidence-based recommendations aim to re-align NRW’s learning and development offering to the organisational strategy (Overton, 2023).  By investing in areas such as strengthening line management capability will support a thriving learning culture (Brown et al., 2014).  
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[bookmark: _Toc220668238]2.1 External factors 
NRW continues to operate against a landscape which is described as ‘volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous – VUCA’ (Perera, 2017).  The external forces continue to shape organisational priorities and workforce capabilities (Battisa, 2024). While environmental, legal, and social factors influence learning and development, at present, for NRW, the economic, technological and political factors shape the organisation’s learning culture in achieving organisational outcomes (Brown et al., 2014). 
The economic factor 
NRW continues to operate under public sector funding constraints while tackling complex environmental projects (OECD, 2024). Set by the Welsh Government, NRW’s operating budget settlements have not increased in line with inflation (ONS, 2025). Thus, the increased operating costs require NRW to prioritise budgets that command the highest environmental and economical impact (McNeil and Barnes, 2025). Consequently, the economic conditions shape the way learning and development is resourced, delivered and experienced by employees (Madgavkar et al., 2022). 
	As a result of constrained funding, employees workloads increase and they have limited time to undertake learning and development (Soliman, 2025). Consequently, it establishes a culture where learning is fitted around operational pressures rather than a routine feature of working practice (Cregh, 2023). This reduces opportunities for reflection, practice and behavioural reinforcement, which are essential for a sustained and thriving learning culture (Cassidy, 2025).
In the latest CIPD report on resourcing and talent management, Hogarth and McCartney (2024) highlight that organisations are investing more in learning and development as a strategy to engage, retain and upskill existing employees. Powell (2022) explores this theme further and outlines that upskilling staff is a cost-effective approach to retain talent, reduce recruitment pressures and align workforce capability to strategic priorities. With significant operational gaps as a result of resourcing challenges (NRW, 2025), investment to learning and development is a strategic imperative not only for immediate operational pressures but also for long-term sustainability (Hogarth and McCarntney, 2024). 
Economic factors impacting NRW restrict opportunities for continuous learning and increase the demand for targeted strategically aligned development (Sringanthan, 2023). For NRW, a skills audit is essential to identify priority development needs to allocate learning and development resources to areas that align directly with the delivery of the corporate plan (Perry-Slater, 2025). 
The technological factor 
Artificial intelligence (AI) is a major technological driver for change across the public sector (MacDonald, 2026). Taylor asserts that the adoption of new technologies improves employee productivity and as a result make the workplace more productive and efficient (Taylor, 2025, p.25). While NRW has recently implemented a learning management system (LMS), it has yet to embrace AI functionalities when compared to the private sector (Hogarth and McCartney, 2024). Wider research outlines that public sector bodies must embrace digital transformation to remain competitive as an employer and to enable employees to be more productive and efficient (Taylor and Armstrong, 2024; Elingrud et al., 2023).  
	While the launch of the LMS is a positive step towards embracing digital transformation, it does not create a learning culture (Bersin, 2025). The platform provides flexible access to digital resources and microlearning, however, without a clear learning and development strategy, the use of technology reinforces compliance driven learning (Taylor, 2025, p.352). In addition, the lack of strategic direction impacts how managers support digital learning or integrate it into everyday practice; these are essential components for embedding learning within the workplace (Overton, 2023). 
	For NRW, technological factors illustrate the need for strategic alignment to ensure that digital learning platforms support the organisation’s goals and delivery of the corporate plan while strengthening workforce capability (Chatterjee et al., 2023). The accessibility and flexibility of digital learning platforms to personalise the learning experience is dependent on a culture where managers encourage, support and provide time for learning and application of new skills (Perrmann-Graham et al., 2025). 
The political factor  
Following the approval of the Senedd Reform Act (2024), the spring national elections may result in a multi-party coalition (Dean 2025; Lewis, 2025). Every government election presents a degree of uncertainty around future policy direction and public spending priorities, in particular when the voting system has changed. The election result could result in reduced financial support for sponsored bodies like NRW (Emmerson, Ridpath and Stockton, 2025). Lapsey et al., (2011) outline that coalition governments present greater instability when compared with minority governments. For NRW, this creates planning risk and raises the possibility of reduced funding in future financial years if collation governments fail to pass key legislation (Back, Bergman and Wolfgan, 2023). 
	Political uncertainty resulting in a reduction to the grant-in-aid will impact investment in learning and development, the time employees can allocate to learning and long-term strategic capability building (Taylor, 2025, p.19). In addition, it will also lead to additional pressure on managers to prioritise essential training at the expense of continuous development, impacting the embedding of a thriving learning culture (Yertas, 2024). 
	The political, economic and technological factors emphasise the need for NRW to adopt a strategic approach to learning and development (Wija, Beausaert and Kyndt, 2025). This is necessary for the organisation’s ability to respond effectively to the evolving operating environment and to its success and sustainability (Deloitte, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc220668239]2.2 Critical evaluation of NRW’s current L&D approach
	NRW does not have a learning and development strategy, instead, the internal learning and development policy governs its L&D approach. As a result, learning and development is shaped by compliance rather than an approach which prioritises long-term capability building (Bersin, 2025; Brassey, Christensen and Damm, 2019). The lack of a long-term vision for learning and development could result in NRW failing to achieve their goals outlined in the corporate plan (Cassidy, 2025; Armstrong, 2017). Cassidy’s (2025) asserts that without a strategic plan for both evaluation and capability building (Konnings et al., 2020), the organisation will continue with difficulty to demonstrate tangible results from its learning activity (Kauffeld, Decius and Grassman, 2025). 
	While NRW’s learning and development policy outlines the obligations and required standards, it fails to capture the following: 
(Shoeb et al., 2019).
Overton (2023) describes how ‘Netflix learning’ does not enhance performance unless the content is aligned to organisational priorities and relevant to the individual’s role. Brown, Roediger and McDaniel (2014) outline that individuals retain and apply new skills more effectively when the learning is concise, spaced out and then applied in real tasks with live feedback.  For NRW, the learning experience and culture is fragmented and inconsistent (Illeris, 2009), resulting in a reactive learning and development culture (Somers, 2024). Learning requests are in direct response to immediate issues and operational pressures, are not aligned to organisational performance goals (Overton, 2023). Despite high attendance rates to courses (NRW, 2026), behaviour change is not realised and significant budget is used with no clear impact (Osman et al., 2020).   
While NRW is similar to many external organisations who do not have a learning strategy (Mind Tools for Business, 2023), managers are hesitant to encourage learning when it is not aligned to organisation and team performance goals (Somers, 2024). Furthermore, there are also cultural barriers to digital learning at NRW (Ulzheimer et al., 2024), the recent Ein Llais staff survey highlighted that employees could not find time to dedicate towards learning (NRW, 2023). These factors indicate that the organisation would benefit from a clearer understanding of its learning needs and establish a strategic approach that directs development towards organisational priorities (Salas et al., 2012). 
	In 2024, the organisation invested in a learning management system to unify three legacy systems into one (NRW, 2024). While the platform has increased access to digital learning opportunities and to mandatory courses, it has not established a thriving learning culture within the organisation (Vuchokvoski et al., 2023).  Despite the positive internal feedback on the system (NRW, 2024), the learning opportunities are not linked to the organisation’s corporate plan which unintentionally reinforces the compliance culture rather than a holistic learning and development culture which supports capability building (Vuchokvoski et al., 2023). 
Witthöft, Aydin and Pietsch (2024) assert that digital learning tools are successfully embedded when aligned to a learning strategy which supports the organisation’s goals. Moreover, the alignment is also essential to support the role of the manager who is key to embedding the learning culture within the organisation (Rodríguez et al., 2023). While the LMS consolidates access to learning, it is unable to substitute the manager’s role a key enabler of learning transfer (Andersson, 2019). Lancaster (2020) asserts that coaching is essential for performance improvement and catalogue learning will not replace that need. This viewpoint is also supported by Neelen and Kirschner (2020) who outline that learning is effectively applied in practice when designed around the role and organisational goals supported by the manager who provides timely feedback (Taylor, 2025, p.354). Thus, while the LMS has improved access to learning for employees, the evidence suggest that it does not create a thriving learning culture nor strengthen workforce capability without alignment to organisational goals and manager support (Newton, 2022). 
	While the implementation of the LMS is a positive step for the organisation, the lack of strategic direction results in difficulties demonstrating how any investment supports the current and future capabilities (Bonilla-Priego, 2024).  Learning evaluation frameworks including New Work Kirkpatrick Model (1959) and Phillips (ROI) Model (Phillips, 2003) both recommend beginning with organisational results before building backwards to the behaviours and learning needed (Alsalamah and Callinan, 2021). 
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However, as the current learning and development environment is reactive and event based, the connection to addressing current priorities and building capabilities in key identified areas including flood defence, biodiversity and regulation remains weak (Rowe et al., 2023). When training provided is not aligned to the current priorities and building future capabilities, the current learning budget may not represent value for money and weaken future business cases for investment (CIPD, 2019).  
	While the learning and development policy manages the risk it does not build capability (Brassey, Christensen and Dam, 2019). Cassidy (2025) asserts that failure to establish the long-term vision prohibits organisations from achieving their goals. The internal factors demonstrate that NRW’s current learning culture lacks strategic coherence and direction (CIPD, 2019). By undertaking a learning needs analysis to form a learning and development strategy will define key priority capabilities, establish managerial practices that prioritise time for learning and reinforce new skills (Ludwikowska, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc220668240]2.3 L&D culture and trends
As an organisation, all learning and development has strong focus on compliance and inconsistent emphasis on application and behaviour change (Cassidy, 2025). Overton (2023) outlines that an organisation’s learning culture influences how it can effectively and successfully adapt to change. In the CIPD’s recent learning in work report, it highlights that learning and development is embracing learning that is supported by the manager and real-time application (Overton, 2023). While investment into a LMS has unified training and development (Bersin, 2025), employees have limited time to invest into learning and development, and managers are less willing to support (Somers, 2024).  
	Managers are key to creating a thriving learning culture within an organisation (Fitch, 2023).  Ashley-Timms and Ashley-Timms (2024) define the role of the manager as setting clear goals, creating time for practical application and coaching with tasks on-hand. Cassidy (2025) outlines that when learning and development lacks strategic vision and is not reinforced through everyday behaviour, organisations fail to achieve their goals (Kauffeld, Decius and Grassmann, 2025).  
The current Sgwrs performance management process is a strong foundation which enables managers to discuss and set learning and development objectives with their employees (Wallo et al., 2021). The role of the line manager is essential to mitigate this risk by keeping learning visible, purposeful and accountable (Fitch, 2023). However, the recent staff survey highlighted the managers are not discussing learning and development with their employees regularly (NRW, 2023). This suggests a potential gap from policy and procedure to lived experience (Taylor, 2025, p.332). To ensure learning is embedded into routine conversations, a manager led process is required and will be more effective compared against isolated interventions (Cassidy, 2025).  Employees are more likely to engage in learning opportunities and apply new knowledge when their managers support their development (Heinrich, 2025).  
Consisting of short, focussed-learning resources that are aligned to real-tasks, microlearning is designed to reduce cognitive load and increase information retention (Chadwick, 2026). For an organisation with limited financial and staff resources, the busy and high-pressure operating environment lends itself to microlearning (Monib, Qai and Apong, 2025).  Adopting a microlearning approach on the existing LMS platform will enable employees to access timely and relevant learning that supports ongoing development (Wallo et al., 2021). In addition, mirco learning combined with learning on demand will support the speed to competence and the incremental development of practical capabilities (Stewart and Cureton, 2014, p.84). 
Technological advances including the use of artificial intelligence and gamification continue to re-share learning and development (Capatina et al., 2024). The introduction of NRW’s LMS has unified learning, however, it has not yet explored AI to create learning resources based on organisational priorities. While AI could help learners access the most relevant and up to date content (Pallant et al., 2024), without human oversight, there remains a risk that the resources produced could be inaccurate and irrelevant to NRW’s learning needs (Zhai, Wibowo and Li, 2024). Despite these governance concerns, Gandia, Ancillo and Nunez (2025) assert that when used responsibly, AI could increase the relevance and accessibility of learning materials resulting in a personalised experience for employees.  
As a compliance-based organisation, mandatory courses which accredit staff to operate heavy machinery is required annually. While completion rates remain at 100%, feedback on these courses remain negative (NRW, 2024). Gamification and immersive technologies are reshaping learning for environments where accuracy, safety and consistency is essential (Capatina et al., 2024). Used widely across the aviation and rail industries, immersing staff in simulated environments where scenario-based tasks and interactive challenges allow learners to undertake technical or safety related courses simulating reality (Babalola et al., 2023). Adopting gamified approaches reinforces key behaviours to mitigate risks, gives the employee exposure to realistic scenarios without exposure to harm (Capatina et al., 2024). In addition, Rivera and Garden (2021) asserts that gamified learning is more engaging for the user, this is supported by Krath, Schurman and Kroflesch (2021) who outline that gamified learning supports knowledge retention as it increases motivation for compliance based-learning which traditional classroom-based approaches often lack.    
The emerging trends demonstrate that the practical application of skills is essential to learning and development (Overton, 2023). As NRW’s current learning environment is event-based and reactive, microlearning approaches and exploring the responsible use of artificial intelligence to curate and enhance existing learning offering through the LMS is essential (Illeris, 2009; Monib, Qai and Apong, 2025). In addition, it also highlights the critical role of the manager as the key link between learning and performance (Stewart and Cureton, 2014, p.107).  Without investment into managers, the experience of the staff will remain inconsistent, and learning continues to be unaligned to the organisational strategy (Taylor, 2025, p.352; Giamos, Doucet and Leger, 2023). 
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Establishing a thriving learning culture at NRW is essential to its success and sustainability (Cassidy, 2025). While NRW continues to operate against a volatile and uncertain external context, political uncertainty, ongoing economic pressures and technological developments are key external factors that shape NRW’s learning culture (Brown et al., 2014).
	The absence of a learning and development strategy has resulted in learning activity that is not aligned to organisational outcomes (Bersin, 2025; Brassey, Christensen and Damm, 2019). While the investment and implementation of the LMS has improved access to learning resources, it has not resulted in strategic capability building nor has it addressed the underlying cultural and managerial factors that influence learning transfer (Somers, 2024). Witthöft, Aydin and Pietsch (2024) assert that technology itself cannot deliver a high-quality learning experience without clear direction and leadership commitment. 
	The role of the line-manager is critical in reinforcing learning that is practical and applied into working life (Ashley-Timms and Ashley-Timms, 2024). When managers become employee’s coaches, engagement to training and application of new skills to work increases (Heinrich, 2025; Fitch, 2023). Microlearning and the use of AI present opportunities to strengthen learning relevance and accessibility (Chadwick, 2026; Taylor, 2025, p.25), however, these approaches will only be effective when underpinned by a strategy that aligns all organisational learning and development to its corporate plan and goals (Capatina et al., 2024). 
	The findings in this report illustrate that NRW must reposition learning and development as a strategic enabler rather than an operational requirement (Konnings et al., 2020; Shoeb et al., 2019). By developing a learning and development strategy, investing to strengthen and improve managerial capability and ensuring alignment between learning activity and organisational objectives (Stewart and Cureton,2014, p.48), NRW can build a sustainable and thriving learning culture that supports performance, is adaptable to external pressures and improves long term workforce capability (Bersin, 2025; Brassey, Christensen and Damm, 2019).
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1. Undertake a comprehensive learning needs analysis to inform prioritisation and investment. 
At present, NRW is unable to identify current and future capabilities requirements by June 2026. Working collaborative, the Learning and Development Officer and Strategic Workforce Planning Officer will conduct a learning needs analysis to identify where the skills gaps are. The results will enable the organisation to identify priority areas which require learning and development investment (Salas et al., 2012). 
This work will be undertaken by analysing existing workforce data, analysis of completed self-assessment tools and reviewing competency frameworks from service delivery areas. Support will be provided by the Communications team to present the findings to the senior management team. Furthermore, a learning needs analysis will support equitable access to development opportunities across the organisation (Perry-Slater, 2025). 
	Learning and Development Officer (6 months) 
	£32,010

	Strategic Workforce Planning Officer (6 months)  
	£32,010

	Internal Communications Officer (1 month) 
	£4,730

	Total 
	£68,750



The costs above are already accounted for in existing staffing budgets. Failure to approve this recommendation will result in misalignment of learning budget allocation, potential widening skills gaps and increased reliance on external recruitment to supplement existing internal skills (Perry-Slater, 2025).  
2. Develop a learning and development strategy 
The current learning and development policy reinforces a culture of compliance (Brassey, Christensen and Damm, 2019). Building on the first recommendation, NRW needs to develop a learning and development strategy which will identify priority capabilities and clarifies the purpose of learning and how it will be measured for impact (Konnings et al., 2020). 
	Implementing a strategic framework by September 2026 will support the organisation to move away from the current reactive activity and instead identify opportunities to invest in long-term capability building that is closely aligned to the corporate plan (Konnings et al., 2020). This timeline aligns with the implementation of the revised organisational corporate plan. 
	Learning and Development Manager (3 months)
	£23,208

	Learning and Development Officer (6 months) 
	£32,010

	HR Business Partner (2 months) 
	£13,726

	Internal Communications Officer (2 weeks) 
	£2,365

	Total 
	£71,309



The costs above are already accounted for in existing staffing budgets. Failure to approve this recommendation will result in continuation of reactive spend and reduced effectiveness of learning interventions (Kauffeld, Decius and Grassman, 2025). 
3. Develop and launch coaching programme for manager 
To ensure that NRW managers are equipped with the skills to effectively coach their team members, a structured programme is required (Taylor, 2025, p.352). Under supervision of the Manager, the L&D officer will design and implement the coaching programme for managers by July 2026. The programme will be designed around micro-learning principles and delivery will be blended combining digital and face-to-face workshops (Cassidy, 2025; Fitch, 2023). Upon completion of each module, participants will have to complete an online test via the LMS with the pass mark set at 70% to assess acquired knowledge. The programme will be made available to areas identified as a priority from recommendations one and two. 
	Learning and Development Manager (1 month)
	£7,736

	Learning and Development Officer (7 months) 
	£37,345

	Internal Communications Officer (2 weeks) 
	£2,265

	Total 
	£47,346



4. Explore immersive or gamified learning for mandatory compliance training 
The Learning and Development Officer will conduct a feasibility report for the Senior Leadership team on viable immersive and gamified solutions to enhance the learning and practical application of existing key mandatory compliance-based learning by May 2026. The report will focus on the use of simulation for scenario-based tasks and interactive solutions to improve learning retention and satisfaction (Babalola et al., 2023). 
	Learning and Development Officer (5 months)
	£5,335 per month

	Total 
	£26,675
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