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Key Issue:
Despite a $350 billion market for global corporate learning and development (L&D), studies have identified that up to 70% of staff still feel they lack the skills required to fulfil their roles with an over-reliance on traditional learning models cited as a key reason that failures in L&D effectiveness have occurred (Cespedes et al. 2022). 
The purpose of this briefing paper is to explore the emerging digital technologies that may be considered to improve L&D initiatives and effectiveness and how they may be applied to support the development of the Healthcare Management Trusts (HMT) L&D model. 


.

Overview of the Healthcare Management Trust
Operating in the private Health and Social Care sector, the Healthcare Management Trust (HMT) is a charitable organisation with an overall charitable mission to provide quality and innovative care solutions across the communities in which they operate (HMT, 2024). To ensure this is achieved, HMT must ensure that they have sufficient staffing with the relevant skills to provide diverse and complex care services. 
Made up of five private hospitals and dementia care units spread across England and Wales, HMT currently employ approximately 650 staff with a workforce comprising of clinically registered professionals, healthcare workers, and support service staff. Historically each site has operated with autonomy and independence which has proven detrimental in ensuring consistent and efficient developments across all sites. Recognising this, there have been significant efforts to align all sites with investment in the roll out of organisation wide systems and operating procedures with a focus on creating a single organisational culture and strategy throughout 2024.
As an organisation, a significant change to HMT’s executive team in 2023 has seen the redevelopment of the organisational strategy which now focuses on financial stability and growth following consecutive years operating at a deficit during the COVID pandemic (Companies House, 2022). HMT’s growth strategy focuses heavily on the development of staff skills and competencies to achieve the provision of innovative and quality care to increase service provisions. As staff are required to complete regulatory training to meet professional standards expected within the sector, one of HMT’s new initiatives is an online Learning Management System (LMS) to support the completion of mandatory training compliance across sites.
With wider training and development provisions yet to be explored, there is opportunity for HMT to development an appropriate L&D strategy to underpin and support their new organisational strategy. HMT have recently begun to embrace digital transformation with the transition to electronic records, cloud-based systems, and online systems such as the LMS and Human Resource information systems. It is however apparent that the speed of technological progress exposes a significant risk to the organisation if future emerging digital technologies are not explored and practically applied to support the development of registered staffing skills that they need to thrive in a competitive sector. 
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[bookmark: _Toc158541796]Introduction
Within a rapidly evolving global business environment, it is argued that learning and development (L&D) remains one of the few consistent sources of competitive advantage to sustain personal and organisational development (Taylor and Woodhams, 2022). With this being considered, Torrington et al. (2020) suggests that there is a growing need for organisations to think strategically about their L&D provision to remain competitive within tight labour markets such as in the healthcare sector in which HMT operative where significant skills shortages are repeatedly reported (ONS, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Toc158541797]The Learning Organisation
The growing importance of an organisations L&D provision has led to the development of the ‘Learning Organisation’, whereby learning is embedded into the organisations strategy to encourage the continuous engagement in knowledge and skills development as part of a ‘learning culture’ (Alerasoul, 2022). Research by Cassidy (2020) claims that up to 98% of L&D practitioners have sought to implement a learning culture, however subsequent CIPD reports found that only 36% of organisations feel they had successfully developed one which highlights the risk of not having right capabilities in place to respond to changes in an agile environment (Blackwell, Daly, and Lancaster, 2019). 

In overcoming this gap, Gough (2022) examines the need for organisations to evaluate the environment in which they operate to establish the internal and external contextual factors that impact on an organisations provision and production of their learning plan. To appropriately assess both the internal and external factors that may influence an organisation, Buchanan and Huczvnski (2019) strongly advocate the use of the ‘PESTLE’ and ‘SWOT’ analysis tools to understand the wider organisational context which can be utilised to assess HMT’s own L&D provision. 

[bookmark: _Toc158541798]Internal and External Factor Review 
In reviewing the business environment in which HMT operate, there are several key themes recognised when considering the effect on their L&D provision. In response to sector wide skills shortages, it is reported that 71% of UK companies are focusing on upskilling and training their current workforce to overcome skills gap through the development of L&D provisions (McQuaid, 2019). Economic conditions are however argued to adversely affect L&D budgets with 31% of UK organisations delaying investment despite identify training requirements in their workforce assessment (Hadlow, 2023). 
Social factors are also identified as an external factor affecting L&D when considering the changing demographics and diversity in the workplace. With generation Z (Gen Z) workers entering the labour market, it is suggested that their patterns of behaviour and their reliance on technology will affect the learning design required the effectively drive their development (Schroth, 2019). Within the healthcare sector, legal and regulatory compliance requirements underpin much of the sector’s L&D provisions with the Care Quality Commission (2023) regularly updating compliance requirements that need to be considered in L&D design. 
Whilst HMT have begun to explore and embrace the opportunities of emerging digital technologies with the transition to electronic records, cloud-based systems, and online systems, Guggenberger and Simon (2020) argue that the speed of technological progression and the digital revolution is getting increasingly faster. The emergence of digital technologies is therefore claimed to present a significant opportunity to L&D strategies that must be explored by organisations such as HMT to remain competitive and agile (Overton, 2023). 
Looking at internal factors that impact HMT’s L&D provision, there is a clear opportunity to strategically develop an L&D provision that ensures they have sufficiently skilled staff to achieve their organisational growth and development strategy. The development of adequate L&D provisions could also support a shift from a dependence on external recruitment within an increasingly challenging tight labour market that threatens to leave HMT short of the required staff skills to provide key services (Allas, 2023).
Contrary to budgetary constraints experienced across the UK, HMT have also invested in learning and compliance training with the implementation of an online learning management system in December 2023. Whilst Mayer (2020) supports the use of E-learning, advocating the improved accessibility and cost efficiency compared to traditional face-to-face training, the effectiveness of E-learning in the modern healthcare sector has recently been called into question which is a threat to HMT. 
Considering multigenerational learning requirements and increasingly diverse workplaces, the overall effectiveness E-learning has on professional development across staffing groups has provided mixed results and varying success rates (Mahdavi, 2023). HMT therefore need to ensure the training offered is appropriate to their needs and demands of their staff, recognising changing workforce demographics and emerging technological developments to effectively support their growth strategy.

[bookmark: _Toc158541799]Utilising Emerging Technology at HMT
Considering the opportunities to drive organisational development, this paper explores emergence of digital technologies and how they can be practically applied at HMT to support the progression of their own L&D and organisational strategy to develop the skills of their clinical staff groups.   

[bookmark: _Toc158541800]Emerging Digital Technologies 
In exploring emerging technologies to support HMT’s learning provision, significant research points to the transformative growth opportunities technological innovations can bring to help organisations remain agile within a competitive healthcare sector (Candelon et al. 2023). Whilst some technologies such as the use of video-based learning, social and collaborative learning or even online web conferencing platforms are not new concepts, the utilisation of these platforms are increasingly recognised as transformative in enabling accessible participation and engagement in organisations L&D provisions (Ifenthaler et al. 2021). 
Exploring more recent developments, automation, gamification, artificial intelligence (AI), augmented and virtual reality (VR), and advanced analytics are all further driving the need to embed the use of digital technologies into learning plans due to the significant impact they can have on L&D practices (Thornley, 2024). Each technological development is argued to have its own unique practical benefits. However, Wengroff (2023) suggests there are broadly inevitable benefits to both the learner and whole organisation when exploring these technologies. Given the accessibility, and potential to enhance training plans, leveraging technology within HMT’s L&D plan could lead to increased productivity, improve engagement and retention, encourage enhanced collaboration and knowledge sharing, and ultimately gain a competitive advantage in a tight labour market (Quora, 2023). 
Compared to face-to-face and traditional learning methods, the scalability and accessibility of technology in L&D can potentially benefit HMT as its utilisation is argued to provide consistent learning outcomes across a wide geographical spread. Studies by Rickard and Brown (2021) also identify accelerated learning results with technological solutions to L&D taking 40-60% less time than traditional methods to complete. These efficiencies alongside improved inclusion and improved retention within the healthcare sector would provide significant support to HMT’s organisational goals in driving staff development. 
Although many studies are eager to highlight the proposed benefits of utilising emerging technologies, there are considerable risks that must also be considered for HMT. Lack of digital competencies, unequal access to the technology, data security, and reliance on external vendors to host the platforms are all considerable threats to its seamless integration (CIPD, 2023). For HMT, the most significant factor is the cost of implementation. As they are only now reaching a period of economic surplus after the Covid pandemic (Companies House, 2022), the costs associated with technology such as AI integration, or VR technology are currently barriers to its use. In 2020 alone, UK organisations spent £16.7 billion on AI technologies with £380,000 spent per medium business as HMT are demonstrating a potential barrier to its use (Office for Artificial Intelligence, 2022). 

[bookmark: _Toc158541801]Virtual Reality in Healthcare Training
In reviewing the adoption of emerging technologies in L&D, the utilisation of VR in the healthcare sector provides a significant opportunity for organisations with its adoption being a recommendation for HMT to consider. Across the UK, the VR and augmented reality spending is expected to exceed £62.5 billion by 2030 due to the growing opportunities it presents (Department for Business & Trade, 2024). Described as an immersive, real-time learning experience used to simulate circumstances in a risk-free environment, a study conducted by PwC (2023) found that VR learners developed skills four times faster than in a classroom environment and were four times more confident in applying skills compared to e-learning peers. 
The evidence supporting the development of VR in the L&D sphere also highlights the speed in which this technology is being utilised with 51% of US organisations already integrating VR adoption into their strategy and 42% of organisations using it to drive onboarding and training to support their business needs specifically (PwC, 2022). 
Research by Liu et al. (2023) further evidences the benefits of VR training provisions in the healthcare sector citing improved performance, reduced errors, and an overall improved patient experience as an outcome of this approach. Not only does this align closely with HMT’s own strategic needs, but it also demonstrates a clear need to review the integration of VR learning to support a culture of continuous learning. 
If the recommendation of VR integration is adopted, HMT must be cautious of the reported limitations of VR simulations in the healthcare sector. An NHS (2020) report highlights some limitations of VR utilisation including the reliance on technical support and complex design models, costs of equipment and infrastructure, and how it can support pedagogical goals in promoting effective learning. To overcome these concerns, HMT should ensure a thorough plan is set out to effectively incorporate it into their L&D provision (Strojny and Duzmanska-Misiarczyk, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc158541802]Engaging with Stakeholders
Whilst most existing studies focus on the potential benefits of advanced learning technologies, they fail to consider or evaluate the barriers to its utilisation if stakeholder requirements and expectations are not considered. Stewart and Cureton (2014) set out the importance of engaging with stakeholders to ensure appropriate learning design is achieved. 
Garavan et al. (2020) further argues the requirement to engage with various stakeholders across all levels of the organisation to ensure their capability needs are adequately identified, and that any proposed learning plan is appropriate to the stakeholders it supports. Within HMT, the key stakeholders would include staff, line managers, trainers, and then the executive team. 
The stakeholder theory is particularly pertinent in the context of L&D as all stakeholders should be considered when assessing capability needs which would be an essential tool for HMT to evaluate the interest of stakeholders and ensure efficient communication to develop effective learning strategy (Wilkinson et al. 2019). Research recognises various tools to engage with stakeholders including performance reviews or group workshops, but a consideration consistently mentioned is the need to communicate effectively with all stakeholders to align the technology to their overall organisational goals (Marshall, 2024). 
Although a stakeholder analysis would be critical in enabling HMT to define capability needs, Marchington et al. (2021) suggests there are limits to its effectiveness as its success is often hindered by limited evaluation or resource to effectively identify and deliver the necessary training in a timely manner. These are considerations HMT would have to acknowledge prior to undertaking their own learning needs assessment to ensure it is a meaningful exercise and ensure staff have a minimum digital media literacy to undertake and engage in VR and modern technology. 
[bookmark: _Toc158541803]Design Learning 
Following a review of stakeholders to ensure the expectations of all staff groups are met when embracing VR integration, Green and Young (2020) sets out the importance of an appropriate learning design which is essential in creating a meaningful learning culture. In support of this, Shackleton-Jones (2019) encourage organisations to consider design-based learning to appropriately design training and development methods by undertaking a learning needs analysis.
At present, despite investment in an E-learning platform, there is no apparent clear learning philosophy and strategy embedded within HMT with no linear provision for development opportunities outside of the mandatory training requirements. The prominent ‘Design Thinking’ model challenges HR professionals to seek a human-centred approach to identify the needs of stakeholders to transform the learning processes and provision (London, 2021).  The five stages of the design thinking model would naturally support HMT to understand their staff needs in a rapidly developing healthcare environment with the steps offering a structured yet creative approach to address learning needs of a complexed skilled workforce (Brosens et al. 2023). 
To identify learning and development needs, HMT would be strongly encouraged to undertaker a learning needs analysis to ensure stakeholders across the organisations have the skills, capabilities, and talent to thrive within the organisation to ensure growing service developments in a changing healthcare sector (Hayden, 2023b). 
Although HMT’s skilled staff are predominantly part of an ageing workforce seen across the UK healthcare sector (Nicol, 2017), HMT as an organisation must consider how to appropriately design their training plan to engage diverse staff groups to ensure its effectiveness. A recent survey identified that 88% of UK employers are adapting their L&D process to meet the expectations of the Gen Z workforce with a third of those organisations finding it more difficult to motivate gen Z staff (Webber, 2023). This suggests HMT will have to adapt their own learning offerings to consider tools such as microlearning or gamification to captivate staff as a format demonstrated to drive engagement with content that creates a more personalised experience. 
Reviewing wider published studies, Hokanson and Kenny (2020) indicate some shortfalls in the practical application of design thinking and learning as many organisations have limited resources to commit to the entire process which negatively impacts the effectiveness of the process.  Further evidence suggests design thinking is more appropriate in decentralised teams as it requires high levels of autonomy to consider different cultural approaches (HEC Insights, 2022). This is counter to HMTs current strategic objective to align all sites to one cultural and strategy as wider literature clearly evidences this will have a negative impact on its L&D effectiveness and engagement. 
[bookmark: _Toc158541804]Evaluating Learning and Development
Although the adoption of VR and other emerging technological has significant potential, many studies fail to consider the need to evaluate its effectiveness which demonstrates a critical failure in ensuring the successful delivery, and overall organisational impact of these technologies (Underwood, 2022). Considering 95% of UK employers now use some form of digital learning within their organisation, Al-Fraihat et al. (2020) indicates that as many as 71% of those organisations fail to evaluate the effectiveness of their learning systems which is a concerning trend considering the financial and strategic impact of these systems. 
With the need to ensure quality and effectiveness, evidence suggests evaluation models should be built into the organisations L&D strategy to further enhance a learning culture (Hayden, 2023a). To evaluate the effectiveness of emerging digital technologies and VR integration within HMT, Beevers, Rea, and Hayden (2019) identify several common evaluation methods including the Kirkpatrick model, Brinkerhoff success method, and Phillips return on investment model. Studies credit these models as prominent evaluation tools to ensure L&D provisions are relevant and value adding however some evidence suggests that there is no single model to provide a holistic view of the overall effectiveness. Kirkpatrick’s model is argued to be the most popular review model however its argued that its analysis fails to consider organisational aims or return on investment and therefore has limitations as a standalone tool (Martin, 2022). 

Despite the proposed benefits of emerging technology in both the development of an organisation L&D strategy and the improved evaluation techniques, there are subsequent ethical concerns regarding bias and privacy raised, alongside security risks and lack of regulation around some technological developments (Hughes, 2019). 
In response to these concerns the UK governments Office for Artificial Intelligence (2019) has already submitted a guide for the appropriate use of AI. This includes legal considerations to adhere to the Data Protection Act (2018), considerations of bias, and accountability concerns to ensure stakeholders take responsibility for the implementation of these technologies. 
In exploring VR and the metaverse especially, there are concerns in the lack of clear legal frameworks and guidance from regulators that risks misconduct and crime that can have a significant mental affect on users (Kumar, 2022). Whilst existing intellectual property and privacy laws must be abided by, the safety and wellbeing of users is a paramount consideration (Karp, 2023). Solaiman (2023) argues that with a growing provision of healthcare learning in the metaverse and VR, international collaboration will be required between policy makers to adequately regulate the space to make it a safe environment for users. 

HMT would however in the meantime have to ensure any L&D provisions operate in an ethical, responsible, and legally compliant manner by raising user awareness and setting out clear policies and communicating standard of practice with staff when engaging in these learning spaces (Kumar, 2022). 

[bookmark: _Toc158541805]Conclusion
Considering HMT’s organisational strategy focuses on the growth of the organisation through the provision of quality and innovative care solutions, it is apparent that the development of an effective L&D provision is essential to achieving this whilst remaining agile and competitive within a tight labour market (Boys, 2022). Coupled with the growing evidence to support the adoption of a learning culture to support transformation L&D provisions, researchers clearly support the need to prioritise L&D strategies to create genuine positive change in the workplace to support a strategic and forward-thinking approach (Jackson, 2021). 
In assessing the internal and external factors that can affect HMT’s L&D provision and learning plan, the rapid pace in which digital technologies are emerging is a significant factor that must be adopted within their L&D strategy going forward. Given the global corporate spend on L&D provisions has reached approximately $350 billion (Cespedes et al. 2022), this paper supports the imperative need to integrate these technologies into a learning culture at HMT to ensure an effective learning programme is implemented. 
To ensure these technologies are applied appropriately, research highlights the significance of appropriate stakeholder identification, product design, and evaluation models to support a successful and inclusive workplace L&D strategy (Högemark, 2018). 
The ability to utilise Virtual Reality to deliver complex clinical training that is evidenced to engage, motivate, and ultimately offer improved experiences for learners that has already seen tangibly improved results within the NHS (Swallow, 2024). With opportunities to improve patient experience, train staff to deliver wider service provisions, and the ability to upskill existing staff to overcome recruitment challenges, there are significant benefits for HMT to integrate VR though an appropriately designed learning plan that will positively support their overall growth and organisational strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc158541806]Recommendations
The recommendations below set out the implementation plan to support VR integration into HMT’s L&D provision to provide complex clinical training such as advanced life support, tissue viability and wound management, and patient care pathways to support the development of services at HMT. Set out in order of importance in line with the design thinking model, VR implementation has the potential to provide a significant return on investment when compared to traditional training methods (Shackleton-Jones, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc158541807]Learning Design 
Green and Young (2020) suggest a significant factor in underpinning successful learning provisions is to ensure an appropriately informed structure is devised and leadership buy-in is established to remove barriers to success. To ensure VR is therefore utilised to maximise effectiveness, stakeholders should first be identified, and their individual needs assessed to identify what training and development goals need to be established and explored in VR. 
Whilst an initial skills survey utilising AI and data analytics through Formstack (2024) would be recommended to identify skills gaps and future development needs to support HMT in ensuring future service provisions, continuous assessment can then be incorporated into appraisals, and staff assessments to track ongoing training needs. This will then inform HMT how they can utilise their existing E-learning platform to better effectiveness, and then integrate VR technology to bridge future skills gaps.   
[bookmark: _Toc157347920]Table 1 - Learning Design Implementation
	Timeframe
	6 Weeks – 31st March 2024  

	Responsible Persons 
	HR/People Team: 	Drive skills survey and the collation of data 
Executive Team:	Communicate importance of engagement to support 				buy-in.
Staff Groups:		Engage with survey and ongoing skills analysis

	Costs
	· Time to communicate purpose of skills assessment through existing platforms (email, teams, workplace) (Marshall, 2024) 
· Online skills survey through ‘Formstack’ 		
· Change of Appraisal design for future skills analysis 	
· Time spent by staff on survey (approximately 10 mins) 
· Collation of data and results by HR/People Team - 7.5 hrs:
· Set out Learning plan to address skills gaps, future needs, and future resource requirements (Agoglia, 2021) – 37.5 hours.
Total Cost
	
£60
£3400
£240
£575
£300


£1,500
£6075



[bookmark: _Toc158541808]Investment in VR Technology
Although the learning design plan will underpin the required investment in technology and development requirements, the accepted benefits of VR in the healthcare sector supports the below recommended investment in the technology (Kulkov et al. 2021). 
As well as the investment in the VR headset hardware, there is the cost of the content, infrastructure integration, and software updates that is often a substantial outlay for larger organisations (Yang et al. 2023). Given a blended learning approach is encouraged to maximise strategic learning objectives and to ensure diverse learning requirements are met (Won et al. 2023), HMT would only need to invest proportionately in VR technology to ensure a return on investment can be achieved.
It its recommended that each site invests in eight VR headsets which is not only more cost effective but will be sufficient for the numbers of staff on each site as eight headsets will service up to 5% of each sites staff at any given time. HMT’s Learning management platform also has an additional module that can be purchased to support the necessary VR content and infrastructure integration.   
Whilst one critique of VR is the skills required to utilise the technology, Debusmann (2021) found high levels of user-friendliness reported in sectors whereby digital integration is present with people increasing familiarity with digital technology and can be overcome with site ‘super users’ to support the initial integration. 
Finally in support of the investment and integration on VR, the various ethical, legal and stakeholder concerns must be navigated with Ramirez and LaBarge (2018) suggesting a thorough policy review to underpin the safe use of the technology in the workplace. 
[bookmark: _Toc157347921]Table 2 - Investment in VR Technology Implementation
	Timeframe
	3 Months from learning design – 30th June 2024

	Responsible Persons 
	HMT IT Services:	VR Set up and interface configuration.
Site ‘Super Users’:	Support implementation.
HR/People Team:	Communicate implementation & Design appropriate 				underpinning policy.

	Costs
	· L&D designed BR headsets and hardware, 5 sites x 8 headsets (ClassVR, 2024)
· Train Super User on each site to support integration. 
· Addition of Learning Management System VR module (Access, 2024)
· Off the shelf Module content, Provisional 6 courses. Approximately £12,000 per course licence
· Time to design VR policy. 
Total Cost
	
£4,800
£800

£6,600

£72,000
£450
£84,650



[bookmark: _Toc158541809]Evaluation Model
Given the significant financial considerations to VR implementation, HMT need to ensure evaluation methods are built into their learning plan to ensure ongoing quality and effectiveness in line with the organisational strategy (Hayden, 2023a). 
Considering the widely acknowledged benefits of Kirkpatrick’s evaluation model (Reio et al. 2017), incorporating this approach into an evaluation plan to analyse the effectiveness of VR integration would be beneficial for HMT. The predominant approach set out by Kirkpatrick and Kirkpatrick (2018) to achieve this is as simple as seeking learning feedback to assess the Reaction, Learning, Behaviour, and Results as key metrics in which to assess effectiveness. 
Wengroff (2022) also credits an evaluation strategy as an effective process to measure return on investment and offers the opportunity to continually review the effectiveness of training which can in turn identify when a further learning needs analysis is required. 
Table 3 – Evaluation Model Implementation
	Timeframe
	3 Months from VR Implementation and ongoing reviews. 

	Responsible Persons 
	HR/People Team:	Implement evaluation model. 
Staff:			Engage in feedback questionnaires
Stakeholders to form Evaluation Panel

	Costs
	· Develop online questionnaire before and after VR training to assess effectiveness (Cleave, 2023). 
· Time to conduct evaluations built into training session.

· Evaluation Panel review meetings via Teams 
Total Cost
	
£500
£0

£200 per meeting
£700



Whilst there is a substantial cost in the investment in VR technology, the overall cost-benefit must be considered as face-to-face training for niche clinical skills such as tissue viability, wound management, and advanced life support currently costs HMT approximately £58,000 per annum. Whilst the cost of VR integration based on the above recommendations could cost approximately £91,500, VR integration would prove to be cost effective within two years and demonstrate a significant return on investment alongside the additionally benefit of improving learning outcomes (Liu. et al. 2023).
In being able to develop skills internally, it would also save on significant recruitment costs to bring these skills in from external sources and further provide a cost benefit compared to HMT’s current provision. The ability to offer training across HMT without deploying a training assessor to individual sites will also provide significant efficiencies in the training time whilst also offering the ability to provide a variety of training courses to develop skills to drive HMT’s growing service provision and organisational strategy. 
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