Executive Summary



This report examines and critically assesses the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the designing, delivering, and evaluating L&D provision at Clydach Nickel Refinery. 
COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by a novel coronavirus. The majority of people infected experience mild to moderate respiratory illness, however, older people, and those with underlying medical problems are likely to develop serious illness (WHO, 2020). On 3rd March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) classed the outbreak as a pandemic (Pancholi, 2020). Just over a year later, in April 2021, the global death toll passed three million (BBC, 2021a). The situation is seen as the defining global health crisis of our time and the greatest challenge since WWII (UNDP, 2020). 
The report consists of three main parts/objectives:
1) An analysis of the external environment aiming to identify changes that might generate a new learning need.
2) A critical evaluation of contemporary methods that can be utilised to create a learning experience addressing the identified learning need. 
3) Delivery of creative and innovative recommendations for the design of a learning experience that will meet the identified learning need.
An analysis of the external environment highlighted several factors that have had an impact on the designing, delivering, and evaluating L&D provision during the Covid-19 pandemic. What is more, it uncovered a new learning need that has had occurred as a result of the outbreak. According to a recent study, 69% of employees working from home during pandemic reported signs of burnout (O'Kane, 2021). While it is not classified as a medical condition, burnout is included in WHO’s 11th revision of the International Classification of Diseases as an ‘occupational phenomenon’ (WHO, 2019). 
[bookmark: _Toc509254657]It is recommended that utilising some of the contemporary methods identified in this report, a Burnout Awareness and Prevention Training should be rolled out globally across all Vale sites, including CNR. With the widespread implementation of the preventive awareness training programme, the damaging personal effects, as well as the financial costs associated with Burnout cases like sick leave, personnel turnover, and unemployment would be reduced (EC, 2011). 
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[bookmark: _Toc53397729][bookmark: _Toc70370665]Research focus and rationale
[bookmark: _Hlk70265877]Towards the end of 2019 a novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 emerged in Asia. By the end of the same year the disease caused by the virus (COVID-19) has spread to every continent including Antarctica (UNDP, 2020; Baker, 2020). The majority of people infected experience mild to moderate respiratory illness, however, older people, and those with underlying medical problems are likely to develop serious illness (WHO, 2020). On 3rd March 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) classed the outbreak as a pandemic (Pancholi, 2020). Six months later, in September 2020, the global death toll passed one million (BBC, 2020a), and by April 2021 Covid-19 deaths passed three million (BBC, 2021a). The situation is seen as the defining global health crisis of our time and the greatest challenge since WWII (UNDP, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Hlk65673507]The pandemic triggered a rapid shift from predominantly face-to-face one-day courses with external stakeholders, to more digitised, self-directed learning options - the outbreak was in some way a catalyst for a long-overdue learning innovation (Howlett, 2020a). However, Covid-19 has also created enormous challenges for the L&D. For instance, training staff being furloughed and widespread decreases in budgets (ibid.). This report provides a critical assessment of the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic has had on the designing, delivering, and evaluating L&D provision in the Clydach Nickel Refinery (CNR).
[bookmark: _Hlk56280392]One of the oldest in the world, the CNR is also the largest and most versatile nickel refinery in Europe (Vale, 2015). It is owned by Vale, a Brazilian mining corporation, leaders in the production of iron ore and the second-largest producer of nickel in the world (Vale, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc70370666]Report aims & objectives
This report consists of three main parts/objectives:
1) [bookmark: _Toc70370667]An analysis of the external environment aiming to identify changes that might generate a new learning need.
2) A critical evaluation of contemporary methods that can be utilised to create a learning experience addressing the identified learning need. 
3) Delivery of creative and innovative recommendations for the design of a learning experience that will meet the identified learning need.
Analysis of External Environment




The external environment undisputedly impacts the development and design of L&D interventions (Lee, et al., 2014), and therefore, its understanding is critical. The factors that have the potential to affect the design, delivery and evaluation of L&D provision at CNR during the Covid-19 pandemic were identified using PESTLE analysis. This method is often recommended for investigating the wider environment which affects the organisations (CIPD, 2013; CIPD, 2020a). Due to the character of the research subject, the analysis focused on ethical rather than environmental aspects.
[image: ]On the 23 of March 2020, exactly one week after the confirmation of the first Covid-related death in Wales, the country entered a 3-month lockdown. Schools and non-essential businesses were closed, events and gatherings in public were banned, and people were urged to go out just once a day to shop for food and to exercise. Wherever possible, employees were told to work from home (BBC, 2020b). On the 23 of October, Wales entered a 17-day ‘firebreak’ lockdown. Once more, the majority of businesses were closed, and people were told to stay home (BBC, 2020c). On 20 December, after a rise in cases partially blamed on a new, more infectious variant of the virus, Wales went into a third lockdown (BBC, 2021b). Yet again, Welsh Government strongly encouraged homeworking (GOV, 2020e). 
[bookmark: _Hlk66547865]This unexpected move into a remote environment has shifted employees’ work-life balance. The pandemic altered the ways people work and learn (Faragher, 2020). At the same time productivity expectations did not change and it became crucial even more than ever that the standards were met (Artuffo, 2021). A sudden move into remote working has put L&D under a lot of pressure especially when it came to digital learning (Howlett, 2020b). Even the most high-tech learning systems do not add any real value to the business if employees are not engaged enough to them. Similarly, a great learning culture does not perform if the technology is outdated (Koktvedgaard, 2020). 
[image: ]With 18% of workers employed in industries most affected by lockdown measures, the impact of Covid-19 on the Welsh economy was devastating. It is so severe it has the potential to wipe out five years of growth (Dickins, 2020). 90% of manufacturing experienced a downturn in orders. The rate of people seeking employment rose to 8% (Thomas, 2020), and hundreds of thousands have been paid via the Furlough Scheme to stay at home (Owen, 2020). During periods of economic decline, organisations prioritise survival and move to the task- rather than people-orientated strategies. As a result, the investment in training is often lessened (Lee, et al., 2014). The outbreak of Covid-19 caused a sudden reduction in training hours and the apprenticeship starts (McCulloch, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk70276121]While CNR has not been affected by temporary closures or furlough since the business was classed as essential, it did experience a decrease in training hours at the onset of the pandemic as a result of training providers withholding their activities. What is more, while the training centre at the CNR remained open throughout the pandemic, it prioritised critical training, deferring non-essential courses to later dates. 
[bookmark: _Hlk56119570][image: ]In the years leading to the pandemic, the mean age of the population and the proportion of the population in older age groups has increased leading to the aging of the workforce (CIPD, 2013). During the Covid-19 pandemic, older people were identified as vulnerable and as being at greater risk of developing a serious illness. At some point, the fastest growing sector of the workforce i.e., people over the age of 65 represented about 74% of coronavirus infections and deaths (Mulvaney, 2020). It had a profound impact on L&D because many older employees became fearful of returning to work and/or attending on-site training. 
Over the last fifty years, the percentage of females in the labour market also increased significantly (CIPD, 2013). The pandemic had a regressive effect on gender equality, and women are now more likely than men to feel like their work and career aspirations have been damaged (Prince's Trust, 2021). Making up 39% of global employment, they accounted for 54% of initial job losses; mainly due to the increased burden of care (Madgavkar, et al., 2020; Dundon, et al., 2020). The additional responsibility of home-schooling is just one of many examples of how school closures can impact parents’ work performance (Johnson, et al., 2008). 
The effect the pandemic has had on young women’s mental health across the UK was also higher comparing to the effect it has had on their male counterparts. Significantly more women than men say their mental health has worsened, 57% percent in comparison to 44% men (Madgavkar, et al., 2020).
[image: ]After the outbreak of Covid-19, much of the world was placed in lockdown and employees were having to work from home as a result. Many businesses were pushed to go remote that otherwise would not have. In April 2020, 86.0% of people working from home in the UK, did so as a result of the pandemic (ONS, 2020b). The companies were left scrambling to find new digital solutions. Some realised they could not handle remote operations and were simply forced into the digital transformation (Howlett, 2020a). 
[bookmark: _Hlk70277480]L&D in particular has been put under immense pressure. According to the study carried out in 2018, just 4% of businesses completed their journey with the digital transformation of learning, while 23% admitted they were still in the planning phase. In 2020, 15% said that their journey is now complete (up 11%) and only 14% were still in the planning phase (down 14%) (TheGrowthEngineering, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Hlk70278048]CNR was successful in utilising technological advances that allowed them an agile and seamless transition to homeworking. Employees were able to carry on with their jobs without impacting their productivity (Microsoft, 2020). What is more, the global character of Vale meant that CNR was well underway to achieve a full digitalisation of their L&D processes long before the outbreak of the pandemic. The primary challenge was to ensure digital literacy for all employees and contractors.
While digital technologies made home working possible and kept business functioning (Dundon, et al., 2020), the outbreak of Covid-19 saw a significant increase in cyber-attacks (Irwin, 2020). Remote working offers less protection, control, and visibility when it comes to data security and it tends to be challenging also when it comes to complying with the GDPR (Dundon, et al., 2020). To prevent potential problems, CNR’s employees were issued with company laptops and PCs with a Virtual Private Network (VPN), anti-malware software, and Multi-Factor Authentication (MFA) in place to ensure a secure connection and access to data. 
[image: ]To tackle the spread of the virus, the British government introduced the Coronavirus Act 2020. The Welsh government implemented further legal regulations imposing strict restrictions on the operation of businesses, some of which had been required to close temporarily (GOV, 2020a). Many businesses were severely hit by the governments’ decisions. Shares in consumer-facing groups plunged and sales fell dramatically (Hancock, 2020). 
It is estimated that by August 2020, UK has shed almost 750,000 jobs (Owen, 2020). Countless organisations, including those that were allowed to stay open, were forced to accelerate their cost-reduction targets, modify their operating models, and redefine their functional priorities (McKinsey&Co., 2020). 
The businesses having to make cuts were still obliged to follow the applicable legislations and were often forced to outline the minimum requirements for statutory and mandatory training during the Covid-19. Employees on the furlough scheme were also allowed to take part in training (GOV, 2021).
[image: ]During 2020, the mental health-related costs increased significantly, as working from home, furlough, and pay cuts caused significant disruption for millions of workers. Public health experts around the world recommended that employees should work from home to prevent the virus from spreading around workplaces and public transport (Law, 2020). 
While homeworking can give employees a more effective work-life balance and often improves morale and increases productivity (McQuerrey, 2020), it can also lead to the loss of interaction with colleagues and leave some employees feeling isolated (CIPD, 2020b). Especially during the lockdown when the interactions with other people are limited. Animal studies have shown that isolation can lead to a reduction of brain volume in areas responsible for decision-making and socialising, learning, memory, and emotions (CIPD, 2020c). 
[bookmark: _Hlk70111239][bookmark: _Toc509254670]A recent survey showed that 44% of workers who embraced homeworking are working longer and harder often facing major distractions and therefore are at greater risk of burnout (Dundon, et al., 2020). 69% of employees working from home found it more stressful and reported signs of burnout (O'Kane, 2021). WHO identified three elements of burnout: feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion, growing mental distance from an employee’s job, or negative or cynical feelings towards the job, and reduced professional efficiency or productivity (Campbell, 2019). People experiencing burnout are more likely to have problems with their heart, circulation and have a weakened immune system. They are also more likely to display symptoms of depression and have trouble with sleeping. It can lead to cognitive decline, Alzheimer’s disease, and even death. (Hodges, 2019; Stahl, 2020). The covid-19 pandemic has increased global rates of burnout by 15% (Crush, 2021). 
[image: ]







Learning Theories and Methods




Various theories are aiming to explain and understand learning. 
[bookmark: _Toc70370669]Traditional learning theories
Traditional individual learning theories include Behaviourism, Social Learning, and Cognitive approach. Behaviourism and Social Learning both focus on the situational context. While the former focuses on learning through conditioning, the latter emphasises the influence others have on our behaviour (Skinner, 1968; Bandura, 1979). The cognitive approach is concerned with how information is processed by learners (Gunderson, 2009; Doloriert, et al., 2014; Griffiths & Inman, 2017). Analogies are often made between how a computer works and how humans process information (Brookes, 2020).
While some of CNR’s training programmes are still reflecting traditional learning theories, there is an increasing shift towards a more contemporary approach.
[bookmark: _Toc70370670]Contemporary learning theories
Contemporary individual learning theories include Andragory, Experiential Learning, and Learning Styles. While Andragory can be described as tapping into prior experience, according to Experiential Learning Theory, adults learn best when they learn by doing (Gutierrez, 2021). Learning Styles refers to the belief that students learning styles fall into one of three categories: Visual, Auditory, and Kinesthetic (VAK) (Fleming & Baume, 2006). 
CNR opted for the Combined Learning Style approach. VAK model has often been criticised since there is no ‘one size fits all’ when it comes to teaching and it is essential to recognise that learners are individuals. While it may be beneficial for them to reflect upon which learning styles work for them, it is important to avoid the mindset that these styles are fixed and deliver lessons that provide opportunities for all different styles of learning (Mackie, 2016). Focusing on multiple learning styles when designing training materials, improves accessibility making the learning experience more inclusive. 

[bookmark: _Toc70370671]Organisational Learning vs Learning Organisation 
The traditional concept of Organisational Learning can be defined as the process of improving actions through better knowledge and understanding (Fiol & Lyles, 1985). 
CNR is a ‘Learning Organisation’. In the 1990s, this term was formulated to describe agile, innovative, and highly competitive organisation made up of employees skilled at creating, acquiring, and transferring knowledge (Garvin, et al., 2008; CIPD, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc70370672]Learning design
An effective learning design lies in the blend of formal and informal solutions. Whilst formal learning is structured and curriculum-driven, informal learning can be defined as semi-structured or unstructured learning that is driven by the needs of employees (Dam, 2012). It can happen whenever and wherever, for instance, through online courses, webinars, and online discussion boards (O'Neill, 2019; O'Neil, 2020). Providing learning resources at the point of need is can often be far more efficient and effective than training (Shackleton-Jones, 2019).
The benefits of formal (synchronous) learning include high interaction with instructors and other learners, immediate feedback, and the fact that any potential questions can be answered instantly. Its biggest drawback is accessibility. Also, the quality of training is heavily dependent on the instructor. In contrast, informal (asynchronous) learning offers flexibility and is cost-effective, but it can leave some learners feeling isolated requiring a lot more self-discipline and motivation (O'Neil, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc70370673]Digital learning
While a sudden move into remote working has undoubtedly put L&D departments under a lot of pressure, it also unearthed new opportunities (Roper, 2020). The digital tools for online learning platforms are widely accessible at a low cost, and many online platforms work perfectly through mobile devices. The real challenge lies in designing an effective and quality online program and preparing teachers and trainers to use new tools. It requires experience and knowledge in instructional design, the moderation of online sessions (Frattini, 2020).
Digital learning does not need to be a reactive strategy, as there are massive benefits of developing a sustainable digital learning policy (Cooke, 2020). According to a recent study, online learning has been shown to increase retention of information, takes less time (Li & Lalani, 2020). It is also flexible, cost-efficient, more scalable, and consistent (Cooke, 2020). 
The pandemic has sped up the transition process that was long coming. In 2018, 94% of employees said they would stay in a company if they invested in their learning and development, and, yet only 15% could access learning directly related to their jobs (Cooke, 2020).
During the Covid-19 pandemic, CNR focused on expanding its online learning capacity and providing quality online programmes (Vale, 2021).
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The contemporary approach to Burnout prevention training


[bookmark: _Toc70370675]A story from Beth Kanter
An internationally recognised thought leader in digital transformation and wellbeing, Beth Kanter, created an innovative and interactive way to train employees on how to avoid burnout. She focussed on the reasons for burnout, and the ways to identify the symptoms. The author came up with a series of group exercises aiming to identify participants’ stress triggers, reactions to stress, and a list of self-care practices. To teach them how to prioritise tasks and understand their limits, she introduced the idea of ‘mini breaks’ during the workday to replenish energy. She also encouraged learners to ask for help from family and friends (Kihlstedt, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc70370676]The BOIT project
The project BOIT (Burnout Intervention Training) for managers and team leaders, was an EU-funded venture. It ran from January 2010 to December 2011 by a consortium of eight European partners including the United Kingdom. It was argued that BOIT should not only be of interest to the direct target group but rather national social insurance agencies, labour market services, and the public at large. With the help of the BOIT, managers and team leaders were encouraged to develop a greater awareness of working conditions that could lead to Burnout among their staff. The participants were taught that the consequences of Burnout do not only concern the affected people or those who are deemed ‘ at risk’ but also the team and the organisation in which such individuals work (EC, 2011). 
The distinction between the three levels (individual, team, and organisation) played an important role in the training and formed the basis for the strategies delivered and developed during and after the training targeting the reduction of Burnout promoting factors. The BOIT approach was to make managers, team leaders, and other members of middle-management from different sectors more sensitive to, and aware of, Burnout as well as to encourage them to apply strategies to prevent or intercept the Burnout process amongst their staff (ibid.).
Conclusion




An analysis of the external environment highlighted many factors that have had an impact on the designing, delivering, and evaluating L&D provision in the CNR during the Covid-19 pandemic. An unexpected move into a remote environment has shifted employees’ work-life balance and altered the ways people work and learn. Whilst the training centre remained open, priority was given to critical training. There was also an initial decrease in training hours at the onset of the pandemic as a result of training providers withholding their activities. CNR, just like countless other companies, has been forced to transform most of their face-to-face courses into online programs, to allow employees in lockdown to learn and work from home. 
Successful utilisation of available technology that resulted in a seamless transition to homeworking, and an ongoing learning digitalisation project gave CNR a head start. Nonetheless, the scale of online learning was unprecedented, and the primary challenge was to ensure digital literacy for all employees and contractors.
The analysis of external factors has also highlighted the fact that a new learning need has occurred as a result of the outbreak. While it is not classified as a medical condition, burnout is included in WHO’s 11th revision of the International Classification of Diseases as an ‘occupational phenomenon’ (WHO, 2019). A recent poll of 500 British managers found that almost half of them thought their employees could be at risk (Baska, 2020). According to CIPD (2021), employers should prepare a range of measures to support employees experiencing poor mental health as a result of COVID-19 and its effects on society and the economy. A burnout awareness training programme would not only provide for employees but help prepare managers on the potential mental health implications of COVID-19 concerning supporting staff at CNR. It would also create a supportive culture where it is acceptable for employees to talk and seek support.
A detailed design of a learning experience that will meet the identified need is provided in the Recommendation chapter below.

Recommendations




[bookmark: _Toc70370679]The risk of burnout has been identified as an issue that generated a new learning need. While it is not a medical condition, ‘burnout’ is something that people would seek help and support for. It can affect a person both physically and mentally. Shortly after the outbreak of Covid-19, CNR’s employees were encouraged to work from home whenever possible. A great deal of attention was placed on the productivity of this unexpectedly remote workforce. While numerous studies showed that remote working results in greater productivity and employees working remotely reported higher job satisfaction (Farrer, 2020a), they were also found to work longer hours than their in-office counterparts leading to higher-than-average rates of employee burnout (Farrer, 2020b).
Training programme design
The training is to be rolled out globally across all sites. It would consist of five elements:
1) Awareness training for employees and their line managers covering the definition, causes, and prevention methods. It would be delivered as a scheduled webinar with the invitations targeting individuals working from home and their supervisors. The webinar should be as long as it needs to cover the topic. However, it should not exceed 45 minutes, as many people do not have time for longer webinars (Getman, 2021). 
2)  The link to this webinar would be later available to everyone via the company’s Intranet, as the availability of such targeted resources leads to an improved student experience (Nikolic, 2015).
3) Follow-up sessions for employees working from home focusing on recognising the symptoms and methods of prevention. These are to be held remotely via Microsoft Teams in groups no bigger than 10 to encourage greater engagement and interaction. Microsoft Teams is a digital hub that brings conversations, content, assignments, and apps together in one place (Microsoft, 2020). Vale has successfully adopted it for online learning purposes sometime before the outbreak of Covid-19. When teaching online smaller groups it is easier to ask participants to contribute verbally (Horne, 2020). This will be especially important due to the sensitive subject covering employees’ mental health.
4) Microsoft Teams group sessions for line managers and Mental Health First Aiders focusing on the understanding of the stages of burnout (Calmer, 2020), recognising symptoms, methods of prevention, and supporting the individuals affected.
5) An email with the poster using either data comics or infographics outlining the symptoms, preventative measures, and support contact details of Occupational Health Advisors and Counselling Services is to be sent out to all employees. The information will be provided in a succinct, bitesize format, which is said to be easier to remember (Morin, 2021). A creative design combining visual elements and a bold colour palette will be designed to keep readers engaged. According to McGuire (2018), presenting information in a creative and visually stimulating way can help get students excited about a topic. 90% of the information transmitted to the brain is visual and infographics are 30 times more likely to be read than text articles (Uribe, 2013). However, an option of using data comics is preferred, as previous research findings suggest participants largely prefer data comics in terms of enjoyment, focus, and overall engagement and that comics improve understanding and recall of information in the stories (Wang, et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc70370680]Cost implications and benefits of training
Integrating the burnout training into learning plans and utilising existing L&D resources including Vale’s digital L&D Centre will help to minimise costs. 
With the widespread implementation of the preventive awareness training programme, the damaging personal effects, as well as the financial costs associated with Burnout cases like sick leave, personnel turnover, and unemployment would be reduced (EC, 2011).
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