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Executive Summary 

This following business report sets out recommendations for the identified learning gap at Neath Port Talbot Council for improving mental health related absences as a result of Covid-19, with the emphasis on improving mental health for employees. The business report is designed for senior management, Learning and Development and Human Resource professionals support for line management of supporting their employee’s mental health. 

The literature review includes theory and models that can be used to develop training and development initiatives and recent insight in to modern day training with the increase of technological advancements and increase in remote working since the global pandemic commenced. 

Recommendations for senior management to consider are set out in this report with several ways to improve the identified gap based on adult learning and learning design that sticks. 
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Glossary of Terms

NPTCBC - Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council

L&D – Learning and Development 
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[bookmark: _Toc71111783]1. Introduction 

Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council (NPTCBC) is a Local Government Authority in South West Wales that employs 6,000+ staff. The report evidences the learning need that have emerged in NPTCBC as a result of external factors in the environment. Covid-19 has had a direct internal impact upon NPTCBC’s annual sickness absence rates which have increased from 12.1 FTE working days lost per employee in 2019/2020 (figure 1), from 9.79 FTE days lost in 2018/2019, going from 7th in the all wales council report in 2018/2019 to 16th  in 2019/2020, and is expected to increase as infection rates increase throughout South Wales (My Local Council, 2021) (Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council, 2021a).

[bookmark: _Toc68540251][bookmark: _Toc71111658]Figure 1: All Wales Council Performance Indicator (Sickness Absence)
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Source: (My Local Council, 2021)

Based on the information provided above, NPTCBC does not have a strategy in place to limit the increase of absence which is associated to Covid-19. To be franc, at present, there is not much our local authority can do to prohibit absences linked to Covid-19. Although, a large chunk of the absence is reported to be anxiety and mental health absences surrounding Covid-19 and the working environment, this business case will determine design learning that will stick. The business case has been produced for L&D, HR and senior management to consider a  wellbeing strategy through L&D to support school-based staff who are key workers during the pandemic and who do not have the facility to work remotely. However, no early intervention strategy has been developed to consider employees who are working from home at present, but should the early intervention strategy be successful, NPTCBC will look at rolling it out to other services and different types of workers. In terms of resources available, NPTCBC has its own L&D department who will take ownership of the adopted strategy, with support from HR professionals and our IT department, with the support of line management. The strategy chosen will help support NPTCBC reduce its mental health absence rates, which in turn will lower costs. If a strategy is not adopted, absence rates will continue to increase and occur costs to NPTCBC including decrease productivity and motivation among workers throughout.  

Aims and Objectives:
· Create modern day learning initiative for managers to support employee mental health and wellbeing
· Decrease mental health related absence with early intervention techniques



[bookmark: _Toc71111784]2. Literature Review 

During the past year, L&D have seen a major shift in its working practices since Covid-19 with changed in perception of L&D with 52% of organisations planning on spending more time on L&D practices in the next year and claim it’s now time for L&D to go virtual (CIPD, 2020a) (McEvoy, 2020) (Rambhai, 2021) (Van Dam, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc71111785]2.1. Internal and External Context
To analyse the external and internal environment, Stewart & Cureton (2014, p. 37) mentions PESTLE analysis, however NPTCBC have decided to go ahead and use an up-to-date model developed by Farnham (2015). A STEEPLE analysis was undertaken to identify significant factors that are causing disruption to the authority, appendix A. The STEEPLE analysis identified an increase in absence rates consequently relating to Covid-19, this report evidences the learning need to equipped managers with awareness of mental health signs with early intervention techniques to reduce long term absences to school based staff. Lancaster (2019) explains that in the fast-changing world, the learning landscape drives performance through learning, for example, performance consulting conversations, using data, metrics and tracking to impact on designing agile solutions to enhancing strategy and the opportunity for L&D to be innovative.  Whilst financial concerns are creating significant stressors, subsequently effecting employee wellbeing, in turn impacting people’s performance, the CIPD’s research over the years have seen these issues growing across workforces, the pandemic will only create more complexity (Cheese, 2021). NPTCBC’s main priority is to provide support and guidance, applying a holistic approach to wellbeing for our employees (CIPD, 2021a). L&D can support NPTCBC by developing leaders who can build a culture to remove the stigma around mental health, allowing a virtuous mental health workforce where mental health can thrive throughout (Time to Change Wales, 2021). To establish learning needs, NPTCBC must undertake a learning needs analysis (Stewart & Cureton, 2014, Chapter 4). A 70:20:10 Performance approach has been adopted to capture the effectiveness of the leaning initiative of doing the job to hand whilst learning, aligning to this business reports desired outcome of reducing absence rates (CIPD, 2020b).
[bookmark: _Toc71111786]2.2. Learning in 2021
Drucker (1959) coined the term, “knowledge worker”, back in 1959 to describe workers who were involved in non-routine problem-solving roles. Fast forward to modern day, this could be why organisations have believed that training knowledge workers is about ‘knowledge transfer’. Over time, jobs have become increasingly sophisticated, new technologies and procedures have been introduced, and training became a full-time operation to keep employee’s skills and knowledge up to date. The concept of learning whereby you send people on courses is outdated. Learning have changed dramatically in 10 years, with the increase of technological advancements, learning is every day and the ability to continuously be contacted increased by gamification, apps falling in favour, and central e-learning. In today’s world, information is everywhere but wisdom is scarce (Heick, 2021). The world is changing fast, and we are in a period of exponential information growth, continuous learning is key to new knowledge and skills. There is no such thing as a job for life, only a life of jobs, so individuals will need to keep up to date themselves (Hart, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Toc71111787]2.3 Designing Learning Interventions
The aim of this business report is decrease mental health absence rates in NPTCBC, it is reported that mental health is in an increase, and many workers report worse mental health than a year ago, explaining there is a lack of employer support (People Management, 2021). Defined as today’s VUCA environment, the design of learning plans and interventions need to meet organisational needs, L&D professionals must take into consideration time, cost and disability when developing learning, but what is learning. Effective learning interventions take into account the organisational, learners and designers perspectives (Stewart & Cureton, 2014, Chapter 5). The idea of classroom learning is now outdated and is replaced by remote, but virtual and blended learning still continues to be prevalent. This is more predominant today with the dramatic shift in ways of working linked to COVID-19, meaning rapid change in the use of digital learning technologies.  
According to Deloitte (2021) virtual reality training is enhanced, faster, safer, and at less cost training to adopt. L&D can no longer keep up and provide everything that employees need to know to do their jobs. Morgan (2014) introduced the term ‘learning worker’, where individuals adopt continuous learning for themselves to allow individuals to stay abreast of developments in their field of work, not just through the traditional learning or self-study, but through their professional networks and other social channels. As cited in Nick Shackleton-Jones (2019), he explains that the time and money you spend on making people memorise information is not effective and suggests that within six months, individuals will probably forget what you taught them and only recall three things from the training session they received, which does not support Drucker’s model of knowledge transfer in a classroom environment, and demonstrates the model is outdated. After all, experts and survey research suggest 70% or more learning happens outside of formal settings and engaging in informal learning behaviours are linked to better performance (Rusmini, 2019). However, adult leaning is highly complex and to ensure we keep people interested in learning is predominant to maintain a successful organisation to ensure knowledge is sustainable, accessible and easily applied. Davachi et al (2010) model for lasting learning impact suggests learning designers should focus on the following; 
[bookmark: _Toc71111659]Figure 2: The AGES Model for lasting learning impact

Source: (Davachi, et al., 2010) 
Shackleton-Jones (2019) suggests if you provide key information for individuals to refer to it will take a fraction of time and reduce cost of training, in addition can be used when required. He explains that Dr Atul Gawande (2011) believes that the most promising methods available are checklists, and notes that Dr Gawande designed a checklist in a hospital environment which resulted in being able to cut deaths in half and reduce complications by 39% by adapting a checklist. The checklist demonstrated that point-of-need performance support can be much more effective than conventional training at changing behaviour (Shackleton-Jones, 2019). In support, Nick-Shackleton-Jones defines the 5Di model and design thinking for learning that supports the creation of resources to allow the learner to be at the heart of the learning process, focusing on the needs of the employees, and helping them get the job done with an element of productivity, engagement, and strategic alignment (Shacklton-Jones, 2017). Reinforced by Griffiths and Inman (2017), they believe that context drives learning design, but too often context is not considered within learning design literature. Drawing upon literature from the fields of learning theory, complexity theory and risk governance to illuminate this challenge, suggesting that a lack of security, completeness and depth of knowledge attainment could impact the fitness of learners entering uncertain labour markets. After signposting gaps in existing thinking, introducing direct content analysis of a systematic review, comprised of 384 aspects of literature from the fields of pedagogy and andragogy demonstrated a lack of conscious consideration for the multiple learning contexts that exist in adult learning design. The approach is distinctive, linking the literature in the field of learning to complexity theory and risk governance, where our perspective appears to be unique to the field of adult learning. Adult learning theory, firstly adopted by Knowles (1968) and most recently updated by Kearsley (2010) explains the four principals of adult learners, the same concept just updated principals. In conclusion, adults do not learn like children. Children start learning with a blank sheet, however adults commence their learning based on past experiences, personalities, opinions. In essence, adult learning needs to considered a tailored approach to different learning styles to engage with the content of learning. 

[bookmark: _Toc71111788]2.4. Delivery and Facilitation Learning 

Using a range of learning methods to meet the learning need will depend on employee’s organisational levels and a range of occupational groups, so choosing the right learning need is essential. However, most of researchers and practitioners tend to use reaction evaluation to determine training effectiveness because it is the first step and the simplest technique to determine training effectiveness (Giangreco, et al., 2010). Whilst Stewart & Cureton explain the popularity of coaching and mentoring that seeks to encourage development and retain employees, this is not achievable in the current economic crisis we are currently operating, but may be something to explore and integrate in the future of L&D. However, giving and receiving feedback through 360 reviews is still an effective learning tool today (Stewart & Cureton, 2014, p.101-123). In addition, Reid and Barrington (2001) for evaluating training interventions and Andersons (2007) value of learning model to see if absence rates have decreased.  

Whilst L&D professionals have already seen a shift in responsibility for learning and skills development since the global pandemic hit, digital learning is on an increase where face to face courses have been unable to go ahead. Hart (2020) lists 200 top tools you can use to enhance learning, including resource platforms like YouTube, video platforms like Zoom and Microsoft Teams, collaboration platforms such as Trello, Asana, and Workplace by Facebook which NPTCBC are trialling at present (Neath Port Talbot Council, 2021b).

NPTCBC’s L&D mission during Covid-19 is to continue on its learning workplace culture by adopted a hybrid learning approach with courses taking place over Microsoft Teams, allowing flexibility along and the elimination of instructor-led classroom learning activities. However, the key challenges NPTCBC face at present is lack of confidence from employees, reduced natural interactivity with a decline in rapport-building, the barriers of self-doubt which you would sensor in a classroom environment, along with mental and physical exhaustion and difficulties with new technology platforms given that our workforce is diverse. 
[bookmark: _Toc71111789]2.5. Evaluating Learning and Development
The importance of feedback and how it is beneficial for both the giver and receiver and their own personal development. CIPD (2020b) explain “evaluating learning and development is crucial to ensuring the effectiveness of an organisations learning initiatives and programmes”. Kirkpatrick’s (1994) 4 level Model shows how learning development should be structured and will form a plan to the training imitative created. Structuring feedback sessions for evacuating learning by using Reid and Barrington (2001) framework for determining and evaluating training interventions, or Easterby-Smith (1986) model to evaluate training and provides the opportunity to develop training initiatives. However, to achieve NPTCBC’s desired outcome of reducing absence rates Anderson (2007), the value of learning model will be adopted in addition that will align NPTCBC’s L&D function to the organisations strategic priority along with Dervens (2012) strategic approach to learning evaluation that consists of a five step strategy that serves as a vehicle to promote shared responsibility with the organisations workforce to obtain commitment and engagement in action planning for positive change management. 
In order to support NPTCBC’s identified gap, L&D will develop more effective learning experience that will allow productivity to day to day tasks, an element of enhanced knowledge transfer in the form of resources to supporting the term of ‘learning worker’ but in a modern day scenarios, seeking to reclaim some control to allow NPTCBC’s L&D department to emerge stronger from the pandemic. Resources that can be used in a real-world setting and workers and L&D are able to demonstrate application of creative thinking and problem solving-skills. As we know, it is predicted that new learning priorities will emerge out of the pandemic and further challenges will come to light in the digital age where there will be increased focus on developing health and wellbeing, and productive team culture, and supporting core management skills remotely (CIPD, 2021b).  Afterall, Hirsh, et al., (2011) explains that the purpose of L&D evaluation is ‘if we can do this again, how could we make it more effective’. 
[bookmark: _Toc71111790]2.6. Acting Professionally and Ethically 
Saunders & Lewis (2012) defines ethics as ‘the appropriateness of the researcher's behaviour concerning the rights of those who become the subject of the research project, or who are affected by it'. Anderson (2009) sets out key ethical principles to be considered;
· Relevant permissions were obtained before the commencement of the research to inform this report
· Buy-in from key respondents and senior management
· No assumptions of access to information
· Transparency and openness with the progress of the report
· No observation to participate without permission 
· Consent to be obtained before examining or copying documentation
· Responsibility for maintaining confidentiality

When designing, delivering and evaluating L&D creating a fairer society supported by legal obligations, complying with anti-discrimination legislation is vital. Protecting people from being discriminated against on the grounds of the 9 protected characteristics covered in The Equality Act 2010, and HR professionals ethical responsibility linked to core behaviours of the CIPD professions map. Allowing diversity in T&D initiatives, valuing everyone as an individual with being mindful hat there is no ‘one-size-fits-all approach when creating learning, linked to the specialist knowledge of the CIPD professions map. NPTCBC embraces equality and diversity, as published in our fairplay employer strategy that allows us to be a motivated, creative, harmonious workforce and in the winder context, more competitive (Neath Port Talbot Council, 2019). However, implications of getting it wrong could result in brand and reputation damages, grievance proceedings, tribunal claims and uncapped fines linked to discrimination claims. 

[bookmark: _Toc71111791]3. Conclusion 

In today’s VUCA environment, there is no traditional strategy to remain stable. With the increase in mental health and it being reported that workplaces are not doing enough to support employees, it is important that NPTCBC adopts a strategy to support our workforce whilst maintaining productivity and motivation (People Management, 2021). The concept of courses is outdated, and in the last 10 years learning has changed dramatically with the surge of new technologies.  Whilst the ability to learn is everywhere, Heick (2021) explains that wisdom is scarce and in the fast changing world, where we see exponential information growth, continuous learning is key to new skills and knowledge. Hart (2021) evidences that L&D is important as there is no such thing as a job for life, only a life of jobs, so individuals will need to keep up to date themselves in order to remain competitive in the labour market.

The future of learning has changed dramatically as a result of Covid-19, and it is likely contemporary methods of L&D will not return back to normal any time soon. L&D professionals have the responsibility to consider time, cost and disability when developing learning and training initiatives.. Taking into account the organisation, the learners and the designer’s perspectives (Stewart & Cureton, 2014). As we have explored, the idea of classroom learning is now outdated, and evidence is prevalent that people can still learn whilst working remotely. Virtual and blended learning will still continue but a dramatic shift in ways we learn will evolve through new technologies (CIPD, 2021b). Virtual reality is not new but learning in enhanced, faster, safer and at less cost training to adopt and support the term ‘learning worker’ that supports Hart’s (2021) claim of life of jobs (Deloitte, 2021) (Morgan, 2014). However, how do L&D incorporate a range of occupational groups, levels, diversity and ethical practice into its delivery and facilitation of learning. Well it’s simple, determine the training effectiveness. After all, it is the first step and the simplest technique to determine training effectiveness according to Giangreco (2010). Dervens (2012) evaluation of shared responsibility will be considered to review employee and line managers input. Receiving and giving feedback on training will be an effective review tool, possibly through a 360 review, is an effective learning tool which can enhance training to remain current and be effective in today’s climate (Stewart & Cureton, 2014, p.101-123). In addition, adopting Andersons (2007) value of learning model to see if absence rates have decreased.  In conclusion, of this report, how does NPTCBC support its aims and objectives with dereasing mental health absence rates linked to Covid-19 with new training initatives. As explained resources are a fundametal way to continue the traditional knowledge transfer but with a modern day twist. Increasing productivity whilst meeting the authorities strategy of early intervention techniques. 

[bookmark: _Toc71111792]4. Recommendations 

The following recommendations have been suggested for designing a learning experience that will meet NPTCBC’s identified needs on the basis of the research contained in this report. An action plan in Appendix B will include more details of the following recommendations:

[bookmark: _Toc71111793]4.1. Recommendation one

It is recommended that NPTCBC enhances its strategy of early intervention techniques through the traditional methods of learning by ‘knowledge transfer’, but with the use of modern day technologies through virtual reality training to reduce mental health absence rates. 5 VR headsets will be purchased at the cost of £150.00, more will be purchased if training evaluation is positive and shows effective change in absence and overall mental health and wellbeing improvement. The cost of doing nothing is more substantial. 360 reviews will be considered as an evaluation method. In addition, Reid and Barrington (2001) for evaluating training interventions. Andersons (2007) value of learning model to see if absence rates have decreased.  


[bookmark: _Toc71111794]4.2. Recommendation two

It is recommended that NPTCBC’s L&D department creates resources rather than courses to increase productivity and to support managers with early intervention techniques to reduce mental health related absences. The cost associated would be the time spent creating reosuces of L&D professionals, and HR professionals. Andersons (2007) value of learning model will be adopted as a valuation tool to see if absence rates have decreased.  Including Dervens (2012) evaluation of shared responsibility to review employee and line managers input.

[bookmark: _Toc71111795]4.3. Recommendation three  

It is recommended that NPTCBC adopts a feedback opportunity from managers and staff, such as 360 reviews to determine the effectiveness of learning tools and whether the strategies adopted help support the decrease in mental health related absences. Cost associated will be cost of increase in absence rates if nothing is done, including cost of time of line mangers and employees to provide feedback. Andersons (2007) value of learning model will be applied to see if absence rates have decreased. 



[bookmark: _Toc71111796]5. Appendices
Appendix A - STEEPLE Analysis 
	S
	T
	E
	E
	P
	L
	E

	Sociological
	Technological
	Economic
	Environmental
	Political
	Legal
	Ethical

	Health consciousness; growth in population rates; age distribution; cultural norms and expectations; career attitudes; health and safety; working from home; social distancing; mental health on an increase; uncertainty; wellbeing support
	New technologies are continually emerging i.e. robotics and artificial intelligence; rate of change itself is increasing impacting on service needs/ supply and demand; wellbeing support; mental health awareness 
	Interest and exchange; inflammation and wage rates; national minimum wage expectations; unemployment (local and national); working hours; credit availability; economic growth/decline; cost of living; mental health awareness 
	Environment sustainability/ increase in global warming and sustainable resources; ethical sourcing both locally and nationally; supply chain intelligence; Global pandemics and other emergencies; uncertainty; mental health awareness
	Tax policy; political stability; trade restrictions and reform; environmental regulations; tariffs; welsh government coronavirus guidance; wellbeing support of employees (duty of care)
	Legislation changes impacting on employment; access to materials; quotas; resources; imports/exports; taxation; Welsh government guidance; wellbeing guidance; ethical practice and legal requirement; duty of care to staff 
	Duties; morality; integrit; behaviour; employees and society as a whole; working from home restrictions; ethical practice, duty of care, ethical wellbeing support




Appendix B - Action Plan 

	Recommendation
	Who
	What
	When
	Where
	How
	Costs Associated with recommendation 
	Evaluation Method

	1. Early intervention techniques by ‘knowledge transfer’, with the use of modern day technologies, i.e. VR 
	L&D with support from HR, IT and senior management 
	VR
	6 months
	L&D Dept & IT, with occasional support from HR
	Internal IT to support, including funding allocation to purchase VR equipment
	Cost of time associated with L&D, IT and HR, Including Senor management agreement. 
Cost of purchase of VR, headset costing £30.00 each, 5 required (in the first instance) = £150.00
	360 review, feedback forms, Reid and Barrington (2001) for evaluating training interventions. Andersons (2007) value of learning model to see if absence rates have decreased.  

	2. Create resources with the aim of increasing productivity and support managers with early intervention techniques.
	L&D with support from HR, and senior management
	Helpful resources for point of need
	2 months to create recourses 
	L&D Dept, with support from HR
	L&D to create resources with support from HR professionals
	Cost of time of L&D and HR professionals to create the early intervention resources
	Andersons (2007) value of learning model to see if absence rates have decreased.  Including Dervens (2012) evaluation of shared responsibility.

	3. Feedback opportunities
	L&D, HR, Senior Management, Line managers and employees participation feedback
	Feedback surveys i.e. 360 reviews 
	6 months (after interventions have been carried out)
	L&D to review, along with HR professionals. Line managers and employees to complete feedback.
	Feedback forms, Dervens (2012) 5 step strategy for learning evaluation 
	Cost of time of L&D, HR professionals. Line managers and employees to feedback 
	Andersons (2007) value of learning model to see if absence rates have decreased.  
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Attention


Creating maximum attention with a greater focus on learner motivation, ensuring one focus during learning events, and utilizing more novelty and change during learning experiences. 


Generation


Encouraging significant generation of learning by participants when teaching new concepts to build learner ownership rather than using presentation of information.


Emotional


Creating a positive emotional environment with opportunities for people to gain positive feedback and connect deeply with others.


Spacing
Utilizing more spacing of learning instead of massing and repetition, with more dispersed content, such as turning a three-day learning event into six half-day events over a longer period.
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