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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report highlights the findings of an evaluation conducted on the external and internal factors affecting learning and development within Dwr Cymru Welsh Water, both currently and in the coming years. A PESTLE analysis was completed to ensure that all factors were considered throughout. Given the limitations of PESTLE, a SWOT analysis and start, stop, continue exercise should be carried out by the learning and development team, in conjunction with the relevant managers, to ascertain where  further attention needs to be focused.

A critical analysis has been carried out on the current approach taken by the Company, when it comes to learning and development, to aid in identifying how this can be improved.

The main areas of concern I have discovered from my analysis need immediate management attention in order to prevent serious workforce implications moving forwards.

Recommendations discussed within the report are:

To improve collaboration within the HR function through the implementation of fortnightly face to face collaboration sessions.

There needs to be an overhaul of the line manager competency training with it being brought more in line with what managers are expected to deal with in their role.
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Introduction

Learning and development (L&D) within Dwr Cymru Welsh Water (DCWW) is a key element of its strategic plan for the next 5 years. Due to the critical nature of the business, there are many roles and functions that are heavily regulated and require a significant level of technical training in order to sustain compliance. Alongside that are the soft skills that are crucial for colleagues to succeed in their careers, namely line manager training, equality, diversity and inclusivity awareness and time management. 

As part of this research, a PESTLE (see appendix 1) has been completed to highlight the internal and external factors affecting DCWW, which link back to its L&D strategic plan. According to CIPD (2024a), the core of its L&D strategy should show how DCWW’s performance needs are met through the development of its workforce. With various external influences impacting on the regulatory skills required of employees, it should be clear when planning what L&D needs there are across the business and allocate resources appropriately. This does not happen in reality due to the increasing headcount of the overall business, but not within the L&D function, creating more pressure to deliver which in turn takes focus away from other learning activities, such as soft skills. In the long term this can have a detrimental impact on retention and skills levels internally due to  societal changes where employees will look elsewhere for an employer who invests in L&D for all employees, not just those impacted by regulations (Smith, 2020).

Critical Analysis of DCWW’s Current Approach

DCWW’s learning and development approach has been analysed against the four areas that Fitch (2023) identified as obstacles to an organisation’s learning culture.

Lack of support from leaders and managers

With such a large management team and a total headcount of over 4000 colleagues spread across the business, DCWW has to focus on having a strong, robust approach when it comes to gaining buy in from managers for learning and development endeavours. Fortunately, due to the regulate nature of the business, there is a connection between the L&D team and the operational areas as there is a rotation of compulsory, technical training that the teams Neva to engage with to stay compliant and keep their skills updated. In the main, managers put this high on they priority list as progress reports are heavily scrutinised by senior leaders. When it comes to optional, soft skills training, that is where to challenge takes hold (Hayes-Allen, 2024). The value, especially in operational areas, is not seen in soft skills, such as line manager training, so is not taken seriously, with colleagues either not enrolling in courses or signing up and then not attending. 

Business support departments within DCWW tend to have a different mentality. They are not governed by regulatory training so managers do not have that mandatory element to their job role. There is a much larger uptake in continuous professional development (CPD) activities and a higher participation rate in both internal and external courses. It could be argued that due to the working environment of these positions being mostly office based, these colleagues have the desk time and ability to attend an L&D event, either remote or in person.

In such a large organisation, the management team are crucial in building respect and trust in the company and their strategic vision. L&D activities are key to this as developing the workforce is about personal growth, awareness and learning new skills to progress forward, whether to a higher position or expanding skills and knowledge in their current role. As a result, team performance can improve with benefits such as increased communication, higher self awareness and better team dynamics, which is crucial as it can negatively impact on work output if the team are not working efficiently (Benson, 2018).

Manager’s can make an impact on the culture of a team and the wider business by challenging colleague behaviours when they are not acting in an appropriate way. This sends a message to other colleagues which can instill trust and respect in that manager as they see where that they are holding people to account for their actions and expectations are clearly being set. Having managers feeling confident to do this can come down to them feeling secure in their role and abilities and themselves feeling valued in the company . This in-itself can positively influence colleagues behaviours and attitudes in the workplace as they are being led by example (Baunsgaard, 2024).

Limited time

For DCWW, regulatory and health and safety compliance, rightly takes precedent over many other agenda items, including soft skill L&D, when it comes to priorities and can be a large task to oversee (Graham, 2022). This ranges from tracking completion and arranging courses that are regular and fit with a variety of shift patterns to constantly developing and updating content to ensure legislation changes are accounted for. This draws the focus onto those skills rather than the soft skills that managers, both operational and office based, require to fulfil their role as a line manager.

According to Jamil (2023), a survey showed that 52% of employees found that time was a barrier to learning and development with busy workloads and manager expectations some of the main causes. As time moves on and ways of working changes, L&D culture has to change with it. This can be through the offering of a variety of delivery methods to increase accessibility to those who are not always at a desk in standard office hours or for those colleagues who have additional needs and would struggle to sit through a classroom session and retain that knowledge. As organisational expectations of colleagues increases, leaders needs to look at their methods to ensure they are fit for purpose before forcing colleagues through development that is not achievable based on the current workload and set up.

The HR function within DCWW is made up of circa 50 colleagues, split between several areas - reward, HR operations, talent and L&D. Operations look after all of the employee relations matters and work with line managers across the business every day. There is, however, a disconnect between the L&D and the HR operations functions, resulting in priorities not being aligned. Issues that are faced by the business, usually highlighted through employee relations cases or manager conversations, are raised within the wider HR team but the strategy the L&D team deliver is not aligned with those concerns. This information should be used when formulating learning pathways to help address, reduce  and prevent these issues (Adamopoulos, 2022). This presents a missed opportunity to be delivering L&D courses that would have a larger uptake due to the content being focus on what managers need. This lack of engagement could potential be down to a skills gaps in the L&D function resulting in their resistance to implement development resources for managers that would aid in tackling behaviour based issues and general confidence building (Glaveski, 2019).



Poor or insufficient resources

Outside of the technical skills training that DCWW offers, the main focal point of their learning and development strategy focuses, mainly, on desirable courses and associated skills, rather than the fundamental, essential foundations of what is required to become, for example, a robust and progressive line manager. A leadership programme has been developed for managers who are new in post, which provides knowledge around the internal DCWW processes associated with performance conversations, equality and the role of a leader. It does, however, omit critical exposure to the main challenges that line managers face, such as attendance management, highlighting concerns and formal investigation processes (Acton et al., 2023). These areas are covered very briefly, without any input from the HR operations team who own these policies and work with managers during these live processes. This is a clear flaw in the programme as L&D advisors are avoiding topics due to their own knowledge gaps when they could bring in members of their wider team to assist in the delivery (Clarey, 2020). This exposes the Company to cracks forming in their culture by progressing forward cohorts of line managers who are not equipt to effectively manage their teams. Furthermore, avoidance on challenging conversations by line managers and the inability to handle difficult conversations is having a detrimental impact on areas, such as attendance management and absence figures (Forbes, 2021).

DCWW has a comprehensive intranet with many resources for colleagues and line managers, including written procedures on how a policy is executed and step by step guides on processes. However, these can be restrictive to individuals with additional needs, such as dyslexia, ADHD or autism. Materials should be available in a range of interactive methods to incorporate the various learning methods colleagues have. For some, reading a guide on how to do something is not suitable, whereas a visual, practical or recorded vocal resource could enable the colleague to carry out the task at hand, empowering them to work independently, without the need to reach out to another team or individual. This approach would create a more inclusive and accessible learning environment, not just for colleagues with additional needs but for all colleagues through the catering of different learning styles (McKay, 2024). According to the University of Dundee (2024), the POUR methodology should be used when creating digital content. This ensures that content is Perceivable, Operable, Understandable and Robust, which is something they use for their students. The same principles can apply when publishing resources for DCWW’s employees.

L&D practitioners within DCWW do not currently do any pre-session evaluation for their training sessions. The purpose behind this is their belief that all training resources should be accessible for all, regardless of learning stye or disability, however, in reality this does not translate to all training sessions and resources. Something which would be ideal for gaining a better understanding of their cohort is to have prior knowledge of the attendees’ circumstances, for example not being able to see certain colours together, struggles with large bodies of text or not being able to pause and rewind visual demonstrations. Knowing this information prior gives the facilitator the opportunity to adapt their delivery to cater for the attendees (Bozarth, 2024). One step further could be to extend this to gauge learner’s knowledge levels of the session topic so the content can be adapted to suit, removing the chance of covering basic areas when the cohorts abilities are already mid-range, for example.

With the adoption of a hybrid working model, DCWW need to consider the geographical restrictions that can place on L&D. With their head office in South East Wales but their employee and customer reaching the whole of Wales, there are many teams spread across the country, some in remote and challenging locations, making regular travel to the office time consuming and impractical (Cookson, 2024). A mixed approach needs to be embedded whereby a strong set of online resources are available, which include visual and auditory formats, to cater for different learning styles. The L&D team also need to allocate time to travel around remote areas to offer in person training to enable kinaesthetic and social learners the same opportunity, even if this was focused towards line managers who could then train their teams (Avado, 2021).

Resistances to new processes and change

With a workforce made up of a large proportion of long-serving, older employees, shifting focus and adapting culture can be challenging. New managers tend to be younger colleagues who have gained academic knowledge and skills through early careers programmes, such as apprenticeships and internships, mixed with their drive and enthusiasm, this has led to their progression within the Company.

With L&D, DCWW have many avenues for younger people to start a career in the water industry, however they lack in their approach to cater for older colleagues. With advancements in technology and ever changing ways of working, older generations are at risk of being demotivated to continuously develop themselves, which potentially puts them at risk of complacency in upskilling and restricting their wealth of knowledge from growing  further (Dadzie, 2023). This can be detrimental to DCWW through the risk of loosing valuable skills and expertise. 

When evaluating cultural norms and insufficient line manager training, handling colleagues through HR processes, such as attendance, can be difficult with high levels of resistance present. This is historical and links back to bad behaviours not being addressed by previous managers, which has normalised certain traits and embedded a sense of entitlement within teams, creating a significant level of defiance for managers to have to deal with. In the last 3 years DCWW have begun the process of embedding a ‘Fair and Just’ culture, opening up the doors to more listening and adapting, moving away from the blame cultural of the past. As with any culture change, this takes time and the drive of the management team is essential, with colleague trust then being developed, sometimes taking many years (Soule and Walker, 2017). This also feeds into learning and development and, aside from regulatory training, leaves teams questioning the need for this.

An area that is lacking in adequate L&D attention but is a significant Company issue is attendance management. This links back to the leadership programme and the insufficient coverage of effectively dealing with colleagues who have concerning levels of sickness absence. As managers are not equipt to handle colleagues in these situations, support opportunities are being missed, which can prolong periods of absence, and for those individuals who are problematic in their absence trends, vital touchpoint for implementing management techniques are passed by (CIPD, 2019). 

If managers were given the skills to handle situations like this within their teams, they are not only building their own confidence and knowledge, but demonstrating to their reportees that they will address issues when they arise so it is setting expectations and highlighting that poor behaviours and performance will not be ignored. This approach also embeds a culture of care and trust as processes like attendance management are not purely about discipline, they are there to ensure that colleagues have the correct support in place and that their health is of a good standard, and if not, what can we do to help. In the long run, this can see improvements in absence figures through increased support and it can be a deterrent for those thinking of acting in ways that are not within the values of DCWW (CIPD, 2025). 

This circles back to needing to improve the working culture by having colleagues feel supported and behaviours being challenged in line with the Company values. This is fundamental to the DCWW belief that it is not always the individual at fault, it could be a process or policy that is not fit for purpose. Therefore, ways of working need to be frequently challenged and reviewed (Dwr Cymru Welsh Water, No Date).

Recommendations

Improved collaboration within the HR function through the implementation of fortnightly face to face collaboration sessions

There is a breakdown in communication, and therefore strategic direction, when it comes to learning and development opportunities aligning with business need. The HR operations  (ops) team are the HR professionals who are integrated within the business, work closely with line managers, advise on policy and support with employee relations (ER) cases. The L&D function, however, does not engage with this team to hone in on what common trends are being witnessed in the workplace that they could support with in terms L&D provision. The 2 teams are acting in silos, each with their own agenda and direction, which, ultimately, does not aid in reaching the overarching vision. Prior to the Covid-19 lockdowns, both teams were office based full time, so there were ample opportunities to collaborate and share ideas and issues of how business areas could be improved or better supported (Machell, 2023). With the move to a hybrid model, these frequent interactions in the same office have disappeared and, currently, the reliance is solely on chance meetings in one of the DCWW offices or proactively scheduling in a meeting, often remotely, which can be challenging (Yang et al,. 2022).

As time has gone on since Covid-19, the ‘new normal’ has taken hold and employee’s mentality has adapted as such and things that were take for granted previously have now disappeared. Other teams in the business, for example developer services, have dedicated days in the office as a whole team to collaborate on projects, meet face to face and to relationship build in person. Due to the complex nature of their projects, this approach is at the forefront of their way of working and the team buy into that, mainly because is is driven by their director. With human resources, the standard hybrid working model has been adopted with little thought into ensuring how the various areas within the HR function will collaborate and link their work together. It could be argued that issues such as this have developed over time due to the nature of HR being to support the wider business and their own way of working has become an after thought (Price, 2023). 

According to Komm et al. (2021), HR need to evaluate themselves against the strategic direction and ensure they are fit for purpose and able to deliver on what the Company expects of them. The function is often bogged down with administrative tasks and reactive work, leaving little time to forward plan and add value to the business. For comparison, the ER caseload sat at 46 for 2023, whereas in 2024 this rose to 58 and continues to increase into January 2025 for a higher number of cases compared to the previous 2 years.

If L&D resources were aligned with the issues on the ground, such as teaching line managers how to have difficult conversations or holding regular DCWW values session with new and existing colleagues, this would then feed into a reduction of issues that the ops team have to be involved in. The time gained could be used to create new initiatives or explore ways to implement improvements across the business, adding real value (Bolton, 2006).

2. Line manager competency training needs to be overhauled and brought more in line with what managers are expected to deal with in their role

The current line manager training provision is not fit for purpose. It does cover various topics and lightly touches on the common issues managers will have to handle but it is very surface level and does not encapsulate the reality or align with HR policy. 

The proposal would be to overhaul the training programme and start by building from the foundations of what it takes to be an effective line manager and then progressing from that point (CIPD, 2023). The trends that are coming out of the business are that managers are not equipt to handle basic HR related tasks, such as investigations, attendance management or performance management, which can be linked back to the quality of the training they are receiving when new in role. The business cannot expect managers to work at a high level if they are not receiving adequate and relevant training. 

The format for the new programme should be in the style of toolbox talks, which can be detailed sessions linked with policy, case studies and participant discussion. This creates more a bitesize approach to training which can be beneficial to a wider audience and increase information retention (Manning et al, 2021). These can also be used as standalone sessions which can be delivered as refreshed courses to managers and to aspiring managers who are in supervisory positions where they could  start to take on additional duties. It must be highlighted that the content of the current  leadership programme is of a good quality and should be utilised later on in the new curriculum, which will make the process more cost effective by not having to redo the whole resource. 

An example of where to begin would be to collaborate with the HR ops team to establish what issues are managers currently facing. Attendance management is a frequent issues and one that can have a detrimental impact on individuals, teams and the wider business. The approach taken with this topic needs to also link with the ‘Fair and Just’ culture of DCWW with a view of being supportive as well as policy driven. 

With a headcount of circa 3900, in 2023 DCWW’s sickness cost was £3.44million with a total of 9558 sickness days across the business. Increasing manager competency and awareness of how to effectively handle sickness absence can have a significant impact on cost and also productivity, which feeds into a more effective operating model.

To evaluate the effective of the new resource, the Kirkpatrick model should be used when exploring the impact the training has had on the Company (Kirkpatrick Partners, No Date). This could be done by using the 4 levels:

Results - Overall, to explore if there has there been a decrease in absence figures and  ultimately costs due to the introduction of improved manager training. 

Behaviour - Evaluating if there has been an increase in absence meetings and support resource interactions in line with attendance figures. 

Learning - Discussing with participants what they have learnt and what would they like to explore further. Knowledge levels will vary greatly in this subject area as first hand experience is crucial to bring the policy content to life. 

Reaction - Finding out what the participants thought of the training and how it made them feel. This would be interesting to understand because the direction the Company is taking when managing absence is very different to that of time gone by with a stronger focus on support and intervention first and foremost. Previously it would have a black and white, transactional process with little consideration for the colleague’s circumstances. 

Conclusion

To conclude, DCWW’s approach to learning and development has some positive elements which work, in practise, and results are being seen culturally. However, there are fundamental flaws in various practises carried out by the HR function which could have detrimental impacts on the overall Company, employee’s experience and the workload of the HR ops team. 

The recommendations given are aligned with the ‘Fair and Just’ cultural shift DCWW has adopted by having a more supportive nature in contrast to historically transactional HR processes, which have a tendency to omit the circumstances of the individual that is going through the process (Parikh, 2022).

From a senior leadership perspective, soft skills need to be endorsed and incorporated into the L&D focus and taken as seriously as regulatory training. It is harder to put a monetary value on the impact soft skills can have on the Company when compared to potential fines for breaching statutory training, but the deliverable value is significant in terms of culture, employee value and associated time and cost savings when looking at manager and HR workloads (CIPD, 2024b). 
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