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“Ten times as many learners watched online courses on mindfulness and stress management in April compared with February 2020.  Mental health and wellbeing courses have seen an 800% increase in May versus the previous 4 weeks”
(iHASCO, 2020)

“All measures of personal well-being significantly worsened in Q2 and Q3 2020 compared to the same quarters in 2019”
(ONS, 2021) 

Glossary of Terms 

ACAS	Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service
CIPD	Chartered Institute of Personnel Development
HSE	Health & Safety Executive
L&D	Learning & Development
LI	Learning Intervention
LNI	Learning Need Identified
PESTLE	Political, Economic, Sociological, Technological, Legal and Environmental
VCL 	Viscose Closures Limited (the organisation) 


Executive Summary

The following report identifies a learning need at Viscose Closures Limited (VCL) that has arisen due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated changes to working life.  
The literature review provides a critical analysis of the ways in which people learn, methods available for creating learning experiences and assesses their appropriateness for use to address the learning need at VCL.
Conclusions from the literature review will be used to make recommendations for the design of an appropriate learning experience for review by the CEO.  These recommendations will consider and highlight any cost implications for VCL.
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6. 

1. Introduction
Viscose Closures Limited (VCL) is a manufacturing company based in Swansea, UK. VCL has been manufacturing for more than 100 years and is regarded as one of the leading UK players in the caps, closures, seals and sleeving markets. VCL’s unique selling propositions are manufacturing expertise and exceptional customer service.
VCL has 50 employees and a new CEO joined in February 2020.  Since then, there has been a positive change in culture with employees becoming more engaged and happier.  The management style is also in transition from autocratic to a more laissez-faire approach (Lewin, 1939).  Senior Management is now enabled, empowered and authorised to make their own decisions.  
COVID-19 was named by the World Health Organisation (WHO) in February 2020.  COVID-19 presents itself with a wide range of symptoms and some carriers are asymptomatic (Public Health England, Gov.UK, 2020).  The virus began spreading at an alarming rate leading to the UK Government introducing strict lockdown measures on the 23rd of March 2020.  
As a result of the pandemic and like most organisations VCL has been forced to adapt to the changing working conditions (Worley and Claudy, 2020) – i.e. the workforce has been split between homeworkers and those unable to work from home so have still been required to come to the site.
This report is produced for consideration by the CEO and Finance Director.  It aims to review the impact the external environment has had on learning and development at VCL and identify a learning need that has emerged as a result of changes in the external environment.  The learning need identified in the PESTLE analysis (see Appendix 1) for VCL is the requirement for mental health training for people managers.  A report by Deloitte (in collaboration with mental health charity Mind) revealed some alarming statistics such as the fact that poor mental health costs employers between £33bn and £42bn per year (Deloitte, no date).  Moreover, in 2018-19 mental health was the most common type of work-related ill-health, accounting for 44% of all work-related illness (HSE, 2020).  These statistics are likely to have worsened as a result of the pandemic and clearly the cost of doing nothing is potentially astronomical. 
For VCL to achieve the ambitious targets set for 2021 of aggressive sales growth using existing staff and resources the wellbeing of the workforce must be a top priority.  Poor mental health at work can lead to high levels of sickness absence, presenteeism and staff turnover which would be detrimental to this planned growth.  A total of 12.8 million working days were lost because of work-related stress, anxiety and depression in 2018-19 which is equal to an average of 21.2 days lost per case (HSE, 2020).  Plans to minimise these risks at VCL should be carefully considered and implemented where possible.
This report will go on to identify, outline and critically evaluate contemporary methods that could be used to address the learning need of mental health training at VCL.   Recommendations for the design of the learning intervention (LI) best suited for VCL will be provided in the final section for consideration by the stakeholders. 


1.1 Internal factors
[bookmark: _Hlk70852613]The workforce at VCL has seen an increase in workload due to the pandemic as it supplies the food and beverage industry, the NHS and other pharmaceutical industries.   Whilst this has been beneficial to the overall success of the business it has negatively impacted non-essential L&D due to time restraints.  Those members of staff unable to work from home are picking up extra duties to cover those not on site which is putting additional pressure on employees and therefore any non-essential learning has been put on hold.  Care must be taken by leaders not to overburden employees as this can cause burnout (Moss, 2020).
Other internal factors or barriers since the pandemic began include:
· Online learning does not suit all learners and all content
· Some employees have shown a reluctance to try something new 
· Technology issues - lack of equipment available, connectivity issues
· Lack of appropriate place to learn (quiet, etc.) without distractions
· Cost to the business
1.2 	External factors
The role and impact of external factors can be analysed using a PESTLE analysis (CIPD, 2020).  COVID-19 is a macro factor that has had an impact on all PESTLE components. A full PESTLE analysis for VCL can be found in Appendix 1.  
Jacob Morgan refers to 5 trends that are shaping the future of work, one of which is technology (Morgan, 2016). The need for technology has been exaggerated by the pandemic as organisations have been forced to progress their use of digital technologies.  In a survey of 4,000 employees and business leaders carried out by the Workforce Institute at UKG 38% said they were concerned their business would return to the way they used to do things post-pandemic (Churchill, 2021).

2. Literature review

2.1 Learning needs analysis & strategy at VCL
Figure 1: A basic framework for learning needs analysis
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(Source: adapted from the work of Boydell, 1983)
This learning need analysis is based on the distinction between what the organisation needs and individual needs are.  Care should be taken not to consider the two types of needs in isolation (Harrison and Auluck, 2014).  The CIPD suggest it should follow RAM (CIPD, 2020):
· Relevance
· Alignment
· Measurement
The L&D strategy for VCL must align with the business needs for it to be effective.  The right people in the right roles with the right skills.  Applying this analysis to the learning need identified (LNI) for mental health training at VCL demonstrates needs being met on both the organisation (decreased absence due to poor mental health) and individual level (improved personal wellbeing).
Another consideration is whether the LNI could be considered a push or pull learning need.  Pull learning is something the learner cares about and wants to learn – a simple task requiring little or no explanation. Push learning is something the learner may not care about and needs an experience to make the learning effective.  The LNI at VCL to increase mental health awareness is a push learning condition and it would not be enough to provide a simple resource outlining the facts about mental health. This would, however, be useful to create to be used as a reference document.   The subject requires explanation and relation to real-world situations to make it significant (Shackleton-Jones, 2019).  Due to this requirement push learning can be linked to andragogy and experiential learning which are covered in more detail in section 2.2.
2.2	 How people learn
Before any learning intervention (LI) is designed it is important to recognise that people learn in different ways.  Many theories have been written around ways in which people learn.  Nick Shackleton-Jones argues that “everything we know about learning is wrong” (Shackleton-Jones, 2019, p.1).  He believes humans learn not through memorising lists like a robot would but by reacting to surroundings and those reactions form how things are remembered.  Arguably, aspects of this type of learning are encompassed in some of the learning theories such as social learning theory, andragogy and experiential learning.  
Traditional theories of individual learning include theories such as behaviourism, cognitive approach and social learning theory.  Traditional theories have roots in psychology.  Contemporary learning theories cover a wide range of disciplines and include theories such as social learning and experiential learning (Doloriert, Stewart and Sambrook, 2014).
The LNI at VCL is a complex learning need. Complex learning involves cognitive and conceptual learning, problem-solving, social learning, creative learning, and cumulative learning (Doloriert, Stewart and Sambrook, 2014).
One of the underlying principles at work to increase mental health awareness at VCL is behavioural learning theory. i.e. the learner is missing knowledge that should be pursued (MacLeod, 2020). 
Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) is often described as the bridge between traditional learning theories and the cognitive approach.  It was developed from the behavioural approach suggests that learning is carried out by observation and modelling the behaviour of others (Cherry, 2019).  Whilst traditionally used to explain why people imitate bad behaviour of others social learning can also be used to promote good behaviours.  Social learning theory would be relevant to consider for the LNI at VCL and would happen without intervention.  Following the mental health training for people managers, they could become positive role models to encourage discussions around mental health and assist with the facilitation of destigmatising mental health.  Learning from colleagues also helps build relationships and creates a culture of continuous learning.
The cognitive approach in the aim of increasing mental health awareness is also evident.   This approach requires the learner to transform information learned from the environment into knowledge that can be stored in one’s mind (Harrison, 2009).  It is not enough to simply remember the information it must be processed, stored and retrieved to potentially be used for problem-solving or reasoning at a later date (Sadler-Smith, 2006).
Criticism of such traditional theories led to the development of contemporary learning theories covering a wide range of disciplines such as andragogy (Knowles et al, 1998).  Andragogy can be defined as a core set of principles for adult learning which apply to all adult learning situations but can be amended to suit different purposes such as workplace training (Knowles et al, 2011).  The focus of instruction for adults should be more on the process and less on content allowing the learner to experience the learning through case studies or role-play for example (Doloriert, Stewart and Sambrook, 2014).  This type of learning will be more interactive as opposed to a one-sided lecture for example.  The principle of andragogy would be suitable for the LI at VCL as mental health is something everyone has some level of experience with.  The aspect of role-playing would also be useful as part of a LI for mental health as it could be used to demonstrate how to initiate a conversation about mental health and what to do if someone needed professional help, therefore, requiring signposting.
2.2.1	The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic

One of the major considerations here aside from any theory is the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.  The way in which we work as well as how we learn has been impacted since it began.  The use of digital learning has significantly increased. In a June 2020 survey of over 100 mostly large employers, it was found that 86% reported increased usage of online classes by their employees (REBA, 2020).  The pandemic has forced organisations to adapt to digital learning where it may have previously been considered the “poor relation” to face to face learning (CIPD, 2021a).
Traditional barriers to digital learning such as unavailability of technology, bandwidth etc. have all been positively impacted by the pandemic as employees have been equipped to work from home and the use of technology has been normalised (CIPD, 2021b).  Whilst VCL is not a large employer all homeworkers were provided with necessary IT equipment and bandwidth improvements for those who needed them were financed by the Company.  
Some barriers to digital learning specifically arising from the pandemic relate to instructional barriers.  These include such things as the difficulty in designing and delivering course content intended to be delivered face to face and instructor lack of preparedness to deliver a learning session online unexpectedly and at short notice (ILO, 2020).  Over time these will lessen as digital delivery becomes more prevalent. 
The downside of the move to digital learning is the fact that homeworking employees may already be suffering from “zoom fatigue” as most of their days are being spent on video meetings (Fosslien and Duffy, 2020) Adding to this with online training will need careful management with regards to scheduling as online training requires more intent focus from the participants than would be required if in a face-to-face learning environment.  It would be beneficial to plan the training sessions for the early part of the day rather than at the end of the day for example when employees may be feeling tired.
2.2.2	Gamification

An emerging trend in learning is the concept of gamification.  Worldwide revenues for game-based learning products are expected to reach $7.3bn in 2021 (Adkins, 2016).  Gamification is when the principles of gaming are used to create a more engaging learning experience.  This style of course would typically consist of challenges, storylines and analytics (Pandey, 2019).  Whilst it may not be contextually appropriate for VCL to introduce a fully gamified portal for example an element of gamification could be added to the mental health training making it more engaging and memorable for the learner.  
2.3 Designing Learning interventions
Once the learning need has been identified and the different ways in which people learn has been recognised the next stage is to design an appropriate LI to address the need (Zhang and Kiriakidou, 2020).  
The concept of design thinking could be used to assist with designing an appropriate LI.  The process is used to develop solutions to problems in a systematic and non-biased way (Liedtka, 2014) and is especially useful where there is more than one potential outcome or the outcome is unknown (Interaction Design Foundation, 2019).
Figure 2: The design thinking process 
[image: ]
(Source: Hasso Plattner Institute of Design Stanford, 2017)
The design of a LI (a complex learning need) for VCL has a plethora of possibilities and design thinking could be used to systemise the process.   Key advantages (Leinen, 2017) of the 5 stage model:
· Identifies with the needs and challenges of the intended user
· Solves real-world problems
· Encourages and leverages groupthink
· Allows prototypes, testing and changes without spending too much time and money on one idea lowering cost and risk (Liedtka, 2018)
LIs are not simply the materials used at a training session.  Before designing the content its aim should be outlined in simple terms.  A plan should be formulated at this stage that clearly outlines objectives and desired learning outcomes (see Appendix 2 for a template).  Objectives and outcomes are not the same.  Objectives are statements of what a LI provides to the learner and outcomes describe a future state of what the learner learned (Sudhakar, 2017).  
For VCL the LI should provide information to increase awareness of mental health.  The LI will be bespoke and consider the generational workforce, the organisational culture, the individual needs, the location of the workforce etc.  (Beevers, Rea and Hayden, 2019).  The demographic of the workforce at VCL consists predominantly of workers older than 40 meaning they may be less likely to be as tech-savvy as Generation Y (Zhang and Kiriakidou, 2014).  Therefore, a virtual reality training session may not be as appropriate as a presentation for example.  Conversely, as far as the ability to carry out most different types of work a study by Pamela Meadows in 2003 concluded that there was no marked detrimental effect on performance up to the age of 70 (Meadows, 2003).  Older employees are valuable assets to a company which is especially true at VCL due to experience gathered over many years of service (CIPD, 2012).
Learning materials should also be created with the learner in mind.  i.e. to suit preferred methods of learning.  Resources such as visual aids, handouts, availability of required technology must also be planned.  Consideration must also be made for any learners who may have additional needs.  Timings for the session should be adhered to as much as possible and sequencing of learning should follow a logical flow and build in complexity. 
A further consideration when designing learning should be the context of the organisation (Page-Tickell, 2018). What may be an appropriate LI for a large public service organisation may not be for VCL.
The cost of the LI is also required to determine the return on investment.  There are direct and indirect costs to consider when designing a learning intervention and this must align with the overall strategy of the business (CIPD, 2020c). As mentioned earlier the cost of doing nothing with regards to mental health could be astronomical.  
Figure 3: Checklist for designing learning interventions

(Source: Author’s own work)

2.4 	Evaluating Learning
Training can be costly and as such its effectiveness requires evaluation.  Evaluating a learning intervention should be more detailed than the attendees completing a questionnaire at the end of the session.  
There are several models commonly used for evaluating learning with the most popular and seminal model being the Kirkpatrick Model (CIPD, 2020b). The model has four levels of evaluation:
Figure 4: Kirkpatrick Model

(Source: Adapted from mindtools.com, no date)
The most important level is level 4 because it is at this level where the results of the LI on the company are evaluated (O’Sullivan and McFadden, 2014).  Despite the importance of levels 3 and 4 only 15%-31% of organisations are evaluating at all 4 levels.  The main criticism of this model is that it is too complex, time consuming and costly to complete (Giangreco et al, 2010).
A further criticism of Kirkpatrick’s model is that changes in performance are not only linked to learning.   The Birkenhoff Success Case Method addresses this by focusing on systems (CIPD, 2020b).  Easterby-Smith argues that there is a “high degree of consistency” about what practitioners consider to be the purpose of training evaluation (Easterby-Smith, 1986, p12)
For VCL positive results from increased mental health awareness would be low sickness levels for absence relating to poor mental health as well as increased productivity as the workforce is engaged (Lancaster, 2019).
3. Conclusions

Employee mental wellbeing cannot be ignored.  Employers have a duty of care to look after both the physical and mental wellbeing of their employees (HSE, no date). Moreover, employers should be visibly committed to positive mental health (ACAS, 2018).
The first step of any learning intervention design should be the learning needs analysis and ensuring any need identified is in line with the overall strategy of the business. 
Next to consider are the internal and external factors influencing L&D, whether any barriers to learning exist and how these could be potentially surmounted.  The main point to consider here in the times of the COVID-19 crisis relates to technology and the shift towards more digital learning.  It is not simply a matter of employees have access to IT equipment rather it is also a question of whether L&D professionals have the correct skillset to create and deliver digital content.  Research conducted by Towards Maturity revealed 21% of L&D professionals cited this as a barrier to online learning.  Moreover, despite 45% of practitioners already delivering content designed in-house less than 31% of L&D teams possessed the skills to create and manage digital content (Towards Maturity, 2019)
To make the LI as effective as possible the fact that people learn in different ways must be considered.  What works for one learner may not work for another.  
The process of design thinking could be used to minimise the risk of high costs and wasted time in a LI that is unsuitable (Liedtka, 2018).
Training evaluation is invaluable to ensure effectiveness and return on investment.   Using gamification to conduct a short online quiz at the end of a training session can be a good initial indicator of knowledge intake by the learners (Raftopoulous, 2018). It also appeals to employees competitive spirit and makes the learning experience more memorable (Brown, 2021).
There is clearly no one size fits all approach when designing a LI and the best approach may be one that combines several theories with a range of delivery tools to create the best learning experience for the learner.
4. RECommendations
Based on the conclusions from the literature review the following recommendations are made to address the learning need of mental health training for people managers at VCL.  
4.1 Training Methods
The chosen training methods shown in figure 5 are recommended based on the concepts of andragogy, experiential and social learning theories.  A key principle of andragogy is experience leading to experiential learning where learning is considered a cycle where the process of learning is through discovery and experience (Gibb, 2002).   The process of social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) applies as the mental health champions will become positive role models for increasing mental health awareness through encouraging and normalising conversation on this subject (Time to change, 2020).  
Figure 5: Training Methods

(Source: Author’s own work)
The learning content will be designed to engage the learners using experiences, role-play activity and authentic context (Griffiths & Inman, 2017).
There will also be a partial gamification element included with the addition of a short Kahoot quiz at the end of the training session to evaluate the initial understanding of the course content. 
A full evaluation using all 4 levels of the Kirkpatrick Model will be conducted. 
4.2 Action plan

The training sessions for people managers will be designed and delivered in house by HR using materials created from information available from the CIPD (CIPD, 2021c).
The sessions will be delivered in-person to small groups (in line with COVID-19 guidelines for those onsite) and delivered online via Microsoft Teams for those working remotely.  
Even though there are no external training costs to be budgeted for there is still a cost of HR time to prepare, deliver and evaluate the learning as well as the opportunity cost to consider.  There are also the costs of the learner’s time away from work (CIPD, 2020c).   Arguably the costs of the LI to VCL are negligible in comparison to the potential cost of doing nothing.  Moreover, research by Deloitte has shown that every £1 spent on mental health interventions returns £5 to the company in reduced absence, presenteeism and turnover (Deloitte, 2020).  An outline of the action plan is shown below in Figure 6.
Figure 6: Costs of Learning Intervention for VCL
	Learning Activity
	Delivered by
	Cost
	Time required 
	Location

	Creation of training session content

	HR
	HR time only
	2 days
	N/A

	Mental Health Training session for people managers (onsite) split over 2 cohorts
	HR
	HR and Learners time
	2 sessions of approx. 2 hours each
	Onsite (Board Room)

	Mental Health Training session for people managers – 1 cohort (homeworkers)

	HR (MST)
	HR and learners time
	2 hours
	Online

	Visual Material Creation
	HR
	HR Time and printer/paper costs (nominal)
	0.5 days
	N/A

	Refresher training

	HR
	As above – repeat on an annual basis
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Appendix 1 – PESTLE Analysis for VCL
	
	External Factors
	Effect on VCL
	Importance

	Political
	Government policy on lockdowns/restrictions, 

Brexit


Global trade agreements and or restrictions

	Reduced customer base as many are in the hospitality sector

Affects import/export customers and the supply chain.  Trade deal still not reached

Uncertainty of tariffs and potential restriction on movement of goods within Europe
	Critical 

	Economic
	Economic decline


Cost base increase


Economic instability


Pay freezes/redundancy



Consumer spending habits

	The shrinking hospitality sector has resulted in a decrease in demand for some products

Increase costs of raw materials, increase in transport costs

Difficult to forecast business performance with any accuracy due to pandemic

Zero redundancies and no pay freeze.  1% pay increase agreed during annual collective pay negotiations in Nov 2020

Less money being spent in restaurants/bars more products purchased at supermarkets (positive for VCL)
	Critical (some positive)

	Social
	Lifestyle factors / work-life balance


Career attitudes/team 
	A large number of workers now working from home due to pandemic.  Whilst this has suited some it has not suited all – wellbeing issues. As the pandemic continues focus on mental health must be a priority. 

Positive focus and dedication shown from all employees.  Workforce pulled together almost as a family unit supporting each other.  This will be tested in the coming weeks/months as the workforce is re-integrated back to the workplace
	Critical

	Technology
	Automation / IT 





Upgrades


Security
	Increased need for IT provision due to pandemic for homeworkers

Training and learning time required to adapt to new platforms such as MST, Zoom 

The large, unexpected cost of provision of equipment required for those to work from home effectively 

The review was undertaken and investment needed to improve system security (2 stage verification etc)
	Medium

	Legal
	Employment law – EU Workers after Brexit 1 Jan 2021


Health and safety regulations
	2 affected employees at VCL have already achieved settled status.  No imminent plans for recruitment so impact low.

Review regularly for any updates relating to COVID-19 safeguarding measures
	Medium

High 

	Environmental
	Plastics Tax
Waste reduction
Environmentally friendly
	Single-use plastic to be eradicated

Pressure to reduce waste and energy consumption

Push towards more eco-friendly products and promote cellulose product
	High




Appendix 2 – Learning Session Plan Template
SESSION PLAN
	Course
	

	Date
	
	Session times
	

	Session aim
	The aims of this development programme are to:



	Learning objectives
	By the end of the event participants will be able to:



	Preparation
	


Evaluation
	Positive features
	Features requiring attention

	


	

	Action points
	By whom
	By when

	





	
	



Teaching and Assessment Plan
	Time allowed
	Intentionality
	Content & Activity
	Resources

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	




Review training objectives


Determine learning activities


Ensure sequencing of learning is appropriate


Assess and practice timings


Organise materials and equipment


Consider the context of the organisation



Level 1:
Reaction – a measure of customer satisfaction


Level 2:
Learning – a measure of knowledge acquired


Level 3: 
Behaviour – knowledge transfer


Level 4:
Results – measuring impact on the company



Step 1


Mental Health Awareness training leading to creation of mental health champions


Step 2


Mental Health Champions (line managers who have completed step 1) 


Step 3


Create Posters increasing awareness of signs / symptoms of poor mental health (visual reminders) 


Step 4


Plan Refresher Training (continuous process)
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