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Introduction
In March 2020, learning departments were forced to think on their feet. Face-to-face courses
were swiftly cancelled and moved on to remote platforms, yet employees needed to acquire
new skills such as remote customer management or how to use new software tools. The
pandemic accelerated and intensified shifts that were already happening in the labour market:
automation had begun to force changes in many roles, while a rise in flexible working meant
managers needed to build their remote leadership skills.

Digits Industries is a leading digital learning provider with over
three decades of experience in digital learning design and
development. Passionate about delivering learning solutions that
make a genuine difference to businesses, our glo™ learn LMS,
unique visual learning journeys and bespoke eLearning gets online
learning programmes running quickly.
Recognised by eLearning Industry as a Top 20 Learning
Management System for Customer and User Experience, we make
delivering online learning ‘Brilliantly Simple’.

With this uncertainty as the backdrop, Digits wanted to gauge the readiness of L&D teams
to deal with the challenges ahead. In November 2021, we polled 1,001 UK employees and
60 UK L&D and HR practitioners. We wanted to know how they prioritised learning in their
organisations, and whether those consuming learning content and activities perceived them
to have the same value as those who were managing them. We were interested to see who
instigated training in UK organisations and how much investment was devoted to mandatory
‘tick-box’ training compared with other skills. We questioned employees as to whether they
were given enough time to undertake training alongside their day-to-day roles, and whether
learning was being delivered in formats that suited their preferences.
More broadly, however, we wanted to see how the results of this survey reflected the
state of L&D in 2022 – a period when job vacancies are at record highs and L&D teams
are faced with one of the biggest talent management challenges in a generation. To upskill
and reskill their workforce, L&D teams don’t just need vast libraries of learning content and
better budgets – they need to find new ways to engage learners and build a culture where
they can easily acquire knowledge ‘in the flow of work’ and share what they’ve learned in
a natural way. This is not just a nice-to-have, either. Maximising or increasing the skills of
existing workforces is far cheaper and more sustainable than trying to recruit externally (and
expensively) in a candidate-driven market.
By understanding what employees perceive to be of value from L&D, and the challenges they
face in fitting learning into their working lives, we can build this into future learning strategies.
But the key is to balance wants and preferences with the needs and goals of the organisation.
This white paper looks at why this is difficult, and how L&D teams need to adapt to get there.
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What are the challenges facing L&D today?
The post-pandemic world presents a perfect storm of challenges for learning teams, but
arguably the most pressing priority is to upskill and reskill staff for the challenges ahead.
Research reflects this trend, with LinkedIn Learning’s 2021 Workplace Learning Report
showing upskilling and reskilling to be a priority for 52% of respondents. The Learning and
Performance Institute (LPI) agrees; its 2021 Global Sentiment survey placed reskilling at the
top of organisations’ agendas.
It’s not just about ensuring employees and prospective recruits have the right skills for the
job. L&D strategy should sit at the centre of how organisations tackle the so-called ‘great
resignation’ trend. The pandemic has forced many employees to reconsider whether they enjoy
their careers, while vacancies far outstrip candidates, making for a tight labour market. A survey
of 6,000 workers by the recruitment firm Randstad UK found that 69% were feeling confident
about moving to a new role in the next few months, with 24% planning a change within three to
six months. A November 2021 survey by Digits revealed that 38% of managers who don’t have
any formal training plan will look for a new job in the next 12 months, compared to 28% of those
who receive regular training.
With learning and progression opportunities one of the factors employees consider in whether
they should stay or go, L&D teams must reflect on how what they offer can keep on top of that
challenge. Andrea Matkin, LMS sales manager at Digits, says: “The pandemic has highlighted the
need to have the right technology to stay on top of this. It’s harder to recruit, it’s a candidatedriven market and they want to focus on talent management and succession. But, at the same
time, they want to make learning engaging so people see the value of doing it.” Digits’ own
survey reflects this, too: 28% of employees plan to change employers or look for a new job in the
next 12 months, while 32% are undecided. Even the L&D function itself is not immune; while
91% of practitioners we surveyed love or like their job, 39% are planning to, or are, considering
a change of employer in the next 12 months.
In terms of specific skills, organisations will be looking in particular at building leadership
competency as managers continue to support remote and hybrid teams. A survey by consulting
company DDI found that C-suite executives only rated 38% of their mid-level leaders as ‘very
good’ or ‘excellent’ – a skills gap that has intensified and been magnified in the virtual world.
Businesses will also be looking to grow employees’ collaboration skills, particularly as projects
may increasingly be undertaken on a remote or hybrid basis. We’ve already seen how, as the
office-based workforce shifted online, the use of tools such as Microsoft Teams and Slack, as
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well as video communications platforms such as
Zoom, exploded. The LPI’s research reflects this:
collaboration and social learning was the one
aspect of L&D that increased its share in terms
of priorities, taking up 13% of the vote, despite
being lower down the list in previous years. Tech
skills will also be in demand: IDC predicts that
digital transformation-related skills shortages
will affect 90% of organisations by 2025, adding
a further layer of skills L&D teams will be tasked
with providing.

52%
LinkedIn Learning’s 2021
Workplace Learning Report
showing upskilling and reskilling
to be a priority for 52% of
respondents

One of the biggest challenges for L&D
is not providing a specific skill or dealing
with a particular issue, however – it’s how to prepare employees for a workplace or job
description they don’t necessarily recognise yet. Learning analyst Laura Overton argues that
for organisations to equip employees adequately for the uncertainty ahead, siloes need to
be broken down between L&D teams, line
managers and the rest of the business. “People
leave organisations because of a lack of purpose,
a lack of opportunity, and a lack of skill,” she says.
“Resignations are happening, yet vacancies are
higher than ever before. So there’s a role for
L&D in ensuring that their function is not just
28% of employees plan to
focused on performance, but that people are
change employers or look for a
equipped and ready for what’s ahead. But at the
new job in the next 12 months,
moment we have one team doing recruitment
while 32% are undecided
and retention, and another doing courses. What
we need are skills builders.”

28%

However, there is a perception gap between
employees and practitioners as to the role of learning in their organisation, as evidenced by
Digits’ own research. Our survey found that a quarter of employees feel that training is a boxticking exercise, compared to just 2% of practitioners. In almost nine out of 10 cases, employees
reported that their employer was the one to instigate training, rather than the employee. Yet
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among practitioners, 35% said employees were
driving requests for training, compared to 25%
saying line managers and 15% the L&D team.
Just over a quarter of respondents felt that their
most recent training would help them progress
in their career, and this proportion was lower for
part-time workers than those in full-time work
(17% vs 30%). Digits’ survey also suggested
there could be room for more support for
managers: 35% receive regular training in their
role, but 26% have not been provided with extra
learning support. Matkin argues that managers
can provide the “glue” that helps employees

25%
Our survey found that a quarter
of employees feel that training is
a box-ticking exercise, compared
to just 2% of practitioners

Thinking about your most recent training, how useful or effective was it to your job/role at the time?
It changed the way I work

18%

It wasn't immediately useful, but I expect it to be useful in the future

23%

It was solely a box-ticking exercise

25%

It helped me progress my career

27%

It filled a definite skills/knowledge gap

38%
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

feel comfortable with learning, embrace learning technology, and become more engaged with
their role. “It’s not just about getting learners involved, it’s about managers seeing the value of
the LMS,” she says. “If we can show managers where the returns will be in terms of succession
planning, or how they can meet their key performance indicators through training, we can get
them on board.”
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In what ways do you believe that your organisation’s L&D offering supports employees’ development?
It's solely a box-ticking exercise

2%

It helps to change the way they work

25%

It helps them progress in their career

27%

It might not be immediately useful, but it will help their future development

38%

It fills skills and knowledge gaps

81%
0%

27%
Just over a quarter of
respondents felt that their most
recent training would help them
progress in their career
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Balancing budgets and workloads
Faced with a renewed focus on upskilling staff, many L&D teams will be reviewing how they can
maximise their budgets during 2022 and beyond. An inevitable part of that budget discussion is
demonstrating the value of training to senior leaders.
Digits’ survey of practitioners found
Does your organisation have a specific budget for
L&D for employees?
that 70% of organisations offer L&D
35%
33%
opportunities to all staff, meaning almost
30%
a third do not. Similarly, only a third said
25%
they have a specific training budget for
25%
employees, while 25% said there was no
20%
budget for training. Yet despite a high
15%
proportion claiming not to have a budget
10%
for training, 57% felt their organisation
offered good L&D opportunities. Over
5%
a third described their training offer as
0%
Yes - there is a budget for each employee
No
“average”. “Where there is no specific
learning budget or even where it is
devolved to HR it can be a struggle for
organisations to see it as a priority,” says Matkin. “They are definitely more cautious about
spending and don’t want to invest money in something they’ll need to change in a year’s time.
You need someone who is a champion for L&D who can build that business case.”

What do you think of the L&D opportunities that are available at your organisation?

Poor - my employer neglects employee training

7%

Average

37%

Good - my employer prioritises employee training

57%

0%

10

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

One area of L&D that rarely struggles to draw budget sign-off is compliance, particularly in
regulated industries such as financial services. More than half (55%) of learning practitioners
surveyed by Digits said they require staff to complete mandatory training every year, while
18% require it every six months. Matkin adds that managing compliance training can often be
a driver for an LMS investment: “There may be organisations that have nothing in place and
want a more central repository to manage compliance and manager training.” Some platforms
can integrate essential compliance training into onboarding programmes or present the
course when an
employee logs
What types of training are available at your organisation?
in so they must
Other
2%
complete it before
CIPD
8%
moving on to their
Graduate scheme
9%
Reskilling
14%
next task.
Apprenticeship scheme

15%

16%
Reflecting this,
Products and services
18%
our survey
Onboarding/induction/orientation
22%
showed that the
Mentoring
22%
most likely type of
Soft skills
27%
training offered
Communication
27%
to employees was
Upskilling
27%
Digital
skills
28%
health and safety
Compliance
28%
(54% of full-time
Management
30%
respondents and
Team leadership
30%
64% of part-time
Diversity and inclusion
30%
workers). The
Technical skills (skills directly related to your role)
43%
next most popular
Health and safety
55%
types of training
0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
were technical
skills (offered to
43% of all respondents), diversity and inclusion training (30%), and team leadership (30%). Only
a fifth (22%) offered training as part of new starters’ onboarding or induction programme.
More than half (55%) of employees said they are not required to complete mandatory training.
But while compliance training continues to be important, almost a third of practitioners said
they did not offer any voluntary learning opportunities on top of this. Despite this, threequarters of employees said they had sufficient training to be successful in their role, and 51%
Quality (business processes)
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felt that their employer prioritised L&D . Only a tenth of employee respondents said their
employer neglected training.
Finding the time to fit learning into their day, however, was more of an issue. Just two-thirds
(64%) said they had enough time set aside to complete their most recent training. This may
have something to do with line managers’ expectations or perceptions of the value of learning;
24% were expected to complete the training alongside their normal workload rather than being
granted space to fit it in. Around an eighth (12%) were expected to do it in their free time, and
this proportion was slightly higher (15%) among those who worked part time. Perry Timms,
founder and chief energy officer of transformation consultancy PTHR, believes this is where
having “learning activists” or champions can encourage individuals and teams to prioritise time
for learning. “If you’re an organisation facing a particular challenge you can turn that into a
learning exercise,” he advises. “So what is the first step to re-engineer this process? How can we
do this more efficiently? Let’s learn something now and it’s instantly applicable tomorrow. This
gets learners on the front foot because they see results.”
When it comes to justifying learning budgets, many organisations use completion rates or
viewing numbers to quantify whether an investment has been worth it – but this doesn’t
always demonstrate whether someone can apply the knowledge. Toby Gilchrist, head of
implementation services at Digits, says that turning the learning experience into a journey
where employees can see the destination (perhaps a particular job or skill they need for their
next role, for example) and a reason for acquiring the knowledge can increase the “stickiness”
of the learning. “You can measure completion rates and how long people have spent on a piece
of learning, but if you repeat an assessment three months later will the learners have retained
their knowledge? If you make one piece of learning part of a whole journey, it becomes more
immersive and it sticks.”
Data insights can help overcome the challenge of engaging employees and helping them to
understand the relevance and importance of learning to their role. One way to do this is to
use a skills analysis tool embedded in your LMS – such as the tool in Digits LMS – that can
show where they need to build competencies and suggest learning content. This analysis can
also become part of performance discussions between managers and employees, making
those conversations focused on future goals, rather than retrospective performance. This data
can give leaders an idea of where they need to invest in reskilling or upskilling employees to
support longer-term talent management and succession planning. This is the sweet spot where
learning, talent management and business performance join together, argues Timms. “You can
see how the workforce is positioned to satisfy the demand coming on the horizon, work out
how you’ll fill those gaps and create a provocation to the business.” In a labour market where
knowledge could leave at any time, making this case to leadership could prove crucial.
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73%
Three-quarters of employees
said they had sufficient training
to be successful in their role

51%
Half of employers feel their
organisation prioritises L&D
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How do people want to learn?
The pandemic showed us that in-person learning – while it has value – is not the be-all and endall of how we share knowledge in organisations. Faced with cancelling in-person sessions, many
organisations switched these courses to video, with varying degrees of success.
In Digits’ survey, employees and L&D teams had differing opinions of how they preferred
training to be delivered: 44% of employees said they preferred in-person training, 32% said
eLearning, and 31% said hands-on learning. By comparison, the most commonly used delivery
format was eLearning (50%), followed by in-person training (47%) and hands-on training (33%).
Ben Sweetman, director of content and learning design at technology skills company QA,
argues that there is often too much focus in learning debates about whether something
should be on- or offline, when a mix of the two can build much better engagement and
application. “If you look at the training landscape, it’s often a binary choice between all in

In what format/s would you prefer that your
training was delivered?
50%
45%

What format does the training at your
organisation usually take?
60%

44%
50%

40%
35%

32%

31%

50%

47%

40%

30%

33%

25%

30%

20%
20%

15%
10%

10%

5%
0%

In-person training

eLearning

Hands-on training

0%

eLearning

In-person training

Hands-on training

person or all digital – but they’re good for different things and have different characteristics,”
he says. “We can take the unique element of live learning and put it in the context of how
people would apply the knowledge at work.”
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The learning technology market has seen a shift in recent years from learning management
systems to learning experience platforms, reflecting a wider trend for user-driven
technologies and recognising the link between feeling confident in a skill and engaging with
where it fits into your role in the business. “The idea is that you can personalise experiences,
assign and restrict content depending on someone’s role or which part of the organisation
they work in, to create meaningful pathways of learning,” explains Matkin. “This helps
employees feel there is a purpose for their learning, and they have clarity about what they
need to do to get to the next stage of their career.”
But there is still a disconnect between what employees think of the learning they receive
and what L&D managers think of different delivery methods. This may be reflective of the
uncertainty some L&D teams feel about their role in the organisation, according to Timms.
“The value proposition is still unclear. They don’t want employees to tell them what they want
in case they get hundreds of disparate needs. Yet HR feels compelled to offer employees a
menu of courses,” he says. Managers hold the key here, he believes, because they can tune in
to what’s on the horizon and the skills this might require, helping learning teams to futureproof the organisation.
For a closer, more mutually beneficial relationship, managers need to pull back from acting
as the ‘gatekeepers’ of training – the ones who are signing it off or who employees have
to bargain with before they can add to their skills. Gilchrist adds: “It’s not about managers
approving or rejecting a request for learning, it’s about a conversation where the manager is
aware of what the employee is trying to achieve
and empowers the user.” On some learning
platforms, employees can run skills analyses,
and by integrating this into the performance
management process, training becomes part of
“The pandemic forced many
that ongoing conversation.
Interestingly, despite recent innovations
L&D teams to refocus on
in learning technology, such as virtual and
getting the basics right”
augmented reality (VR and AR), the pandemic
forced many L&D teams to refocus on getting
the basics right. According to the CIPD’s 2021
Learning and Skills report, only 9% of learning
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teams plan to introduce new products and services over the next 12 months, compared to
36% who said addressing the challenges and opportunities of Covid-19 was their priority.
“Take-up of emerging technologies, which have the potential to make learning both more
engaging and effective, remains low: the proportion using mobile apps, chatbots, VR and AR
animations or games is largely unchanged,” the CIPD reported.
It’s the ‘how’ rather than the ‘what’ that
matters when it comes to delivery of learning
content. Employees tend to drive their own
learning agenda if they can get answers to
problems they’re trying to solve. Gilchrist
explains: “You’ve got the content, libraries,
“How do you curate content
subject areas. But how do you curate it in such
so that learners engage
a way that it serves up relevant activities for
with relevant content?”
someone rather than them feeling they ‘have’
to do it?” Furthermore, it’s possible to create
an immersive learning environment without
spending thousands on hardware, adds Timms.
“You can create online environments where
people can move around and experiment, or collaborate using virtual whiteboards. These
are also more inclusive because they bring in people who might not have participated if the
session had been in a room.”
But even intuitive curation will only get so far, says Overton. “It takes a village to build
people’s skills. Content is just knowledge and can create an illusion of skill, but just because
you can search for something doesn’t mean you can do it. If you’ve not had the opportunity to
apply that knowledge, to learn, to fall down, and get up again, and revisit that content in the
context of reflection, that’s not skill.”
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Creating a learning culture supported by
technology
We know that finding time to fit in learning can be difficult for some employees, with a
significant proportion expected to fit it around their day-to-day work or even complete training
in their free time, so ensuring learning “sticks” as
efficiently as possible is crucial. HR technology
analyst Josh Bersin re-iterates this point,
suggesting that the average employee only has
24 minutes to dedicate to formal learning each
week.

24

The average employee only
Offering opportunities to try (and even fail) to
has 24 minutes to dedicate to
apply the learning can be more effective than
formal learning each week
delivering more but less impactful content.
Almost four in 10 employees (38%) we surveyed
had received training related to their current
role in the last six months, but more than a tenth
had not received training for three or more years. The survey also revealed that compliance
training tends to follow annual or bi-annual rhythms, perhaps reflecting reporting mechanisms
to regulatory bodies.
While the temptation for learning teams can be to offer more content, more often, this doesn’t
necessarily translate into the ability to apply that knowledge. For some time, L&D functions

When was the last time you received training related to your current role?
60%

53%

50%
40%
30%
20%

16%

14%

10%
0%

18

6%

In 2021

In 2020

In 2019

Three years ago

3%

2%

Four years ago

Five years ago

5%

More than five years
ago
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have grappled with the tension between providing a library of relevant and up-to-date course
content and nurturing employees to become more self-driven and acquire skills as they
need them. “There’s still a gap between learning teams presenting catalogues and course
programmes versus an employee saying ‘I’ve got a problem, how do I learn about this?’” says
Timms. “That fabled learning culture is still some way off.” Research from learning analysis
company MindTools reflects this, with just a fifth of respondents to its 2021 barometer
reporting they have successfully integrated learning into employee workflows.
Line managers need to build up confidence among their teams to share knowledge with their
peers and create opportunities for them to apply what they’ve learnt, adds Overton. “We need
to revisit the process of learning in the organisation, where we expect people to contribute
new knowledge to the team when we solve a problem.” Gilchrist sees this as creating a culture
where people feel “safe to learn”. He adds: “Learning teams can provide whatever content they
want on platforms and facilitate learning, but that culture piece that it’s safe, that your manager
takes time out for themselves to self-develop, that has to be in place first. Otherwise, it feels as
though the learning is being ‘done to’ the employees – that you’re buying in content and then
presenting it.”
Social learning is one way that organisations
can build up that learning culture. This can come
in a number of guises, from employees sharing
badges or accreditations on communications
platforms such as Microsoft Teams or Slack to
actively creating content about an aspect of
their own role and sharing that with their peers,
or participating in discussion groups within a
learning platform such as Digits LMS. Indeed,
LinkedIn Learning’s 2021 Workplace Learning
report found that community was a major driver
for learner engagement – learners who use
social features on average watched 30 times
more hours of learning content.

30x
Learners who use social features
on average watched 30 times
more hours of learning content

a champion for that platform,” explains Gilchrist. These pathways can be linked to corporate
social networks such as Yammer to further boost engagement, he adds.
Embedding training into the pre-boarding and onboarding process can have a double benefit:
getting employees used to the fact that learning is a priority as well as ensuring they are up to
speed with aspects of their role (or any necessary compliance training) before they start.
A further advantage is that data integration between recruitment, learning and HR systems
can give a more holistic view of where talent and skills lie in the organisation. Gilchrist adds:
“It’s a way to weave in compliance with the more exciting stuff about starting a new job. You can
find out where the nearest bus stop is to your branch but also learn about the organisation’s
diversity and inclusion policies.” Rules engines can let managers and learning teams know who
has completed what or where progress needs to be made before the next step of onboarding (or
even completing probation) can begin.
Ultimately though, employees will seek out learning that “helps them to get to their destination
faster and quicker” and this is what will help learning to stick, according to Overton. “Tune into
employees: how are they solving problems currently? Find out where they’re struggling and
meet them where they’re at. You only see the return on investment for this when you see how
fast people get up and running in new roles. But if you look at the business drivers behind that
agenda, you can demonstrate that return today,” she advises. Agile approaches to work are on
the rise, too, where teams work on shorter projects and iterate if they don’t succeed, rather
than striving for an immovable end goal further into the future. Presenting learning intuitively
to support this should be a priority for L&D, adds Timms: “Employees will want to know just
enough to get going, to know the first step. It’s not what you learn in what order, but what you
can demonstrate you’re able to do [that’s important].” This may feel uncomfortable for L&D
teams who like rigid frameworks and structures, but will provide employees with the flexibility
they need in a fast-changing workplace.

Increasingly, learning platforms offer the ability for employees to participate in league tables or
see their progress in the form of a game or challenge, which increases engagement. Digits LMS
customer Jardine Motor Group, for example, created a network of ‘ninjas’ who were learning
champions for new systems such as Microsoft Office 365 and who could help with uptake of
digital courses. “It was a visual learning journey of 16-bit characters where each ‘ninja’ would
get ‘belts’ as they progressed through. If someone achieved a certain level they would become

20

21

Are we trained for work?

Employee and practitioner perspectives on UK L&D

Conclusion
Could 2022 be a year of opportunity for L&D teams? The World Economic Forum predicts
that in the next four years we’ll see 85 million jobs displaced and 97 million new ones created.
This and other predictions all point towards the post-pandemic workplace being one where
employees must continually upskill and reskill themselves to keep pace with change, and L&D
teams must be laser-focused on helping them to achieve that.
Other changes are hurtling in from multiple directions: employees’ work patterns and locations
are changing as organisations embrace hybrid working; talent shortages demand that recruiters
diversify talent pools and build more skills interally; and the rise of automation is freeing
employees from many administrative tasks. Whether it’s acquiring a new digital skill or learning
how to lead a remote team, the pressure will be on the learning function to support employees
to ride this wave. In the short term, furthermore, training will play a key role in retention: almost
a quarter of employees (23%) we surveyed said they would leave their current role if their
employer changed or stopped its learning and development initiatives.
But simply providing employees with a menu of content and expecting them to help
themselves is not enough. Building a culture where workers feel comfortable accessing a
mix of learning to meet their needs is crucial: that could be ‘on the job’ bitesize learning that
responds to a skills requirement in the moment; a regular compliance update; or delivering
knowledge that can then be applied in an in-person classroom setting. Making it easy for
people to share their achievements through social channels or map a career journey can
further boost engagement with learning.

About the data
This report details the findings of two surveys carried out by Digits Industries Ltd in November
2021.
The first survey was completed by 60 UK-based, in-house HR and L&D practitioners, who
answered questions about the provision of L&D opportunities in their organisation. The second
polled a representative sample of 1,001 British adults.
Both surveys were carried out online. All statistics have been rounded to the nearest integer or
to one decimal place. Totals may not sum due to rounding.

Closing the perception gap between employees and learning practitioners must be a
priority. Our poll suggested that, for too many, training is a box-ticking exercise, instigated
by managers rather than employees themselves. Yet a recent survey by analyst company
Gartner showed that 80% of the workforce, 92% of managers, and 77% of senior leaders,
feel poorly prepared for the future, while 40% of employees said they frequently completed
responsibilities outside of their role.
Business goals will change, but they are a prime place to start from and work backwards.
Learning teams must align what they provide with the direction in which the business is
heading, bringing together talent planning, performance conversations and learning content
through integrated systems and data. Failure to do so could leave employees feeling that their
learning needs are not met, carrying a clear cost in time, money and keeping up with the market.
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